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Abstract
In this paper, we examine a major transparency initiative affecting tax abatements for state and local
economic development in the United States that has been plagued by noncompliance. Unlike academic
studies examining government compliance with transparency rules such as Freedom of Information Act
(FOIA) requests, we examine government and independent auditor responses to inquiries about
information already posted, or not posted, in annual financial reports. Using a pre-registered
experimental approach on cities, counties, and school districts in a single large-population state (Texas),
we remind entities and their external auditors of their transparency obligations as well as our ability to
check their compliance with this transparency rule and ask these entities follow-up questions about their
required posts. Against expectations, we found that entities were not significantly more likely to comply
with our request for information when we reminded them of their disclosure obligations and we found
some evidence that nudges made entities less likely to comply. We argue these results provide novel
insights into the limitations of transparency initiatives.
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Introduction

Local governments, including cities, counties, and school districts provide billions of dollars in
economic development incentives in the form of tax abatements to firms.1 These incentives have been
criticized for their lack of transparency and the high costs to taxing entities.2 Unlike cash grants to
businesses or procurement contracts, many governments at the state and local levels were not required
to disclose the costs of tax abatements given to companies.

In a highly contested decision, the Government Accounting Standards Board (GASB), the U.S. non-
governmental agency that sets standards for financial accounting, issued ruling GASB 77 in 2016,
requiring disclosure of tax revenues forgone from tax incentives. Recent regulatory changes now require
government entities to disclose revenue forgone through tax abatements in their Annual
Comprehensive Financial Reports (ACFRs). The new standards hold out hope that the opaque world
of economic development will come to light.

These disclosures have been met with both strong praise and criticism suggesting that these reforms
could impact economic development policy. Economic developers, consultants, and firms submitted
letters in outright opposition to GASB 77 or criticism of specific reporting requirements.3 The
organizations claimed that these disclosures can be a burden to local entities such as cities and school
districts, and they worried that reporting of the costs but not the benefits may provide an incomplete
picture of economic development. Transparency organizations, as well as critics of the use of tax
abatements, wrote letters of support of the rule and pushed for a broadening of the definition of tax
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1Bartik 2019; Slattery and Zidar 2020.
2Jensen and Malesky 2018.
3Ibid.
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abatements to include tax increment financing (TIFs) and mandating the disclosure of individual
incentive deals, not just aggregate costs.4

Unfortunately, compliance with GASB 77 is incomplete. NGOs such as Good Jobs First have
documented GASB 77 nondisclosure and posted a regular blog series on disclosures. Thrall and Jensen
conducted an analysis of 2017 and 2018 GASB 77 disclosures and, using a very conservative data coding
strategy, they found non-compliance rates of 22 percent and 20 percent,5 respectively. Their survey of
local government officials as well as city financial officers found that only 4 percent of elected officials
and 12 percent of financial officers were “very familiar” with GASB 77.

In this project, we explore this non-compliance through an experiment that attempts to “nudge”
both government officials in cities, counties, and school districts as well as their independent auditors
into providing compliance data on their tax incentive deals offered to firms using a field experiment in
the state of Texas. Texas is a representative state in terms of the use of economic development
incentives6 and GASB Compliance7 and new legislation creating a state database of tax incentives allows
us to inform government entities of our ability to compare their GASB filings with state tax databases.
Our research builds on a broader political science literature on both transparency8 and compliance with
financial standards.9

Our hypothesis predicted that government agencies and independent auditors would be more likely
to provide us with information on the location of tax incentive data when we remind them that
disclosure is mandated by GASB accounting standards. Our main findings from this study are that
efforts to increase compliance were either ineffective or even counterproductive. Consistent with the
work of Moy,10 there is some evidence that reminding agencies of their obligations can lead to a
“backfire effect.”

The opacity of economic development programs

States, counties, cities, and school districts provide different forms of economic development incentives
to firms. These incentives can subsidize power and water or cheap land for the favored firms’
operations. Governments can build specialized infrastructure for firms or tailor workforce development
programs for company needs. Many governments provide cash grants to companies for relocation or
expansion.

Despite the wide variety of potential grants and subsidies, tax abatements and exemptions remain
the most common form of economic development incentives. In a study of manufacturing incentive
programs, Danzman et al found that 147 of 210 programs were tax incentives.11 While tax abatements
and exemptions are often less effective than other forms of economic development programs,12 for
government officials they offer the advantage—unlike grants that must be budgeted and paid for—of
unlimited tax incentives if programs are uncapped. For example, the largest cash grant program in the
country, the Texas Enterprise Fund, is subject to biannual appropriations that can vary considerably
across legislative sessions.13 These incentives, limited by the legislature, have never exceeded $50 million
per company or $280 million in a two-year period.14 The largest Texas tax incentive, in contrast, is a
now sunsetted tax limitation program called Chapter 313 which was an uncapped tax incentive for

4Good Jobs First has been a leader in pushing for economic development transparency. Their overview of GASB 77 can be
found here. https://goodjobsfirst.org/tax-abatement-disclosures/

5Thrall and Jensen 2023.
6Jensen and Thrall 2021.
7Thrall and Jensen 2023.
8Berliner 2014; Hollyer et al. 2011; Office of Evaluation Sciences 2022.
9Khumawala et al 2014; Thrall and Jensen 2023.
10Moy 2021.
11Danzman et al 2016.
12Bartik 2019.
13https://gov.texas.gov/business/page/texas-enterprise-fund
14https://gov.texas.gov/uploads/files/business/TEF_Award_Listing_Data.pdf
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companies.15 This program was estimated to cost as much as $1 billion per year.16 One company,
Samsung, applied for incentives covering up to $4.8 billion in property-tax breaks for an investment in
Taylor, Texas.17

These two Texas examples illustrate how tax incentives can be less constrained than grants or other
incentive programs. Without regular budget authorizations, and no caps, governments can literally give
out unlimited amounts of tax incentives, making them a favorite of elected politicians across states.18

An additional feature of tax incentives, often criticized by good-government activists, is that tax
abatements are a less transparent form of economic development incentives. As argued by Jensen and
Malesky,19 governments can “credit claim” the investment and job creation of firm relocations and
expansion that they assert stem from the incentives. However, the political use of incentives raises the
possibility that voters might be sensitive to their costs. Using a series of survey experiments, they find
that when voters are presented with the tradeoffs between economic development and other policies,
the political benefits of incentives dissipate. Making the costs of incentives more transparent is at the
heart of the GASB 77—the transparency initiative that we are exploring in this paper. GASB 77 requires
government entities to reveal how much in taxes are forgone due to economic development incentives,
which aligns the transparency of the fiscal costs of tax incentives with other government programs.20

This specific transparency reform in the domain of economic development connects to a larger
literature on government transparency.

