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Abstract: Extant research has assessed the role of information in achieving various policy
outputs related to toxic chemicals discharges, energy efficiency goals, water consumption, and
oil and gas regulatory encounters. Less attention, however, has been given to how disclosure
impacts outputs and outcomes in spatial terms. In other words, are the impacts of information
disclosure felt equally across substate jurisdictions or offices, especially in terms of enforcement.
Our study addresses this unknown by leveraging a policy change in Texas that took place in
2019. The statewide change provided the public greater access to enforcement data/information
including the results of inspections, violations, and administrative enforcement actions.
Enforcement actions, however, are often routed through district offices, where technical staff
engage in actions, e.g., review inspections, assist operations, and engage the public that impact

performance. Results suggest...



Introduction

Energy and environmental policy engender a multitude of critical governance questions.
Such questions often center on effective policy design, implementation and how best to achieve
multiple goals, often without clear priorities. For oil and gas, the federal government operates at
the periphery with regulators focused on managing production on federal lands, some tax
incentives, distributing money and resources, and engaging in global dynamics, security, and
shipping (Fisk 2017). By contrast, state governments and regulators form the core of oil and gas
governance. Today, state policymakers enact and enforce the vast majority rules relative to oil
and gas production with regulators promulgating rules and administrative processes tied to
multiple goals such as ensuring efficient production, promoting economic development, and
protecting public health and the environment (Amin et al. 2025; Fisk, Jordan, and Good 2022;
Pautz and Rinfret 2013). In the pursuit of these goals, agencies utilize a variety of regulatory
actions, generate copious data, and engage with a wide variety of stakeholders. These, in turn,
produce a wide range of performance outputs. This latter output is key, as conflictual regulatory
encounters can generate inefficiencies and poor outcomes whereas overly friendly encounters
may precipitate calls of regulatory capture and a loss of trust (Fisk, Jordan, and Good 2022).
Importantly, previous research has shown that disclosure policies can shape related outputs by
making agency performance more transparent and available to the public.

Oil and gas data includes a wide variety of performance indicators: inspections and the
related results, recording of violations (if any), and the use of administrative tools (if necessary)
to address the violations, and follow-up inspections to ensure firm compliance. Importantly,
however, these outputs are not ‘one-off’ events, i.e., the inspector finds a violation and issues a

notice of violation. Rather, these outputs routed through district or regional offices where they



are reviewed. In Texas, for example, the Railroad commission notes that “staff in the district
offices review completed inspections, assist operators and the public with questions or concerns,
issue correspondence to operators, track compliance, and make referrals to Legal Enforcement as
needed.” This administrative reality, we suggest, shines a bright light on potential interactions
among disclosure, district-level offices, and performance outputs.

To address the potential links among disclosure, district/regional offices, and
performance, we take advantage of a 2019 policy change that required the Railroad Commission
of Texas to publicly disclose the results of inspections, violations, and administrative actions to
bring the operator back into compliance. The dataset itself contains over unique and
place-specific actions associated with oil and gas enforcement recorded by the Railroad
Commission of Texas (RRC) between August 2015 and December 2024.

Background

In January 2019, the Railroad Commission (RRC) changed it Online Inspection Lookup
(OIL) tool to enable users to search its enforcement database for disaggregated and well-specific
data. The policy change meant that site-level (or well-specific) inspections, violations, and
administrative responses would now be disclosed. Moreover, users could search by a multitude
of other criterion including operator name, lease, the API number, longitude/latitude, county,
specific rule or operating standard, applicable RRC district, and periods of time. Commissioner
Wayne Christian described the tool’s purpose as: “this tool will be helpful to our agency, the
industry, and, most importantly, the public in ensuring individuals have easy, transparent access
to data regarding the regulation of our natural resources. I applaud our hardworking staff and the
commitment of funding from the Texas Legislature in making this long-desired tool a reality”

(RRC 2019).



Disclosure Theory and Performance

Information disclosure serves as an alternative to traditional command and control
regulation (Abel, Stephen, and Kraft 2007; Crow, Albright, and Koebele 2020; Fiorino 2006;
Klyza and Sousa 2013; Li 2023; Young 2020; ). Rather than creating adversarial relationships,
disclosure works by targeting the information asymmetries between two parties by facilitating,
disclosing, and/or permitting access to information that was previously unavailable. With their
newly acquired information, researchers have identified several stakeholder strategies such as
shaming the specific industry, attempting to sway public opinion or sentiment, and pushing
administrative agencies in a desired direction (; Hamilton 2005; Niles & Lubell 2012). In other
instances, the targeted industry may seek to blunt the impact of the information by voluntarily
improving performance. Importantly, the disclosed information must possess strategic value
(Cherone 2023; see also Moody 2023; Newsome 2021). In short, the core of disclosure is two-
fold: information access is asymmetric and that it is valuable to stakeholders (Cherone 2023;
Moody 2023; Newsome 2021).

