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Abstract
Motivation: In late 2023, the German government faced public criti-
cism for funding cycle paths in Peru. This episode is particularly sali-
ent given a broader trend of declining public support for development 
cooperation.
Purpose: This study investigates how exposure to negative informa-
tion about development cooperation affects public support for these 
policies. In particular, it asks whether negative information under-
mines support and whether this effect can be mitigated through the 
provision of evidence or through evidence literacy education.
Approach and methods: The research questions are addressed using 
two survey experiments: a theory-driven conjoint experiment and 
a vignette experiment based on a newspaper article reporting on 
German-funded cycle paths in Peru.
Findings: Across both experiments, we find a robust and substantial 
negative effect of negative information on public support for devel-
opment cooperation. Evidence on potential mitigation strategies is 
mixed. Although the provision of evidence literacy education does 
not consistently buffer the negative impact of negative information, 
it significantly increases individuals' propensity to seek additional 
information.
Policy implications: The findings suggest that negative media cover-
age poses a serious challenge in maintaining public support for devel-
opment cooperation. Although evidence literacy alone may not shield 
public opinion from negative information, it appears to foster a more 
critical and inquiry-oriented public. Policy communication strategies 
may therefore benefit from complementing factual information with 
longer-term investments in evidence literacy to strengthen demo-
cratic resilience in debates on development policy.
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1  | INTRODUC TION

Public debate about development cooperation (DC) is increasingly shaped by simplified or misleading claims. 
In November 2023, for example, claims that Germany was spending 315 million euros on cycle paths in Peru 
spread rapidly through political speeches, social media, and traditional media outlets, triggering a broad public 
controversy about the legitimacy and effectiveness of DC (Aiwanger, 2024; Deutscher Bundestag, 2023a, 2023b; 
Zitelmann, 2023). In reality, the financial commitment consisted of 44 million euros in grants and an additional 
155 million euros in low-interest loans earmarked for specific purposes and scheduled to be repaid within 10 
to 15 years (Hauser, 2024). Concurrent with this media coverage, a recent study documents a decline in public 
support for DC among the German population for the first time in six years (Bruder et al., 2024). This finding is 
particularly striking given that previous research has consistently found public attitudes towards DC to be broadly 
positive (e.g. Hudson & van Heerde-Hudson, 2012; Paxton & Knack, 2012; Schneider & Gleser, 2018). Against this 
backdrop, it is important to understand whether and how negative—and in some cases misleading—media cover-
age erodes public support for DC, and whether that erosion can be attenuated. One possible response to such 
information environments is evidence literacy education, which aims to equip citizens with the skills to assess the 
quality and reliability of information (Aikenhead, 2006).

This study addresses these questions using two survey experiments. The first, a theory-driven conjoint experi-
ment (n = 4,073), examines how information about the success or failure of aid projects—and the form of evidence 
underpinning that information—shapes individuals' evaluations of hypothetical DC projects. The second, a vignette 
experiment (n = 3,120), exposes participants to an actual newspaper article containing negative information about 
DC (the case of the Peruvian cycle paths) and assesses the impact on support for DC. In both experiments, half the re-
spondents received a low-threshold evidence literacy education treatment in the form of a short explanatory video, 
allowing us to test whether such an intervention can mitigate the effects of negative information.

Our study contributes to two strands of the existing literature. First, we add to experimental work on public 
attitudes towards DC by providing the first German-language study that directly examines the effects of negative 
and selectively framed information on support for DC. Second, we extend research on information literacy inter-
ventions by testing whether a brief evidence literacy education treatment can moderate the impact of negative 
information in the DC context, a question that has not previously been examined.

The article is structured as follows. Section 2 reviews the relevant literature and derives the hypotheses of the 
study. Section 3 describes the research design and analytical approach. Section 4 presents the results. Section 5 
discusses the findings, limitations, and implications for DC communication strategies.

2  | LITER ATURE RE VIE W

2.1 | Experimental evidence on public attitudes to development cooperation

It is a fundamental prerequisite for democratic accountability and informed public debate that citizens respond 
to both positive and negative information about government spending—including spending on DC. At the same 
time, it is essential to ensure that misinformation does not exert disproportionate influence on public opinion. 
Framing theory provides a useful lens for understanding how information influences public support for DC: it 
describes how stakeholders such as the media select, emphasize, and present certain aspects of reality, shaping 
the way audiences interpret and evaluate issues (de Vreese, 2005). Negative information about DC—especially 
when emphasized in media coverage—can activate frames that draw attention to problems such as inefficiency 
or failure, reducing perceived legitimacy even when the underlying facts are incomplete or selectively reported.

Previous experimental research provides mixed evidence on how information about DC affects public opinion. 
While Gilens (2001) showed that information about the budget spent on foreign aid reduced support among US 
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citizens, Henson et al. (2022) find that providing information on the current level of aid spending raises support 
among English-speaking Canadians. Similarly, Scotto et al. (2017) highlight significant misperceptions of the aid 
budget in the United States and the United Kingdom, and show that providing respondents with spending figures 
as a percentage of the national budget significantly reduces support for cuts. Contrary to this, Wood (2019) finds 
no effect of budget information on public support for aid. These mixed findings suggest that the effect of informa-
tion depends on which aspect of DC is highlighted. While information on aid effectiveness can increase support 
for DC (Bayram & Holmes, 2020; Hurst et al., 2017), information indicating that aid is ineffective appears to have 
no major effect (Hurst et al., 2017).

Studies addressing the German context in particular have shown that providing positive information about aid 
effectiveness can bolster support for DC (Eger et al., 2023; Schneider et al., 2021). The public's limited knowledge 
about DC (Schneider & Gleser, 2018) could make it particularly vulnerable to negative information, especially 
when that information is misleading or selectively framed.

Based on this evidence, we test the following hypothesis:

H1. Information on the failure of aid projects decreases support for development cooperation.

2.2 | Information processing and the role of evidence

Evidence-based communication ensures that statements and recommendations are grounded in the best available 
scientific knowledge (Krause et al., 2020; Lewandowsky et al., 2021), thus enhancing the credibility of information 
and fostering public trust.