The impact of transparency on governments

Transparency has long been associated with good governance and is key to democratic accountability.21

Nevertheless, the tradeoffs of making government more open remain subject to a lively debate among
public administration scholars.22 A starting point is clearly defining transparency.

First, it is important to differentiate reactive versus proactive transparency. Existing studies have
largely experimented on government compliance with either proactive transparency requirements such
as providing information on government websites or reactive transparency laws such as responding to
requests. Reactive laws, including the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA), entail individual requests
for information, which have been used in field experiments and observational data analysis in Mexico,23

Brazil,24 the UK,25 the Netherlands,26 and the US.27 These studies generally agree that, compared to
informal requests, governments respond more reliably to transparency clauses such as FOIA and
provide more and better information when legal requirements are invoked, although recent work
appealing to peer comparison suggests no impact.28

In our area of study, economic development, many government agencies have moved to greater use
of proactive transparency, requiring government agencies to post information about economic
development, such as grants or tax breaks provided to companies for expansions or relocations. NGOs
such as Good Jobs First have cataloged the passive transparency of government economic development

15This project has been replaced with a more slightly more limited tax abatement program through the Jobs, Energy,
Technology and Innovation Act (JETI). https://comptroller.texas.gov/economy/development/prop-tax/jeti/

16https://www.texasobserver.org/as-texas-10-billion-corporate-tax-break-program-closes-state-comptroller-wants-to-co
ver-up-costs/

17https://therealdeal.com/texas/austin/2022/12/14/samsung-linde-ask-last-minute-chapter-313-incentives/; https://www.bizjo
urnals.com/austin/news/2022/12/09/samsung-linde-taylor-chapter-313-incentives.html

18Danzman et al 2016.
19Jensen and Malesky 2018.
20Thrall and Jensen 2023.
21Dahl 1971.
22Meijer 2013.
23Lagunes and Pocasangre 2018.
24Michener and Nichter 2022.
25Worthy et al 2017.
26Grimmelikhuijsen et al 2018.
27Wagner 2021.
28Office of Evaluation Sciences 2022.
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programs,29 and activists in places like New York State have pushed for “databases of deals” as a form of
proactive transparency.30

Unfortunately, media scrutiny and academic studies have often found problems with this proactive
transparency in the use of economic development incentives. For example, media reports in Wisconsin
found that government agencies were overstating job creation associated with these individual
projects.31 Academic research has shown that publicly announced incentive details and deals
documented on government websites were subject to secret amendments, lowering the job
requirements for these government grants.32 Many states exempt economic development incentives
from state public records requests, limiting activists’ ability to obtain information on these incentives.33

GASB 77 was a major proactive transparency initiative, requiring disclosure of the costs of these
economic development incentives. However, as noted, compliance with these rules has been
incomplete. Unlike FOIA requests, for which governments are required to respond to the requester, our
research question focuses on government responses to queries about their required information and the
accuracy of their GASB 77 disclosure.

A small number of studies have examined similar questions. For example, Wagner inquired about
county sheriffs’ incident reports, civilian complaints regarding road maintenance, collective bargaining
agreements, and district attorney offices’ biennial budgets.34 While these agencies are formally required
to provide this information, additional information requests or clarifications can be met with either
help or silence. Work by Pasquier and Villeneuve documents the different motivations for agencies
resisting transparency, including a culture of secrecy, institutions’ motivations to not admit mistakes,
political reasons such as security concerns, or organizational reasons in which agencies may not be
equipped for these types of requests.35 The Office of Evaluation Sciences conducted an email
transparency experiment informing non-entitlement units of local governments on both the ease of
filing paperwork and the transparency of peers in their use of COVID-19 funding.36 The researchers
find that their treatments have no impact on local government transparency. Closest to our work, Moy
conducted a field experiment on U.S. city executives testing if reminding politicians of their obligations
or making clear that their peers are complying with transparency requests leads to greater compliance.37

Contrary to expectations, reminding politicians of their obligations had no impact on compliance, and
city executives who received a peer-effects treatment were less likely to comply.

These studies of government responses have similarities to research on independent auditors.
Studies of financial disclosure found shockingly high levels of non-compliance with disclosure rules.38

This non-compliance can be driven by the complexity of the disclosure39 and individual auditor
attributes.40

Our research design and theory do not focus on the motivation for or the resistance to transparency
by government bodies and external actors. Rather, our field experiment examines if nudges reminding
officials and auditors of their obligation to publish tax incentives leads the actors to provide us
additional information on their mandatory disclosures.

29Tarczynska et al 2022.
30CBCNY 2021.
31Kremer, Rich. “Audit: WEDC didn’t meet job goals, waited years to recover money from businesses not meeting

requirements.”Wisconsin Public Radio, September 1, 2023. Available at: https://www.wpr.org/economy/audit-wedc-didnt-meet-
job-goals-waited-years-recover-money-businesses-not-meeting-requirements.

32Jensen and Thrall 2021.
33Jensen, Nathan M. “Do Taxpayers Know They Are Handing Out Billions to Corporations?” New York Times, April 24, 2018.