A key distinction concerns the form of evidence used to support a claim. Evidence can broadly be divided 
into two categories: statistical (quantitative) and anecdotal (qualitative) evidence. Which form is more persuasive 
depends on how information recipients engage with and process the information they receive. When recipients 
engage in low-effort information processing, anecdotal evidence tends to be more persuasive due to its intuitive 
and emotionally salient qualities (Betsch et al., 2011; Haase et al., 2015; Zebregs et al., 2015). However, when 
individuals are motivated and able to process information systematically, statistical evidence tends to be more 
convincing, especially on issues perceived as personally relevant or socially important (Hoeken, 2001).

Development cooperation is generally characterized as a low-salience, low-motivation issue for most citizens 
(Schneider et al., 2021): respondents are unlikely to engage in effortful, systematic processing when evaluating 
information about it. Under such conditions, the elaboration likelihood model (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) predicts 
that peripheral cues will dominate over substantive argument quality. Anecdotal evidence, by virtue of its con-
creteness, narrative structure, and emotional accessibility, tends to function as a peripheral cue and should there-
fore be more persuasive than abstract statistical evidence when motivation to process is low. Accordingly, we 
derive the following hypothesis:

H2. Anecdotal evidence (compared to statistical evidence) increases the persuasiveness of infor-
mation (negative and positive).

2.3 | Evidence literacy education

Teaching critical information skills offers a way to empower individuals to evaluate information reliability (Adjin-
Tettey, 2022; Ali & Qazi, 2022; Badrinathan, 2021; Chang et al., 2020; Flintham et al., 2018; Sirlin et al., 2021). 
Evidence literacy education enhances individuals' capacity for central processing by providing them with the skills 
to critically assess arguments and evaluate the quality of evidence (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986).
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Despite a large literature on information literacy (De Paor & Heravi,  2020), media literacy (Jones-Jang 
et al., 2021), and statistical literacy (Schield, 2005), no previous study has examined evidence literacy education in 
the context of attitudes towards DC. Adjin-Tettey (2022) found that media literacy training improved participants' 
ability to discern inauthentic information and reduced their likelihood of sharing false news. Dumitru et al. (2022) 
conducted a scoping review of media literacy interventions and found limitations in their efficacy, particularly in 
non-academic settings.1

Based on this literature, we derive the following hypothesis:

H3. Evidence literacy education increases information scepticism and reduces the effects of neg-
ative information on development cooperation.

3  | MATERIAL S AND METHODS

The research design for this study is survey experiments (see Figures 1 and 2 for an overview of the study design). 
The first experiment was conducted in November/December 2023 with a sample of 4,073 respondents. The second 
experiment was conducted in March/April 2024 among 3,120 respondents. Both samples are representative for 

 1Previous studies on persuasion found that various factors mediate between a message and an individual's attitude. Lavine and Snyder (1996) found 
that impact is mediated by perceived message quality. Lindsey and Yun (2003) found that the verifiability of evidence and message credibility 
mediate the relationship between statistical messages and attitudes. In our surveys, we assessed all these factors; however, exploratory analysis did 
not reveal insightful results. Results are available on request.

F I G U R E  1 Design of Experiment 1 (Conjoint Experiment). Each respondent completed five conjoint choice 
tasks. All five attributes were independently randomized across tasks.
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the general public in Germany, in terms of age, gender, place of residence, and level of education (see Table 3 
for descriptives; a comparison of sociodemographic composition against census benchmarks is provided in the 
Appendix). Respondents for both experiments are recruited from a German online access panel maintained 
by the survey company Bilendi & respondi. Quota sampling is used to ensure the desired representativeness. 
Respondents receive ’”mingle points'” (worth approximately 1 euro) for participating in the survey, which they 
could redeem as cash, vouchers, or donations.

In the second experiment, the 3,120 respondents were split as follows. First, respondents were randomly as-
signed to either the evidence literacy education condition (video group, n = 1,560) or the no-video control condi-
tion (n  =  1,560). Within each of these two groups, respondents were also randomly assigned to one of four 
information conditions: no treatment (control group), aid allocation treatment, aid effectiveness treatment, or the 
combined allocation and effectiveness treatment. This cross-design yields eight cells of exactly n = 390 respon-
dents each.2 Balance tables for both experiments are provided in the online Appendix.

3.1 | Experimental design

In the first experiment, two treatments are carried out. The first treatment is the evidence literacy education 
treatment. After introductory survey questions, half of the participants are randomly allocated to the “Video-
Treatment” Group, which receives a video, in which the purpose and approach of rigorous impact evaluations are 
explained. The short explanatory video explains rigorous impact evaluations (RIE) in an illustrative and simple 
way.3 Compared to the publicly available version of the video, respondents receive a slightly shortened version of 

 2While a cell size of 390 may seem modest, we note that our primary analyses of H1 and H3 operate on the full sample or on the two larger 
treatment arms (n = 1,560 each), where statistical power is not a concern. For the interaction analyses, the effective sample per cell is sufficient to 
detect medium-sized effects (d ≈ 0.3) with conventional power (1 − β = 0.80) at the 5% significance level.
 3The video is publicly available under the following link: https://​rie.​deval.​org/​resso​urces/​​rie-​expla​ined-​short​-​video​ (DEval, n.d.).

F I G U R E  2 Design of Experiment 2 (Vignette Experiment). The 2 × 4 factorial design yields eight cells of 
exactly n = 390 respondents each (total N = 3,120). DC = development cooperation.
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the video, excluding the DEval and BMZ branding at the beginning and end to avoid potential biases. Respondents 
had to watch the video for at least 60 seconds. Afterwards, they were free to skip the remainder of the video and 
move on to the second part.4 The second component of the first experiment is a conjoint experiment (see Table 1 
for the structure of the conjoint experiment). The main aim of the conjoint experiment is to assess the extent to 
which information on the success or failure of aid projects influences the support for aid projects.5 In each choice 
task, two profiles of hypothetical development policy projects are presented that vary in terms of the sector of 
cooperation, the project success, the communicator, the potential for improvement and the type of evidence. We 
choose these attributes based on the relevant literature as well as reporting standards in development coopera-
tion. The attribute sector of the cooperation includes the levels of health, education, and economic development. 
The project success comprises the following levels: no successes, minor successes, major successes. Scientists, 
experts, and local residents are the levels of the attribute of the communicator (see Dubois et al., 2016, for theo-
retical background). The attribute potential for improvement is differentiated into none, minor, and major poten-
tial for improvement. Finally, the evidence type comprises the levels of scientific studies, own observations, and 
the combination of both.

In this experiment, two outcomes are measured: The first outcome is the choice between the two hypothetical 
development policy projects. The second outcome is the individual rating of the two projects (Scale from 1 no 
support to 5 full support). Question wording, response scales, and summary statistics are available in Table 3. The 
second experiment also consists of two treatments. The first treatment, as in the first experiment, is the evidence 
literacy education video, which half the respondents received. Compared to the first experiment, the video was 
shortened from about three minutes to about one minute and 45 seconds. Methodological details of RIE that were 
considered too specific were omitted. The aim of the shorter video was to keep respondents' attention. In this 
experiment, respondents did not have the option of skipping the video. In the second treatment, respondents 
received various extracts from a newspaper article containing negative information about the allocation and ef-
fectiveness of development cooperation. A quarter of the respondents received no treatment and each remaining 
quarter received a different extract from the article.

 4Watch time is recorded and used in the analysis.
 5Conjoint survey experiments are used to analyse options that differ on several dimensions. In these experiments, participants' preferences for 
each dimension and the trade-offs between dimensions can be determined. In a conjoint table, a multitude of varying attributes are represented as 
one object. The attributes comprise different levels, which are randomly varied in each table presented to respondents (see Bansak et al., 2021, for 
further methodological information on conjoint experiments).

TA B L E  1 Conjoint Experiment (Example).

Project 1 Project 2

… was implemented in the health sector. … was implemented in the education sector.

… achieved limited success. … achieved no success.

… was evaluated by various experts. … was evaluated by various residents from the project 
region who participated in the project.

They see no potential for improvement. They see significant potential for improvement.

They base their conclusions on their own observations. They base their conclusions on scientific studies 
(so-called rigorous impact evaluations) and their own 
observations.

Imagine that the federal government has the opportunity to finance a follow-up project for one of the two projects. 
Which of the two projects would you choose?

Please evaluate both projects individually. To what extent do you support a follow-up project for the two described 
projects? (Scale: 1 = no support 5 = strong support).
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The first treatment group received an extract with information about the allocation of development coopera-
tion. The extract for the second treatment group contained information on the effectiveness of development 
cooperation in the form of narrative evidence. The third treatment group received both extracts of the article (see 
Table 2 for the exact wording).6 We interpret the information in all three treatment conditions as negative in tone 
and deliberately biased in a negative direction. Although the information presented is not factually incorrect, it is 
framed in a highly one-sided manner. For instance, the texts state that EUR 200 million are provided in grants and 
loans, but they omit the fact that only EUR 44 million are disbursed as grants, whereas the remaining EUR 156 
million are concessional loans to be repaid within 10 to 15 years. This framing creates the misleading impression 
that Germany is “giving away” EUR 200 million to Peru. The effectiveness treatment presents a personal narrative 
in which decades of development aid are depicted as having failed to produce meaningful improvements for the 
intended beneficiaries. Instead, the emphasis is on the creation of jobs for international experts, suggesting mis-
placed priorities. Although Bremer's assessment may indeed reflect his genuine opinion, it constitutes a highly 
one-sided representation, as there are many development workers who presumably perceive their work, at least 
in part, as meaningful and effective. Taken together, these portrayals cast doubt on the rationale, efficiency, and 
impact of development cooperation and are likely to foster a critical or sceptical response in readers. Multiple 
outcomes were measured in this experiment. The first outcome is the perception of whether the expenditures for 
development cooperation should be reduced (Budget Change). The second outcome is the perception of the ex-
tent to which Germany should provide financial support to poor countries (Support for DC). However, these types 

 6See Zitelmann (2023) for the original FOCUS online article.

TA B L E  2 Treatment Groups Experiment 2.

Name of Treatment 
Group German Version English Translation

Allocation Angesichts der Haushaltslage fordert 
Finanzminister Christian Lindner (FDP) 
Einsparungen bei der Entwicklungshilfe. 
Deutschland gibt etwa 12 Milliarden Euro 
für Entwicklungshilfe aus, davon in den 
letzten Jahren fast 200 Millionen Euro 
Zuschüsse bzw. Kredite für Busse und 
Radwege in Peru.

In light of the current budget situation, 
Finance Minister Christian Lindner (FDP) is 
calling for cuts to development aid. Germany 
allocates approximately 12 billion euros 
to development aid, including nearly 200 
million euros in recent years as grants or 
loans for buses and bicycle paths in Peru.

Effectiveness Frank Bremer hat sein Leben dem Kampf 
gegen Armut verschrieben und war 
in 30 Ländern in Afrika, Zentralasien, 
der Karibik und dem Indischen Ozean 
mit Entwicklungshilfe beschäftigt. Er 
war an Projekten im Bereich ländliche 
Entwicklung und Umwelt beteiligt. 
Nach mehr als 50 Jahren Engagement 
in der Entwicklungshilfe zieht Bremer 
eine bittere Bilanz: „Die vermeintlich 
begünstigten armen Bauern, die von den 
Projekten erreicht werden sollten, sind am 
Ende nicht weniger arm und wieder sich 
selbst überlassen. Dafür wurden aber viele 
Arbeitsplätze für entsandte Fachkräfte und 
ihre Betreuer in den Zentralen geschaffen.“

Frank Bremer dedicated his life to the 
fight against poverty and was involved in 
development aid across 30 countries in 
Africa, Central Asia, the Caribbean, and the 
Indian Ocean. He participated in projects 
focused on rural development and the 
environment. After more than 50 years of 
commitment to development aid, Bremer 
draws a bitter conclusion: “The supposedly 
targeted poor farmers, who were meant 
to benefit from the projects, end up no 
less poor and once again left to fend for 
themselves. Meanwhile, many jobs were 
created for expatriate experts and their 
supervisors in headquarters.”