Available at: https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/24/opinion/amazon-hq2-incentives-taxes.html.
34Wagner 2021.
35Pasquier and Villeneuve 2007.
36Office of Evaluation Sciences 2022.
37Moy 2021.
38Glaum and Street 2003, Hodgdon et al 2009.
39Meall 2004.
40Brown and Tarca 2005.
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New laws and standards have increased transparency requirements for numerous government
entities from local governments to federal agencies. However, we have limited information on the role
of private citizens and interest groups in checking the accuracy of this information or enforcing
compliance with these rules. Therefore, adding to the evidence base on this question is critical.

Tax-abatement disclosures are fertile ground to test theories of transparency. GASB 77 is a reporting
requirement promulgated by a private professional association and thus fits within the proactive
transparency literature, although our experiment borrows also from research on reactive transparency.
Unlike previous studies that document compliance or non-compliance with transparency rules,41 we
utilize an audit experimental approach to examine how reminding respondents of their obligations
under GASB affects responses to our request for GASB 77 mandated data.42

Unlike government laws, GASB 77 sets accounting standards that affect an actor’s ability to borrow.
Thus, the main enforcement mechanism of GASB is through reputation. Scholars of transparency have
argued that reputation can be an important mechanism for ensuring compliance with transparency
laws.43 Similar to FOIA studies citing specific FOIA laws,44 we remind government actors and
independent auditors of their disclosure obligations. Unlike FOIA studies, government agencies or
auditors are not required to respond to our queries. Despite this difference, we expect local
governments to be sensitive to legal disclosure responsibilities and the potential reputational cost of
non-response, especially given that the inquiry is a relatively simple request.

Hypothesis: Localities primed with the GASB 77 disclosure responsibilities are more likely to
cooperate with public tax-incentive disclosure inquiries.45

Key to our research is understanding the roles of both financial officers in government entities who
prepare the reports and the independent auditors who certify these reports. For financial officers
representing counties, cities, or school districts, accurate financial disclosures can be associated with
lowered borrowing costs. In a working paper on GASB 77 implementation, Li et al found that GASB 77
overall lowered borrowing costs for governments through reduced information asymmetry as well as
public scrutiny.46 In a study of another GASB reform of disclosures of post-employment benefits, Yu
found that disclosures of non-transparent obligations lead to increased borrowing costs.47 In a study of
tax abatements, Chava et al found that greater use of subsidies is associated with higher borrowing
costs.48

This literature suggests that economic development subsidies can have negative impacts on local
finances and that the information asymmetry can lead to higher borrowing costs across all borrowers.
Financial market actors are sophisticated in their evaluation of selective transparency and incorporate
limited GAAP compliance into prices.49

Equally important is the role of independent auditors in compliance with GAAP standards. These
independent auditors are responsible to identify accounting deficiencies and certify that government
financial reports meet standards that provide confidence to users of financial statements. In reality,
many auditors may have a hand in the preparation of financial statements, although this could lead to

41Bearfield and Bowan 2017.
42See Berliner et al. 2021 for a recent example.
43Hood 2007.
44Such as Wong et al 2024.
45This is a shortened version of our pre-registered hypothesis. Our pre-registered hypothesis includes a second dependent

variable, compliance in future tax abatements as well as framed for a national rollout of this experiment. This experiment
presented in this paper tests the first part of the hypothesis on the responsiveness to our inquiry in Texas. The hypothesis as
formally stated in the pre-analysis plans is: “Our hypothesis is that informing county, city, and school-district auditors of their
obligations to comply with the GASB rule and any state laws on disclosure will increase responsiveness to the inquiry and future
compliance with disclosure of tax abatements.”

46Li et al 2023.
47Yu 2022.
48Chava et al 2024.
49Benson et al 1991.

Business and Politics 5

https://doi.org/10.1017/bap.2025.8 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/bap.2025.8


conflicts of interest. In a creative study of language convergence in reports across municipalities that
share the same auditor, Yang finds striking similarities in financial reports that suggest auditors play a
greater role than simply certification.50

For the purposes of our study, auditors are subject to similar reputational effects where certification
of compliance with GAAP standards is the central to their business, although Moore et al argue that the
reputational consequences may be in the distant future.51 However, the role of reputations in securing
and retaining clients is key, thus non-compliance with financial reporting is a serious concern for
auditors.52

In the next section, we outline our research design in examining how reminding both government
financial officers and independent auditors of their obligations impacts their responses to requests for
tax abatement information.

Research design

To test our theoretical expectations on how reminding respondents of their GASB 77 obligations affects
compliance with tax abatement disclosures, we implement a field experiment in which we email both
external auditors and in-house financial officers in Texas, asking them to (1) provide a link to their
annual comprehensive financial report (ACFR) and (2) confirm whether they have incorporated all
local tax abatements in the 2020 ACFR. Our main outcome is the degree to which respondents comply
with our request. We obtained a contact list of auditors and financial officers in Texas from the Federal
Audit Clearinghouse and narrowed the scope to school districts, cities, and counties.53 We note that the
fielded experiment has a small number of modifications from our original pre-registered design.54

Texas is a useful state in which to perform this experiment for three reasons. First, Texas economic
development incentives, authorized by the state legislature, enable various tax abatement programs
including local incentives (Chapter 380 incentives), county tax abatements (Chapter 381), and school
tax limitations (Chapter 313). Other tax abatements, such as sales tax incentives, are state programs.
These cities, counties, and school districts are the main providers of tax incentives in Texas. To give a
recent example, a proposed $17 billion investment by Samsung in Taylor, Texas received almost
$1 billion in incentives from the county, city, and school districts.55 Additional incentives from the state
are possible, but the largest tax incentives offered to the company are from the main taxing entities in
the state. Thus, state law authorizes the use of tax incentives at the level of county, city, and school
districts that are comparable across entities.

Second, Texas is a representative state in terms of GASB Compliance. Texas is the median state in
terms of GASB noncompliance (ranked 25th).56 According to Good Jobs First the majority of major
cities and large counties complied with GASB 77, although a number of the largest school districts did
not comply.57 This variance in compliance is similar to other states, providing us with a representative
case of tax abatement transparency.

Third, in 2021 the Texas legislature passed HB 2404. This bill mandated that entities upload tax
abatement agreements to a database housed by the Texas Comptroller. This database not only allows us
to examine if entities were failing to disclose their tax abatements, but informing subjects about the
passage of this legislation was used as part of the randomized treatment in our experiment. We discuss

50Yang 2021.
51Moore et al 2006.
52Bergner et al 2020.
53https://facdissem.census.gov/PublicDataDownloads.aspxhttps://facdissem.census.gov/PublicDataDownloads.aspx.
54Our pre-registered plan included a national experiment on GASB 77 compliance. Due to the intense data collection efforts, as

well as a unique opportunity with the unexpected passage of a Texas transparency law, we focused our experiment on Texas. Due
to the smaller sample size and resulting lower statistical power we fielded a single treatment and bundled the pre-registered
interventions to maximize anticipated treatment effects. The experiment on the national sample will be reported elsewhere.

55https://therealdeal.com/new-york/2021/12/29/samsungs-17-billion-deal-came-with-texas-sized-incentives/.
56Thrall and Jensen 2023.
57Good Jobs First 2023
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this treatment later in this section, but this unique legislation in Texas provides an excellent laboratory
to test theories of transparency.

Each one of these entities (school districts, cities, and counties) is required to publish an annual
comprehensive financial report (ACFR) that provides details on the financial health of the entity. These
reports can be produced in-house or by a third party, but the key for our research is that each one of
these reports is audited by a professional auditor. We access a database that includes the auditor and
contact information for the annual comprehensive financial report (ACFR) for the entity as well as the
internal financial officer at the city, county, or school district. Some auditors can appear more than
once, for example when a single auditor is responsible for multiple school districts. We randomly
selected one entity in such cases, as discussed below. All internal financial officers represent only one
government entity. We contacted these auditors and financial officers for the field experiment.

We first implemented the experiment with 227 external auditors as subjects from July to September
2022 and then began contacting 912 entity internal financial officers in October 2022. Our sample size
is similar to many other transparency studies including the Yang et al study of 198 subdistrict
governments.58

As a general communication protocol, we contacted the subjects three times unless they responded
to our email. In other words, we sent out an initial email and conducted two rounds of follow-ups.
Figure 1 shows the timeline of this study.

Baseline Condition:

Dear [AUDITOR NAME]:

We are researchers at the University of Texas at Austin conducting research on tax abatements of
local Texas government entities such as cities, counties, school districts, and housing authorities. We are
inquiring after [ENTITY NAME]’s audited annual comprehensive financial report (ACFR) for reported
tax abatements.

We are reaching out to verify that all local abatements provided by the government are included in
the 2020 ACFR.

Can you please direct us to the website URL or repository from which we can download the audit
report or otherwise access it? Can you verify that all local abatements were included in the 2020 report?

Thank you for your attention to this inquiry.

Sincerely,

NAMES REDACTED

Our only treatment in this study is a priming of regulatory requirements that local governments are
legally obliged to disclose tax abatements and publish agreements in public databases. This represents
an alteration from the pre-analysis plan in that the focus on the single state of Texas reduced statistical
power and prompted us to bundle the planned interventions into a single treatment to heighten
anticipated treatment effects. Since we contacted external auditors first and later reached out to in-
house financial officers, we refined our treatment message for financial officers to be consistent with a
change in the timing of the implementation of a Texas transparency law. For external auditors, the
treatment message was:

The Government Accounting Standards Board (GASB) issued Rule 77 in 2015, requiring
foregone tax revenues due to abatements be disclosed on ACFRs. Last spring the Texas
Legislature passed and Governor Abbott signed HB 2404. The law requires that, starting May 1,
2022, entities with local development agreements are now required to submit these tax
abatements, agreements and amendments to the Texas Comptroller to be included in a public
database.

58Yang et al 2023.
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Due to an announced delay in the implementation of HB 2404 during our experiment, we provided a
broader treatment to financial officers on our ability to check for disclosure of tax incentives. In both
cases, we include information on the obligation to report these tax abatements and our ability to
compare ACFRs with secondary information on tax abatements.59 However, we do not think the
difference in messages introduces theoretically meaningful confounders that would significantly alter
the results. The treated group in the sub-sample of in-house financial officers received additional text
that augmented the original treatment as follows:

The Government Accounting Standards Board (GASB) issued Rule 77 in 2015, requiring
foregone tax revenues due to abatements be disclosed on ACFRs. Our research will collect
incentive data to learn if local ACFRs match up with public databases of incentives such as the
Good Jobs First Subsidy Tracker and private databases such as IncentivesFlow.

We randomly assigned external auditors and internal financial officers into treatment and control
groups. For in-house financial officers, we used block randomization according to the population size of
the local entities (school districts, cities, and counties). FOIA research has identified entity size as an
important factor in shaping responses.60

For school district sizes, we used the enrollment data from the US Department of Education. Cities’
and counties’ population size data were drawn from the census data maintained by the US Census
Bureau. Because population size is a continuous variable and can create problems for block
randomization, we converted size into a four-category scale based on quantiles. Pooling the localities
together may have created confounds since counties would have dominated the larger quantiles. Thus,
we block-randomized each type of local entity independently in its own quantile blocks—random
assignment took place separately in each school district, city, and county quantile.

Since one external auditor can audit multiple localities, the random assignment process for this sub-
sample was a bit more complicated. We first identified external auditors who had worked with more
than one locality and randomly selected one out of all entities they audited. Then, we combined them
with auditors who had only worked with one entity. Finally, we applied the same block-randomization
strategy for external auditors by entity type and size quantile.