Allocation + 
Effectiveness

Allocation + Effectiveness Allocation + Effectiveness
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TA B L E  3 Survey Items, Question Wording, and Summary Statistics.

Variable Item/Question Scale Summary Statistics

Primary outcome variables:

Decision Decision measures the proportion 
of respondents choosing between 
two hypothetical DC projects.

Decision first Choice 49.5% / not applicable

Decision second 
Choice

50.6% / not applicable

Voting Voting shows the average rating 
of these hypothetical DC projects 
by the respondents.

Scale from (1) no 
support to (5) full 
support

Mean: 2.92, SD: 1.31 / 
not applicable

Budget Changea Germany spent around 27.3 
billion euros on development 
cooperation in 2021. How should 
Germany deal with this amount in 
the future?

Scale from (1) 
significantly decrease to 
(5) significantly increase

Mean: 3.02, SD: 1.55 / 
Mean: 2.37, SD: 1.18

Support for DC To what extent should the 
German government provide 
financial support to poor 
countries?

Scale from (0) no 
support to (10) generous 
support

not applicable / Mean: 
4.85, SD: 2.48

Link clicked Proportion of respondents who 
clicked on a link leading to the 
news article from the excerpt.

not applicable / 9.7%

Controls:

Video watched time Respondents watched a one-
minute educational video on 
evidence literacy before choosing 
to watch more.

Mean: 74.65, SD: 89.67 
/ not applicable

Age Please tell us your age. Mean: 47.12, SD: 16.63 
/ Mean: 47.5, SD: 16.3

Gender Please indicate your gender.

Male 49.4% / 49.8%

Female 50.2% / 49.9%

Diverse 0.4% / 0.3%

Not specified 0.0% / 0.1%

Educationb Please tell us your highest school-
leaving qualification.

Low education 29.2% / 27.5%

Intermediate 
education

32.0% / 29.8%

High education 38.0% / 41.3%

Other education 0.8% / 1.4%

Income What is the total monthly net 
income of your household?

0 to 899 euros 6.9% / 6.0%

900 to 1,299 euros 9.1% / 9.9%

1,300 to 1,499 euros 6.1% / 6.4%

1,500 to 1,999 euros 12.7% / 10.8%
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of self-reported outcomes have limitations. They often suffer from social desirability bias (Böckler et al., 2016).7 
To complement these self-reported measures, an additional third outcome is used: whether respondents click on 
the provided link to the complete newspaper article. Importantly, this behavioural measure does not address so-
cial desirability bias directly; it is not a method of circumventing socially desirable responding. Rather, it captures 

 7It should be noted that social desirability bias is generally less acute in online survey experiments than in face-to-face interviews, since 
respondents are not directly observed by an enumerator and are therefore less concerned about being judged. Nevertheless, even in online 
settings, respondents may still feel social pressure to express attitudes that align with perceived norms around international solidarity.

Variable Item/Question Scale Summary Statistics

2,000 to 2,599 euros 14.8% / 17.3%

2,600 to 3,599 euros 17.7% / 18.3%

3,600 to 4,999 euros 17.0% / 18.7%

5,000 euros and more 10.2% / 12.7%

Don't know 5.5% / not applicable

Federal state:

Baden-Wuerttemberg 13.1% / 13.1%

Bavaria 15.9% / 15.8%

Berlin 4.1% / 4.0%

Brandenburg 3.0% / 3.1%

Bremen 1.0% / 1.1%

Hamburg 2.0% / 2.0%

Hesse 7.0% / 6.9%

Mecklenburg-
Western Pomerania

2.0% / 2.1%

Lower Saxony 10.2% / 10.0%

North 
Rhine-Westphalia

21.9% / 21.9%

Rhineland-Palatinate 5.1% / 5.2%

Saarland 1.0% / 1.0%

Saxony 5.0% / 5.1%

Saxony-Anhalt 2.9% / 2.0%

Schleswig-Holstein 3.0% / 3.9%

Thuringia 3.0% / 2.9%

Notes: Summary statistics contain percentages for categorical variables and means and standard deviations for 
continuous variables. All summary statistics are calculated based on the restricted sample for the conjoint experiment 
(restricted to those who answered the outcomes decision and voting) and on the full sample for the vignette 
experiment.
aThe variable Budget Change was measured in the conjoint experiment before the treatment (as a control variable) and 
in the survey experiment after the treatment (as a dependent variable).
bThe original seven categories of educational attainment—(1) still in school, (2) left school without graduation, (3) 
lower secondary education (e.g., Volks-/Hauptschule or 8th/9th grade of Polytechnische Oberschule), (4) intermediate 
secondary education (e.g., Realschule or 10th grade of Polytechnische Oberschule), (5) upper secondary education with 
university of applied sciences entrance qualification (Fachhochschulreife), (6) upper secondary education with general 
university entrance qualification (Abitur or 12th grade of Erweiterte Oberschule), and (7) other qualifications—were 
recoded into four broader categories: low (categories 1–3), intermediate (category 4), high (categories 5 and 6), and 
other (category 7).

TA B L E  3  (Continued)

 14677679, 2026, 5, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/dpr.70091 by D

E
V

A
L

 (G
E

R
M

A
N

 IN
ST

IT
U

T
E

 FO
R

 D
E

V
E

L
O

P M
E

N
T

 E
V

A
L

U
A

T
IO

N
), W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [08/09/2026]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



10 of 22  |    EGER and KLENNERT

a different construct: actual information-seeking behaviour, indicating which respondents were sufficiently en-
gaged or curious to seek out the full article. This is an indicator of attention and interest rather than a substitute 
for attitudinal measures. One limitation of this measure is that responses may partly reflect the previous disposi-
tions of the respondents: those with ideological reservations about DC may be more inclined to click on the link 
precisely because the article reinforces their existing views. In the conclusion, we discuss what the link-click 
finding implies in light of this caveat. On the other hand, the measure is less nuanced and is only a binary 
indicator.8

In both experiments, we control for several socioeconomic characteristics, such as age, gender, level of edu-
cation, place of residence, and level of income. Additionally, we control for the ability (measured by the “Need for 
cognition”), the motivation (measured by the time used to read information on the topic of development coopera-
tion), the device use, as well as the response times per question.