Table 1 summarizes the responses by subjects’ roles and different rounds of email communications.
A “meaningful reply” is any reply that comes from a human being rather than an automatic reply
message. Broadly speaking, there are four types of meaningful replies based on our requests:
(1) providing both the ACFR link and a statement on the inclusion of tax abatements, (2) providing
only the ACFR link, (3) providing only a statement on the inclusion of tax abatements, and (4) refusing
to cooperate. The fourth category consists of replies that explicitly stated that the subjects had no legal
obligation to disclose such information or responses that were not directly related to our requests.

Figure 1. Timeline of communication with subjects.

59One other small change we made to emailing in-house financial officers is that we added signatures for all coauthors, as one
respondent suggested that signatures add more credibility to our email and help our message to pass IT security screenings.
If anything, this modification may help boost the response rates in the experiment on in-house financial officers, but we do not
think it alters treatment effects. Additionally, the change is applied consistently in the internal financial officer experiment only
and not in the external auditors, so its impact can be controlled by a binary indicator. We discuss any possible differences in the
external auditor and financial officers.

60Spáč et al 2018.
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The table shows attrition between different rounds—the sums of replying and non-replying subjects
are slightly less than the number of non-replying subjects in the previous round. This is mostly because
the original contacts became unavailable due to changing their jobs, and the email response made this
clear. We did not follow up on the communication when subjects changed employment or when our
emails otherwise failed to deliver. There are in total 120 bounced contact attempts due to delivery
failures or job changes: 70 in the first round, 30 in the second round, and 20 in the last round. These
failed communications are also balanced across treatment and control groups in the first round; 35 are
in treated and 35 in control. There are fewer bounced emails from treated groups in the second and
third rounds of communications. There are 9 failed contact attempts from the treated group in the
second round (21 from the control group) and 7 in the third round (13 from the control group). These
responses are all coded as part of the “No Reply” category in the final responses. Given these bounced
communications are small in number and they are balanced across treatment and control groups we do
not think they present a threat to our results.

To match email responses with objective compliance data, we leveraged the disclosure of two tax-
abatement programs for school districts and cities/counties respectively. The Texas comptroller website
publishes Chapter 313 agreements, which are value-limitation agreements granted by school districts61

and Chapter 380/381 economic development agreements of cities and counties.62

To determine disclosure compliance, we accessed the ACFRs of the local entities and determined
whether these agreements had been disclosed. An entity is compliant if its ACFR discloses tax
abatements that broadly match the agreements in the two public databases we identified. We then
combined the objective compliance data with our email responses.

Out of 703 school districts in our sample, we identified 97 that have Chapter 313 agreements as
indicated in the public dataset; 80 disclosed these agreements in ACFRs and 17 did not. We have 436
cities and counties in our sample, 170 of which have Chapter 380/381 agreements; 117 disclosed tax
incentives in their 2020 ACFR and 53 did not.

Data analysis

The three rounds of communications are compiled into a dataset of email responses in which the unit of
observation is auditor-round. Since our emails contain two requests—providing the ACFR link and a
statement on whether tax abatements are included in the 2020 ACFR—there are five possible responses.
A reply that is fully cooperative provides both the ACFR link and the statement on tax abatement. Some
replies are only partially cooperative, in which the subject only provided either the ACFR link or a
statement on the inclusion of tax abatements. A small number of replies are uncooperative: some
recipients—mostly external auditors—claimed (incorrectly) that they did not have the authority to

Table 1. Tabulation of (non)responses across rounds and subjects’ role

Meaningful reply

In-house financial officer External auditor

0 1 Response rate 0 1 Response rate

Round 1 597 315 0.35 195 32 0.14

2 420 163 0.27 144 43 0.22

3 353 63 0.15 134 11 0.08

Overall 371 541 0.59 141 86 0.38

61Available at: https://comptroller.texas.gov/economy/local/ch313/agreement-docs.php.
62Available at: https://comptroller.texas.gov/economy/local/ch380-381/reporting-search-results.php? govt_type=City&govt_

name=&agmt_type=&entity_nm=&eff_dt=&xpir_dt= .
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disclose such information, and others made various comments that are unrelated to our study. The last
outcome value is non-reply, in which the recipients just did not write back to us.

We created two versions of the dependent variable. The first one we callMeaningful Reply, which is 1
if there is any reply from a real person and 0 if there is no response. Therefore, a meaningful reply
includes all three forms of replies: fully cooperative, partially cooperative, and uncooperative. The
second version is Cooperative Reply, which excludes the uncooperative responses. In other words, this
variable is 1 only when respondents are fully or partially cooperative and 0 otherwise.63

Our key independent variable is the treatment status, Treated, which takes 1 if a subject is in the
treatment group and 0 if the subject is in the control group. Given our block randomization strategy, we
verify that our assignment is balanced across different types of local entities in Table 2. As designed, the
number of localities under treatment and control groups is roughly the same within each entity type and
size category.

We control for External Auditor, which is also a binary variable that is 1 if a subject is an external
auditor and 0 if he/she is an in-house financial officer. We also control for Round, which is a categorical
variable that takes values of 1, 2, and 3, indicating whether the correspondence took place in the initial
contact, the first follow-up, or the second follow-up. Using the initial contact as the baseline of
comparison, Round 2 and Round 3 capture the impact of follow-up communications on the likelihood
of getting responses. Since local government partisanship could affect the response to our requests, we
use the share of the Democratic party from the 2020 Presidential election,64 or Democratic Vote Share,
to capture local political ideology.65 We use two binary variables County and City to indicate different
types of local governments, with school districts being the baseline of comparison.

We compare the statistical differences across treated and control groups to check whether our
treatment assignments are balanced across covariates, with results shown in Table 3. With the null
hypothesis being no selection into assignment, an insignificant difference between treatment and
control conditions suggests that the treatment assignment is balanced across these covariates. The
results indicate that the differences between treatment and control groups are statistically insignificant
across all covariates when the locality size is used as the randomization stratum and when there is no
stratification.66

With a binary dependent variable, we use the following linear probability model (LPM) to estimate
the likelihood of response to our emails. We also included the logistic regression results in the Appendix
as a robustness check. The results are highly consistent with the LPM regression, suggesting that our
results are robust to different specifications. Yir is a generic representation of our dependent variable,
which is eitherMeaningful Replyir which indicates whether a subject i has a meaningful reply in round r,
or Cooperative Replyir which indicates if a subject i cooperated in his/her reply in round r. Treatedi
represents whether the subject i is in the treated or the controlled group, which is invariant across
rounds. External Auditori reflects subject i’s professional role. Round indicates in which iteration the
email was sent and replies received. Using school districts as the baseline of comparison, Countyi and
Cityi control for these two types of entities our subjects audited or work with, both of which are also
invariant across rounds. Finally, Democratic Vote Sharei represents the partisanship of the respondent
i’s locality as measured by the Democratic party’s vote share in the 2020 Presidential election.

63These outcomes correspond broadly with the pre-registered binary outcomes of response and tax-abatement disclosure.
The second reported outcome, Cooperative Reply, broadens disclosure to include either provision of the web link, disclosure of tax
abatements, or both. In the pre-registered multinomial logit estimation reported in Figure 2, we disaggregate all outcomes and
estimate treatment effects on all pre-registered outcomes simultaneously.

64Data drawn from Christopher Warshaw and Chris Tausanovitch, 2022, “Subnational ideology and presidential vote estimates
(v2022),” Harvard Dataverse, V1, Available at: https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/BQKU4M.

65Available at: https://dataverse.harvard.edu/dataset.xhtml?persistentId= doi:10.7910/DVN/BQKU4M.
66We omit the reporting of test statistics for which covariates have missing data. We use the RItools package in R for the balance

test, which replaces the descriptive statistics (such as means) with the proportion of non-missing observations and fills the
inferential statistics (such as Z-scores) with imputation. The inclusion thus creates confusion and incompatibility with other
covariates. We also do not directly analyze the subsamples with missing covariates. Interested readers can still find the balance test
results for covariates with missing data in our replication codes.
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Yir � β0 � β1Treatedi � β2External Auditori � β3Round � β4Countyi � β5Cityi

� β6Democratic Vote Sharei � εi

Table 4 presents the LPM regression results across various specifications. Model (1) is the bivariate
regression of the meaningful response to treatment status. Note that it is functionally equivalent to
the pre-registered t test. To our surprise, our treatment has a significant negative effect on the
probability that we get a meaningful reply from the subjects. In particular, receiving the treatment
reduces the probability of a meaningful reply by 3.6 percentage points compared to untreated
subjects. Given the overall response rate of 55 percent, the 3.6 percentage points translates to a 6.5
percent change from the baseline, which suggests modest substantive significance in addition to
statistical significance. The coefficient for Treated is still significant when we include control
variables, as findings for Model (2) show.

Models (4) and (5) investigate whether meaningful replies are influenced by objective compliance.
Note that Models (2)-(4) augment the pre-registered analysis. The variable Chapter 313 Compliance is a
binary indicator that takes 1 when a school district disclosed Chapter 313 agreements in 2020 ACFR
and 0 if it did not. Similarly, Chapter 380/381 Compliance is 1 when a city or county disclosed Chapter
380/381 agreements in their 2020 ACFR and 0 otherwise. As these models show, our measures of
objective compliance do not have a significant impact on meaningful replies. Our treatment effect is
also insignificant within these subsamples of counties, cities, and school districts with matched
compliance status. However, it is unclear whether the null effect is because of the lack of statistical
power or true insignificance in these sub-samples as the number of observations is limited. To
adjudicate this, we need a sample size of 1073 to detect the treatment effect estimated in Model (4) with
80 percent power, assuming a 5 percent significance level. For the counties and cities subsample, we
need 27254 observations to detect the treatment effect in Model (5).

We re-run the analysis but changed the dependent variable to cooperative responses so that we only
consider replies that provided some sort of information on tax abatement as valid. Again, Model (1) is
functionally equivalent to the pre-registered t-test. The coefficients for the Treated variable remain
similar to our previous estimations, suggesting that excluding non-cooperative responses does not
meaningfully change the treatment effects.

Moreover, some coefficients for control variables included in the supplemental Models (2)-(5)
deserve discussion as well. External Auditor is consistently negatively signed across all specifications.
This is unsurprising because external auditors often think they do not have the liberty to disclose tax-
abatement information on behalf of the local entities they audit. Indeed, in our email correspondence,
some external auditors would either ask us to contact the local entities directly or to include the liaison
from the local government entities in the conversation. We also find that subjects who did not respond
in the previous round are less likely to reply in follow-ups, especially when we have to contact them in
Round 3. Meanwhile, county-level governments are significantly more likely than school districts to
respond to our requests, whereas city-level governments show no statistically significant difference
from school districts. Finally, we find local partisanship has no significant impact on their responses to
our requests.