3.2 | Analytical approach

Our analysis is structured in two parts. First, we analyse the conjoint experiment. Therefore, we use the following 
equation:

Where Yikp is the dependent variable and represents the choice (1 means that the option has been chosen and 0 means 
that the option has not been chosen) of individual i in choice task k and position p (first option or second option).9 The 
meaning of i, k, and p remains constant and will not be repeated in the following. X1ikp is the Sector of cooperation (X1 
health, education, economic development). X2ikp is the project success (X2 no successes, minor successes, major suc-
cesses). X3ikp is the communicator (X3 scientists, experts, residents). X4ikp is the potential for improvement (X4 major, 
minor, none). X5ikp is the type of evidence (X5 statistical evidence, narrative evidence, combination of statistical and 
narrative evidence). Z'

i is a vector of control variables, including sociodemographic and other control variables (e.g., 
device use, time spent per survey question).

The second part of the analysis focuses on the interaction of information/success at tribute and the evidence 
attribute. Therefore, we will use the following analysis structure:

The meaning of Yikp, X1ikp, X2ikp, X3ikp, X4ikp, X5ikp, and Z'
i remains unchanged. The only difference as regards 

Eq. 1 is that X2ikp is now interacted with X5ikp. The third part of the analysis will focus on the triple interaction 
of the evidence education treatment, the information/success attribute, and the evidence attribute in the 
conjoint experiment. For simplicity, we will not use triple interaction and instead conduct a subgroup analysis, 
comparing the group that received the evidence literacy education treatment with the group that did not re-
ceive the treatment. Importantly, we measure an intention-to-treat (ITT) effect of the evidence literacy educa-
tion treatment, as we cannot verify whether respondents actually watched the video in full (Kane, 2024). Ei is 
a binary indicator equal to 1 if the respondent was assigned to the video condition. To account for treatment 
intensity, we also run regressions substituting Ei (a binary indicator equal to 1 if the respondent was assigned 
to the evidence literacy education condition, and 0 otherwise) with a continuous variable EAi measuring the 
share (0–1) of the video watched, approximating actual exposure. In the first part of the second experiment, 

 8To analyse potential mediating variables, perceived relevance (1 = very relevant and 10 = not relevant) and perceived credibility (1 = very credible 
and 10 = not credible) of the newspaper article are assessed. In addition, the mediating role of the perception of the video treatment is analysed. 
For this purpose, two variables are included that measure whether (1) respondents perceived the presentation of development cooperation as 
positive or negative, and (2) whether they think that the video has influenced their attitudes toward development cooperation.

Yikp = �0 + �1X1ikp + �2X2ikp + �3X3ikp + �4X4ikp + �5X5ikp + �6Z
�

i
+ �ik

 9Additionally, we analysed the dependent variable of the rating of the development cooperation projects (1 = no support; 5 = full support).

Yikp = �0 + �1X1ikp + �2X2ikp ∗�5X5ikp + �3X3ikp + �4X4ikp + �6Z
�

i
+ �ik
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    |  11 of 22EGER and KLENNERT

we analyse the effect of the different information treatments (Allocation, Effectiveness, and Allocation + 
Effectiveness). Therefore, we will use the following equation:

Here Yi is the dependent variable “Budget Change” (1 = reduction, 5 = increase).10 X'
i is a vector of treatment dummies, 

with the no treatment group serving as the reference category: Xalloc
i

 equals 1 if the respondent received the allocation 
treatment Xeff

i
 equals 1 if the respondent received the effectiveness treatment, and Xalloc+eff

i
 equals 1 if the respondent 

received the combined allocation and effectiveness treatment. Z'
I is a vector of control variables and ϵi is the error 

term.
To examine the moderating role of evidence literacy education, we extend the model by interacting the vector 

of treatment dummies with the evidence literacy education indicator Ei:

where Ei is a binary indicator equal to 1 if the respondent was assigned to the evidence literacy education condition, 
and 0 otherwise. The interaction terms X'

i * Ei capture whether evidence literacy education moderates the effect of 
each information treatment on the outcome. The meaning of Yi and Z'

i remains unchanged. As described previously, 
we also assess whether respondents clicked on a link to the full newspaper article. This serves as both an outcome 
variable and a behavioural indicator of information-seeking engagement.

3.2.1 | Regression models

All models in this study are estimated using ordinary least squares (OLS) linear regression, with one exception: 
the binary Decision outcome in the conjoint experiment is estimated using a logit model, as is standard for binary 
dependent variables in conjoint analyses. We treat the ordinal dependent variables—Budget Change (5-point 
scale) and Support for DC (11-point scale)—as continuous, which is consistent with common practice for scales 
of this breadth in political science and public opinion research (see, e.g., Angrist & Pischke, 2009). For the Link 
Clicked outcome in the vignette experiment, we use OLS as the primary specification, interpreting estimates as a 
linear probability model; results from a logit specification are reported in the Appendix as a robustness check and 
are substantively consistent. OLS has the practical advantage of yielding a more straightforward interpretation 
of interaction terms, which feature prominently in our analysis of H2 and H3. All regressions include the full set 
of control variables described above. Standard errors are clustered at the respondent level in the conjoint experi-
ment to account for the repeated-measures structure (multiple choice tasks per respondent).

4  | RESULTS

4.1 | Descriptive results

Table 3 presents descriptive statistics for the primary and secondary outcome variables. A detailed comparison 
of the sociodemographic composition of both samples against census benchmarks is provided in Table 12 in the 
Appendix. The samples closely resemble the general adult population in Germany in terms of age, gender, educa-
tion, income, and regional distribution.

Table 3 also provides descriptive statistics for the main outcome variables used in the subsequent multivar-
iate analyses. In the conjoint experiment, the binary decision between two development cooperation projects 

Yi = �0 + �1X
�

i
+ �2Z

�

i
+ �i

 10Additionally, we analyse the dependent variable Support for DC (0 = no support, 10 = great support).