Table 2. Number of local entities in treatment and control across type and size categories

Counties Cities School districts

Treated Control Treated Control Treated Control

Size category 1 18 20 35 37 88 88

2 18 19 35 37 88 88

3 18 19 35 35 87 88

4 18 20 36 36 87 89
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Table 3. Balance test of treatment assignment across covariates

Control Treatment std.diff adj.diff pooled.sd z Control Treatment std.diff adj.diff pooled.sd z

Chapter 313 Compliance 0.84 0.77 −0.17 −0.07 0.40 −1.49 0.84 0.77 −0.17 −0.07 0.40 −1.17

Chapter 380/381 Compliance 0.69 0.62 −0.15 −0.07 0.48 −1.24 0.69 0.62 −0.15 −0.07 0.48 −1.37

Round 1 0.47 0.45 −0.04 −0.02 0.50 −0.92 0.47 0.45 −0.04 −0.02 0.50 −0.93

Round 2 0.31 0.31 0.01 0.00 0.46 0.22 0.31 0.31 0.01 0.00 0.46 0.22

Round 3 0.22 0.23 0.03 0.01 0.42 0.84 0.22 0.23 0.03 0.01 0.42 0.86

Democratic Vote Share 0.36 0.36 0.04 0.01 0.18 1.06 0.36 0.36 0.02 0.00 0.18 0.36

External Auditor 0.23 0.22 −0.04 −0.02 0.42 −0.94 0.23 0.22 −0.04 −0.02 0.42 −0.96

County 0.12 0.12 −0.02 −0.01 0.32 −0.41 0.12 0.12 −0.02 −0.01 0.32 −0.41

City 0.25 0.25 0.00 0.00 0.43 0.10 0.25 0.25 0.00 0.00 0.43 0.11

Chapter 313 Compliance (Missing) 0.08 0.09 0.05 0.01 0.27 1.14 0.08 0.09 0.04 0.01 0.27 1.11

Chapter 380/381 Compliance (Missing) 0.16 0.12 −0.10 −0.04 0.34 −2.61 0.16 0.12 −0.10 −0.04 0.34 −2.57

Democratic Vote Share (Missing) 0.83 0.83 0.02 0.01 0.38 0.62 0.82 0.83 0.02 0.01 0.38 0.52
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One major concern of local partisanship affiliation is that our experimental outcome may be a
political reaction of conservative financial officers against supposedly liberal university professors.67 To
further explore how local partisanship impacts treatment effects, we interact the treatment variable with
the partisanship data to account for potential non-linear relationships. We plot the marginal treatment
effect conditional on local partisanship in Figure 2, based on the Model (3) in Tables 4 and 5. Contrary

Table 4. LPM regression results of meaningful responses

Dependent variable:

Meaningful reply

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Treated −0.036** −0.040** −0.076* −0.121 0.024

(0.018) (0.019) (0.043) (0.073) (0.049)

Chapter 313
Compliance

0.057

(0.098)

Chapter 380/381
Compliance

0.058

(0.053)

Round 2 −0.033 −0.032 −0.109 −0.038

(0.022) (0.022) (0.081) (0.057)

Round 3 −0.174*** −0.173*** −0.186** −0.203***

(0.024) (0.024) (0.089) (0.065)

Democratic vote
share

−0.011 −0.062 −0.231 −0.067

(0.056) (0.078) (0.207) (0.170)

External auditor −0.128*** −0.129*** −0.246***

(0.023) (0.023) (0.053)

County 0.093*** 0.093*** 0.112*

(0.028) (0.028) (0.062)

City 0.032 0.032

(0.024) (0.024)

Treated ×
Democratic
Vote Share

0.099

(0.106)

Constant 0.272*** 0.339*** 0.357*** 0.460*** 0.389***

(0.012) (0.026) (0.033) (0.147) (0.096)

Observations 2,470 2,046 2,046 163 324

R2 0.002 0.049 0.049 0.064 0.125

Adjusted R2 0.001 0.045 0.045 0.034 0.106

Residual Std.
Error

0.435 (df = 2468) 0.427 (df = 2038) 0.427 (df = 2037) 0.444 (df = 157) 0.436 (df = 316)

F Statistic 4.253**
(df = 1; 2468)

14.910***
(df = 7; 2038)

13.156***
(df = 8; 2037)

2.141*
(df = 5; 157)

6.466***
(df = 7; 316)

Note: *p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.

67We thank one of the reviewers for pointing out this valid concern that our treatment may be influenced by political
affiliations of local financial officers.
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to the expectation of political reaction, more democratic-leaning localities are less likely to attend to our
requests in the control group. However, our treatment improves the chance of getting meaningful
replies but not cooperative responses. Together, the figure shows that local partisanship is unlikely to
contribute to non-responses or backfiring effects because the marginal effects between treated and
control groups are statistically insignificant across the range of partisanship.

Another concern of our analysis is heterogeneous treatment effects across blocks for randomization,
that is, the size of localities. For robustness, we include inverse probability weighting (IPW) and size-
category fixed effects in LPM regressions. While acknowledging other ways to analyze block

Table 5. LPM regression results of cooperative responses

Dependent variable:

Cooperative reply

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Treated −0.036** −0.042** −0.078* −0.121 0.019

(0.017) (0.018) (0.042) (0.073) (0.047)

Chapter 313
Compliance

0.032

(0.051)

Chapter 380/381
compliance

0.057

(0.098)

Round 2 −0.041* −0.041* −0.109 −0.067

(0.021) (0.021) (0.081) (0.054)

Round 3 −0.168*** −0.168*** −0.186** −0.192***

(0.024) (0.024) (0.089) (0.061)

Democratic vote
share

−0.047 −0.098 −0.231 −0.178

(0.055) (0.076) (0.207) (0.162)

External auditor −0.164*** −0.165*** −0.310***

(0.022) (0.022) (0.050)

County 0.081*** 0.081*** 0.060

(0.027) (0.027) (0.059)

City 0.035 0.035

(0.024) (0.024)

Treated ×
Democratic
vote share

0.099

(0.104)

Constant 0.259*** 0.351*** 0.369*** 0.460*** 0.468***

(0.012) (0.026) (0.032) (0.147) (0.092)

Observations 2,470 2,046 2,046 163 324

R2 0.002 0.058 0.058 0.064 0.161

Adjusted R2 0.001 0.055 0.054 0.034 0.142

Residual Std.
Error

0.427 (df = 2468) 0.418 (df = 2038) 0.418 (df = 2037) 0.444 (df = 157) 0.415 (df = 316)

F Statistic 4.349**
(df = 1; 2468)

17.846***
(df = 7; 2038)

15.729***
(df = 8; 2037)

2.141*
(df = 5; 157)

8.656***
(df = 7; 316)

Note: *p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.
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randomizations, such as interacting treatment with block indicators68 or Lin’s regression approach,69

we adopt this approach as it allows for more straightforward and comparable interpretations.70 The
results, shown in Tables A3 and A4 of the Appendix, are largely consistent with our previous
estimations.