Yi = �0 + �1X
�

i
+ �2Ei + �3

(

X�

i
∗Ei

)

+ �4Z
�

i
+ �i
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12 of 22  |    EGER and KLENNERT

is almost evenly split, with 49.5% selecting the first and 50.6% the second option. On average, respondents 
rated the hypothetical development cooperation projects with a score of 2.92 on a 5-point support scale: scale 
from (1) no support to (5) full support (SD = 1.31). The variable Budget Change—scale from (1) significantly de-
crease to (5) significantly increase, measured pre-treatment in the conjoint and post-treatment in the vignette 
experiment—reveals a slight tendency toward maintaining or increasing current spending levels in the former 
(mean  =  3.02), whereas participants in the vignette experiment expressed a somewhat more conservative 
stance (mean = 2.37).

In the vignette experiment, the average support for development cooperation—measured on an 11-point 
scale—amounts to 4.85 (SD = 2.48), indicating moderate support. The secondary outcome variables, such as Video 
watch time and Link clicked, provide behavioural indicators of engagement with the informational treatment. 
Although respondents watched the video for an average of 75 seconds (SD = 89.67), only about 10% clicked the 
link to the related article, suggesting selective selection into additional information.

4.2 | Main results

Hypothesis 1 predicts that information on the failure of aid projects decreases support for development 
cooperation.

Figure 3 visualizes the respective results of the conjoint experiment (first experiment). The results show that 
the level of success of an aid project, our main variable of interest, matters for the perceived worthiness of sup-
port. Projects with high success (ref. category) are perceived as significantly more worthy of support than projects 
with minor or no success. This is visualized through the point estimates (and confidence intervals) of Minor success 
and No success positioned on the left-hand side of the zero line.1112

Finally, projects whose outcomes are supported solely by narrative evidence are perceived as less credible 
and valuable than those substantiated by statistical evidence or a combination of narrative and statistical data.

Overall, the results support hypothesis 1 and show that information on the failure of aid projects leads to 
decreased support for DC.

Table 4 shows the results of the second experiment. Column 1 shows the results for the outcome Support 
for Development Cooperation. Column 2 shows the results for the outcome Budget Change. For both outcomes, 
the estimation results show that both negative information about the effectiveness (coefficients of −0.539*** 
and − 0.455***) of development cooperation as well as the allocation of development cooperation (coefficient of 
−0.438*** and − 0.243*) have negative effects on the support for development cooperation. However, no signif-
icant effect can be found for the treatment arm containing both negative information about the allocation of aid 
and the effectiveness of aid.

This null result is unexpected and warrants closer attention. Previous research indicates that longer survey 
instruments can lead to greater carelessness in responding and reduced data quality. For instance, Brower (2018) 
found that extended questionnaires are associated with higher rates of inattentive responses. Similarly, Galesic 
and Bosnjak (2009) demonstrated that longer web surveys result in lower participation rates and diminished re-
sponse quality, particularly for questions positioned later in the questionnaire. We examined the average time 
respondents spent on the survey pages containing the experimental treatments. Respondents in the first and sec-
ond treatment groups spent on average 66 and 67 seconds on the pages presenting the treatments. By contrast, 

 11This result is robust across both outcomes. Results for the second outcome will not be reported in the main text. All results are available in the 
Appendix, see Figure A2 and Table 6.
 12In addition, the conjoint experiment reveals further interesting patterns: Projects in the economic development sector are perceived as less 
worthy compared to projects in the education or health sectors. Projects evaluated by Residents are perceived as more worthy of support 
compared to projects evaluated by Researchers or Experts. Projects with higher potential for improvement are perceived as more worthy of 
support than projects with minor or no potential for improvement.
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    |  13 of 22EGER and KLENNERT

respondents in the third treatment group spent significantly less time—on average 55 seconds—on the page pre-
senting the treatment, despite the fact that their treatment text was substantially longer and would require more 
time to read carefully. This pattern suggests that the absence of a significant effect in this treatment arm may be 
attributable to participants not fully engaging with the treatment content, rather than the treatment itself being 
ineffective.

As a standard robustness check, we re-estimated the main models for the vignette experiment after excluding 
respondents who spent 30 seconds or fewer reading the treatment pages, reducing the sample from N = 2,251 
to N = 1,211 for the Budget Change outcome and from N = 2,409 to N = 1,297 for Support for DC (the full ex-
periment comprises N = 3,120 respondents; the analytical samples are smaller due to the restriction to non-link-
clickers). Results are reported in Table 10 in the Appendix. The pattern of findings is substantively unchanged: 
the Aid Effectiveness treatment and the Allocation treatment both retain significant negative effects, and the 
combined treatment remains insignificant.

F I G U R E  3 Result Conjoint Experiment (Attributes & Levels). The figure shows the results of the conjoint 
experiment. The outcome variable is a binary indicator equal to 1 if the project was selected in the conjoint 
experiment, and 0 otherwise. Estimates are displayed as odds ratios. The estimations include controls for age, 
gender, level of education, place of residence, level of income, ability, motivation, device use, and response time 
per question. The results are consistent when using the second outcome variable, based on individual project 
ratings provided by respondents. Detailed estimation results as well as the results for the outcome voting are 
available in Table 6 and Figure A2 in the Appendix.
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14 of 22  |    EGER and KLENNERT

4.3 | Interaction with Evidence (Experiment 1)

Hypothesis 2 predicts that anecdotal evidence (compared to statistical evidence) increases the persuasiveness of 
information, in line with the expectation that DC is a low-salience topic where peripheral processing dominates. 
We test this by examining the interaction between project success and the form of evidence in the conjoint ex-
periment. Figure 4 displays the estimated coefficients.

The results do not support Hypothesis 2 and point in the opposite direction. We find one statistically signif-
icant interaction effect: projects with major success described through narrative evidence are perceived as less 
worthy of support than those backed by statistical evidence. This runs counter to the prediction that anecdotal 
evidence would be more persuasive under low-salience conditions—if anything, statistical evidence appears to 
carry more weight for positively framed information, suggesting that citizens may apply higher evidentiary stan-
dards when evaluating success claims about DC projects. For all other combinations of information and evidence 
form, the interaction terms are not statistically significant. In particular, the negative effects of information about 
minor or no project success are not moderated by evidence form: negative information reduces support regard-
less of whether it is backed by statistical or narrative evidence. Taken together, these results do not support 
Hypothesis 2. The form of evidence plays only a marginal role in moderating how information shapes the per-
ceived worthiness of the project. The dominant pattern is that negative information exerts a consistent downward 
effect on support independent of its evidentiary basis—a finding we return to in the discussion.

4.4 | Interaction with evidence literacy education

Hypothesis 3 predicts that evidence literacy education increases information scepticism and thereby reduces the 
effect of negative information on support for development cooperation. We test this hypothesis in both experi-
ments, examining the interaction between the video treatment and the information variables.

TA B L E  4 Effect of (Different Forms of) Negative Information About Development Cooperation on Support 
for Development Cooperation.

(1) (2)

Treatment Budget Change Support for DC

No Treatment ref. cat. ref. cat.

Aid Effectiveness −0.539*** −0.455***

(0.065) (0.126)

Allocation −0.438*** −0.243*

(0.062) (0.120)

Aid Eff. & Allocation −0.102 −0.000

(0.063) (0.121)

Constant 2.956*** 4.573***

(0.202) (0.389)

R-squared 0.201 0.279

N 2,251 2,409

Notes: Estimates are produced with ordinary least squares (OLS) linear regression. Standard errors in parentheses. 
Models control for age, gender, education, residence, income, ability, motivation, device use, and question response 
time. Sample restricted to respondents who did not click the link to the full newspaper article (i.e., untreated with 
additional information). +, *, **, *** indicate significance at the 10%, 5%, 1%, and 0.1% critical level.
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    |  15 of 22EGER and KLENNERT

Experiment 1: Conjoint
Figure  5 shows the conjoint results disaggregated by treatment group (evidence literacy education vs. no 

evidence literacy education).
The results provide mixed support for Hypothesis 3. We find one statistically significant between-group differ-

ence: respondents who received the video treatment evaluated projects with minor success supported by statistical 
evidence more positively than respondents without the video treatment. This suggests that evidence literacy educa-
tion can enhance the perceived value of statistically grounded evidence, even when the underlying success is modest.

For all other coefficients, however, the differences between the two groups are not statistically significant. 
Crucially, the negative effect of information about project failure (“No success”) does not differ between the video 
and no-video groups. We therefore find no robust evidence that evidence literacy training moderates the effect 
of negative information on support for development cooperation in the conjoint setting.13

 13The evidence literacy education estimates represent intention-to-treat (ITT) effects: as the survey was conducted online, we cannot verify 
whether respondents actually watched the video. To approximate the effect of actual treatment exposure, we replace the treatment dummy with a 
continuous index measuring the share of the video watched (proxied by time spent on the relevant survey page). Figure 1A in the Appendix shows 
the corresponding results: longer exposure is associated with greater persuasiveness of positive information (“Success”) and reduced 
persuasiveness of negative information (“No success”), consistent with the hypothesis that evidence literacy attenuates the impact of negative 
information.

F I G U R E  4  Information*Evidence. The figure shows the results of the conjoint experiment. The outcome 
variable is a binary indicator equal to 1 if the project was selected in the conjoint experiment, and 0 otherwise. 
Estimates are displayed as odds ratios. The figure focuses on the interaction between the level of success of 
the aid project and the form of evidence that demonstrates the level of success. All other variables included in 
the conjoint experiment are omitted from this graph. The estimations include controls for age, gender, level of 
education, place of residence, level of income, ability, motivation, device use, and response time per question. 
The results are consistent when using the second outcome variable, based on individual project ratings provided 
by respondents.
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16 of 22  |    EGER and KLENNERT

Experiment 2: Vignette
Table 5 reports the corresponding analysis for the vignette experiment. Columns 1 and 2 show the results 

for the two attitudinal outcomes (Budget Change and Support for DC); Column 3 shows the results for the be-
havioural outcome (Link Clicked).

Attitudinal outcomes (Columns 1–2). None of the interaction terms between evidence literacy education 
and information treatments reach conventional levels of statistical significance. The negative effects of the 
Aid Effectiveness and Allocation treatments on Budget Change and Support for DC are essentially unchanged 
by whether respondents received the video treatment. As in Experiment 1, we find no evidence that evidence 
literacy education attenuates the effect of negative information about development cooperation on attitudes.

Behavioural outcome (Column 3). The main effect of evidence literacy education on link-clicking is positive 
and statistically significant. This coefficient represents the effect of the video treatment on the probability 
of clicking the link to the full newspaper article, controlling for the information treatments and their interac-
tions. It indicates that evidence literacy education increases information-seeking behaviour—respondents who 
received the video are more likely to seek out the original source, independent of the specific information 
treatment. However, the interaction terms between evidence literacy education and information treatments 
are not statistically significant, indicating that the boost in information seeking is not specific to any treatment 
arm. As discussed in Section  3, this behavioural measure has important limitations: increased clicking may 
partly reflect prior scepticism toward development cooperation among respondents who are more inclined 
to engage with critical media content, rather than pure treatment-induced information seeking. Because the 
outcome is binary, we additionally estimated this column with a logit specification; results (Table 11 in the 
Appendix) are substantively consistent.

Across both experiments, we find only limited support for Hypothesis 3. Evidence literacy education does not 
systematically mitigate the negative effects of critical information about development cooperation on attitudes. 
Two qualifications are warranted: first, the ITT analysis in Experiment 1 (see footnote 15) suggests that actual 
exposure to the video—rather than mere assignment to the treatment condition—may have a protective effect 
against negative information; second, evidence literacy education does appear to increase information-seeking 
behaviour in Experiment 2, which may have longer-term downstream effects not captured by this study. Taken 
together, however, the overall pattern suggests that negative information reduces support for development coop-
eration regardless of whether respondents received a short evidence literacy intervention, calling into question 
the strength of the moderating role of such low-threshold interventions.