As pre-registered, we conduct randomization inference (RI) as additional robustness checks of our
results. This method uses the same outcome data but randomly reshuffles all treatment assignments for
each observation 10,000 times. This creates new simulated datasets in which any differences between
experimental groups are purely due to random chance. RI then compares the actual results against the
simulated estimates of the randomly rescrambled data. We summarize our treatment effects estimated
through RI in Table 6. The negative treatment effects are largely similar to our LPM estimations in
Tables 4 and 5.

Finally, we analyze the treatment effect across four different forms of responses—that is, whether we
receive a reply with both the ACFR link and a statement on the inclusion of abatement, only the ACFR
link, only the statement on abatement, and non-cooperative responses. The breakdown of distinct
responses is summarized in Table 7.

As pre-registered, we use multinomial logistic regression to analyze the treatment effects across these
response forms. Figure 3 plots the marginal treatment effect—predicted average difference of log-odds
ratios in specific response forms between treated and untreated groups using the fully specified model.
Consistent with our previous finding, financial officers and auditors reminded of their disclosure
responsibilities are significantly less likely to respond to our requests than those who do not receive
such messages. However, when we disaggregate cooperative responses, we do not find significant
treatment effects on the log-likelihood of getting cooperative responses. Nor does our treatment impact
the chance of getting non-cooperative responses.71 This suggests that non-responses primarily drive the
negative treatment effects in Tables 4 and 5.

To address the concern of non-linear relationship between our treatment and local partisanship
affiliation, we report multinomial regressions interacting with the treatment and local partisanship in

Figure 2. Marginal treatment effects conditional on local partisanship.

68Imbens and Rubin 2015.
69Lin 2013.
70Again, we thank one of the reviewers for suggesting different options of robustness checks.
71Figure 3 is based on the multinomial regression with full controls. In the Appendix, we report the marginal treatment effects

with full controls and size fixed effects in Figure A2, which is almost the same as Figure 3. We also report the results when IPW is
included in Figure A3, where the negative treatment effects for ACFR link and fully cooperative responses turn significant.
If anything, this specification strengthens the backfire effect of our treatment.
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Appendix Table A6. The interaction term is insignificant across all specifications, consistent with the
Model (3) in Tables 4 and 5. This suggests that political reactions due to partisanship differences are
unlikely to motivate the local government’s response to our request for tax abatement disclosure.

Conclusion

Our experimental approach examines non-compliance with a major economic development
transparency initiative in the United States. Contrary to our theoretical expectations, entities that
were treated with a reminder of their obligation to provide tax-abatement disclosures and with a
prompt that researchers have the ability to cross-check these disclosures were more likely to be met with

Table 6. Estimated treatment effects by randomization inference

Outcome variable

Meaningful reply Cooperative reply

Specifications No control −0.036 (p = 0.04) −0.036 (p = 0.04)

Full controls −0.040 (p = 0.03) −0.042 (p = 0.02)

Table 7. Breakdown of response forms

Response form Number of responses

Fully cooperative 293

ACFR link only 239

Abatement statement only 63

Non-cooperative 32

No reply 1843

Figure 3. Difference in log-odds ratio between treated and control groups from multinomial logistic regression.
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silence than data relative to the control group, at least in some models. At the very least, we find no
support that our requests increased transparency of economic development.

Our results provide interesting insights into other literature on transparency, including studies of
FOIA requests. Most useful for our study is Yang et al,72 which found that government agencies use
three strategies in dealing with information requests: selectivity, bargaining, and avoidance. Selectivity
and bargaining pertain to reducing the scope of information provided to requesters, but in our case,
GASB 77, the exact nature of these disclosures is already codified by GASB. We find limited evidence of
avoidance. When primed with their legal obligations, some respondents appeared less likely to respond
to our information request, at least in some model specifications.

As noted in the paper, survey evidence found that many government officials were unfamiliar with
their GASB 77 obligations, although financial auditors are certainly aware. One conjecture is that a non-
response to academics carries no penalty, and a response for non-complying entities could amount to
an admission of guilt. Thus, an avoidance strategy could be a dominant strategy for all agencies
providing disclosures.

As it was unanticipated and was not pre-registered in our design, our project cannot directly test the
mechanism: why do entities fail to comply with a researcher’s request when prompted about disclosure
obligations. Our work, when coupled with existing literature in the field suggests at least one plausible
answer. Unlike studies that highlight the complexity of disclosing information73 or different attributes
of auditors74 our experiment randomized a simple request for a clarification on existing disclosures.
Non-compliance isn’t due to capacity or individual attributes.

Our simple explanation builds on the survey work of Thrall and Jensen’s finding75 that GASB 77
compliance isn’t a particularly salient rule for internal financial officers, or elected officials. Our
experiment found that respondents simply didn’t respond to email requests (as opposed to offering
non-cooperative responses) when reminded of their obligations. The limited attention given to this rule
change by the public or elected officials leads us to conclude that avoidance is a strategy used by both
auditors and internal financial officers when faced with requests from the public.

These findings suggest limitations of transparency in shaping public policy. Even a major
transparency initiative, championed by NGOs, requires reputational consequences for non-compliance
due to the limited consequences for non-compliance. One final conjecture is that previous work has
documented wide variation in tax abatement disclosures across states with some states close to full
compliance.76 This suggests that state-level elites, such as state auditors, could play a pivotal role in
ensuring compliance with transparency regimes.

Supplementary material. To view supplementary material for this article, please visit https://doi.org/10.1017/bap.2025.8
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