The mediation analyses for the vignette experiment—examining perceived relevance and credibility of the ar-
ticle as potential mediators—revealed no significant or substantively relevant effects.14

4.5 | Heterogeneity of results across groups

Finally, we conduct a series of subgroup analyses to explore whether the effectiveness of the treatments var-
ies across different respondent characteristics. This exploratory analysis focuses on three key dimensions. First, 
we examine political ideology, given that support for foreign aid is often shaped by ideological predispositions 
(Bayram et al., 2024). Second, we consider respondents' level of education, as the impact of the evidence literacy 
intervention is likely to depend on baseline cognitive and educational capacities (Luskin, 1990). Third, we assess 
the role of interest in development cooperation, which may serve as a proxy for prior knowledge and engagement 
with the topic (Zaller, 1992). These subgroup analyses aim to provide a more nuanced understanding of potential 
het erogeneity in treatment effects.

 14Detailed results are available upon request.
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The subgroup analyses reveal several nuanced patterns, particularly in the conjoint experiment (Figure A5, 
Figure A6, Figure A7). Regarding political ideology, the evidence literacy intervention appears to mitigate the neg-
ative effects of adverse information among respondents on the left or in the ideological middle. By contrast, for 
those who identify with the ideological right, the intervention tends to amplify negative effects. No comparable 
patterns emerge in the vignette experiment using the newspaper article (Table 7), apart from a single significant 
interaction for respondents in the ideological middle. For education, the video shows a mitigating effect only 
among highly educated individuals (Figure A7), while effects are largely absent among those with low or inter-
mediate education. In the vignette experiment (Table 8), information seeking increases most in subgroups with 
low and middle levels of education. Finally, with regard to interest in development cooperation, no meaningful 
variation in treatment effects appears between subgroups with different levels of prior interest (see Figure A6 for 
the conjoint experiment and Table 9 for the vignette experiment). Taken together, the subgroup analyses point to 
modest heterogeneity in treatment effects, with some divergence by ideology and education, particularly in the 
conjoint setting.

F I G U R E  5  Information*Evidence*Literacy. The figure shows the results of the conjoint experiment. The 
outcome variable is a binary indicator equal to 1 if the project was selected in the conjoint experiment, and 
0 otherwise. Estimates are displayed as odds ratios. The figure focuses on the interaction between the level 
of success of the aid project and the form of evidence that demonstrates the level of success. Estimates are 
presented separately for the treatment (Video). and control group (No Video) All other variables included in 
the conjoint experiment are omitted in this graph. The estimations include controls for age, gender, level of 
education, place of residence, level of income, ability, motivation, device use, and response time per question. 
The results are consistent when using the second outcome variable, based on individual project ratings provided 
by respondents.
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5  | DISCUSSION

Our findings paint a cautionary picture. Across both experimental settings, negative information substantially 
reduced public support for development cooperation—irrespective of whether it was factually false (as in the con-
joint experiment, which used hypothetical scenarios) or merely selectively framed (as in the vignette experiment, 
where the newspaper article presented accurate but one-sided information about the Peruvian cycle paths). This 
result is especially concerning given the broader trend of declining support and suggests that public attitudes are 
highly susceptible to negative cues in media reporting.

With regard to mitigation strategies, the evidence is mixed. While the evidence literacy intervention did not 
consistently mitigate the negative effects of adverse information, it did increase information-seeking behaviour. 
Participants exposed to the intervention were significantly more likely to consult the entire newspaper article, 
indicating a greater propensity to verify and contextualize information. This suggests that evidence literacy ed-
ucation may not directly neutralize negative impressions in the short term, but it can foster more critical and 
inquiry-oriented engagement with information.

TA B L E  5 Effect of Evidence Literacy Education on the Effect of Negative Information on the Support of DC 
Projects.

(1) (2) (3)

Budget Change Support for DC Link Clicked

No Evidence Lit. Educ. ref. cat. ref. cat. ref. cat.

Evidence Lit. Educ. 0.155+ 0.108 0.067**

(0.087) (0.168) (0.022)

No Treatment ref. cat. ref. cat.

Aid Effectiveness −0.495*** −0.468** ref. cat.

(0.091) (0.176)

Allocation −0.399*** −0.141 −0.143***

(0.087) (0.168) (0.022)

Aid Eff. & Allocation −0.067 0.018 −0.104***

(0.089) (0.171) (0.023)

Evid. Lit. × Aid Effectiveness −0.091 0.026

(0.130) (0.252)

Evid. Lit. × Allocation −0.082 −0.209 −0.040

(0.124) (0.240) (0.031)

Evid. Lit. × Aid Eff. & Allocation −0.078 −0.057+ −0.040

(0.125) (0.241) (0.031)

Constant 2.887*** 4.515*** 0.028

(0.207) (0.399) (0.057)

R2 0.202 0.280 (0.102)

N 2,251 2,409 1,943

Notes: Estimates in columns 1 and 2 are produced with OLS linear regression. Column 3 (Link Clicked) is also estimated 
via OLS as a linear probability model; results from a logit regression for this binary outcome are reported in Table 11 
in the Appendix and are substantively consistent. The estimations include controls for age, gender, level of education, 
place of residence, level of income, ability, motivation, device use, and response time per question. Columns 1 and 2 
are restricted to respondents who did not click on the link to the full newspaper article. Standard errors in parentheses. 
+p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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At the same time, our results indicate clear limits to low-intensity interventions. Short explanatory videos 
appear insufficient to counteract the immediate negative effects of adverse information. It is plausible that more 
sustained forms of education—such as school- or university-level instruction—would have stronger effects, but 
assessing such long-term interventions lies beyond the scope of this study.

These findings have important implications for communication strategies in development cooperation. 
Countering declining public support likely requires a coherent and transparent narrative that conveys the mul-
tifaceted objectives of aid, the inherent challenges of implementation, and the available evidence on effec-
tiveness. Proactive communication that openly addresses both successes and shortcomings may help prevent 
one-sided evaluations and reduce vulnerability to episodic negative reporting (Heinzel et al., 2025; Janus & 
Röthel, 2025).

Finally, this study has limitations that point to avenues for future research. We did not test whether correcting 
false negative information through fact checking can offset its negative effects. Existing research suggests that 
fact checking can influence political beliefs, albeit modestly and in ways that depend strongly on prior beliefs and 
ideological predispositions (Walter et al., 2020). Future studies should therefore examine whether combining ev-
idence literacy education with opportunities for active fact checking can more effectively counteract the impact 
of false negative information (Margolin et al., 2018).
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