Empirical research, however, has noted that the performance assumptions of information
disclosure programs are not always met with many disclosure programs reporting mixed results
vis-a-vie environmental policy outcomes (Mason 2020; Lim and Prakash 2014). Scholarship
unpacking Environmental Protection Agency’s (or EPA) Toxic Release Inventory (or TRI)
(Tietenberg 1998; Abel, Stephan, and Kraft 2007) is emblematic of this dynamic. Here, the
program has reported a reported a 21% decrease in TRI chemical discharges from 2013 to 2022
(Rodriguez 2024). However, critics have questioned the utility of TRI data and have noted
challenges relative to firms’ disclosure and levels of cooperation (Abel, Stephan, and Kraft

2007). Li (2023) found a positive relationship between firm disclosure and Clean Air Act



inspections. Yet, this dynamic was unrelated to levels of citizen activism, greater population
density, and educational attainment. Other studies have observed similar results. Bennear and
Olmstead (2008), for example, noted uneven results relative to the impact of disclosure on water-
related outputs. Delmas et al. (2013, 2010) also found that information disclosure improved
environmental performance for some firms but not others. Finally, Kraft, Stephen, and Abel
(2011) concluded that community-level attributes, market reactions, federal and state
environmental differences, and corporate commitments impacted TRI-related decision-making.
Disclosure and Agency Performance

A second vein of disclosure literature examines the role of information disclosure as a
driver (or not) of agency performance. It shares a similar logic as the previous scholarship —
disclosure is more likely to effectuate change when the information holds strategic value, if it
conflicts with existing perceptions or beliefs, and when it is acted upon by actors (Anderson et al.
2022; Helland 1998; Tremblay-Boire and Prakash 2015; Marquis, Toffel, and Zhou 2016).

Of interest here is empirical scholarship that has also assessed the impact of information
disclosure on administrative performance (Konisky and Reenock 2013; Grimmelikhuijsen et al.
2013; Grimmelikhuijsen and Welch 2012; Moynihan and Pandey 2010; Scholz and Wei 1986)
with results decidedly mixed. Here, disclosure of performance-related information can shape
behaviors by challenging perceived levels of performance and/or how agency elites and elected
officials evaluate administrative performance. Extant research has found evidence of both
mechanisms (Hansen and Nielsen 2022; (Lee 2022; Meier et al. 2022; Bustos 2021; Etienne
2015; Moynihan and Soss 2014). Representative of these findings is work by Carpenter and
Krause (2012) and Moynihan and Hawes (2012) that found disclosed information which

threatens agency reputation is the most likely to influence performance (Bustos 2021; Etienne



2015; Lee 2022). In short, as noted by Li (2023), “when their reputation is at risk, government
agencies tend to heighten their scrutiny of entities with poor reputations to distance themselves
from criticized actors and shield against external backlash” (Hiatt and Park 2013; Maor and
Sulitzeanu-Kenan 2013).
Disclosure and State Oil and Gas Policies

Several scholars have utilized the disclosure literature to explore oil and gas management
(Fisk 2013; Rabe and Borick 2013; Fisk and Good 2019; Weible, Heikkila, and Carter 2017).
Heikkila et al. (2014), for example, found that industry learning as well as the support of a policy
entrepreneur increased the likelihood that a state would adopt more stringent disclosure policies.
Fisk (2013) observed that liberal states were more likely to promulgate disclosure policies. Six
years later, Fisk and Good (2019) expanded the scope of oil and gas disclosure policies to pre-
drilling disclosure notification, chemical disclosure, and the allowance of trade secrets. There
again, they found mixed results, albeit, with linkages to state political characteristics: pre-drilling
notification was linked to educational levels and state GDP and chemical disclosure policies tied
to industry’s economic clout in the state. Surprisingly, they failed to find any significant
associations with the presence of trade secrets. Considering these findings, we offer a third
hypothesis:

Performance across Districts

The existing public administration literature indicates that context plays an important role
in determining the performance of an organization. O’Toole and Meier argue that the “context to
the management and performance relationship” is a key element in understanding how
organizations behave (2015, 238). One such piece of context includes the “institutional structures

and regimes” that characterize a particular organization (O’Toole and Meier 2015, 238). In



studies of regional governance within the European Union, researchers have noted that
subdivisions of organizations that wield legitimate decision-making authority might perform
very differently from other subdivisions within the same organization (Aivazidou et al. 2020;
Mendez and Bachtler 2024). That said, the existing literature does not yet include robust
discussion of the subdivisions that often exist within organizations’ structural contexts (Mendez

and Bachtler 2024).

O’Toole and Meier identify “the availability of needed resources” as a piece of context
that can reveal relationships between management and performance (2015, 247). In particular,
O’Toole and Meier argue the importance of an organization’s “social capital” when
implementing programs and policies (2015, 428; see also: Spillane and Thompson 1997). When
organizations have stronger social connections with the communities in which they operate, they
are likely to benefit from stronger feelings of efficacy, bolstered cooperation with citizens, and
higher levels of public trust (O’Toole and Meier 2015, 248). For example, the rationale behind
the subdivided structures in EU governance was that regional and local subdivisions could more

readily access and accommodate the local communities (Mendez and Bachtler 2024, 694).

The degree by which an organization is hierarchical and/or centralized can also impact
performance. Given that decentralized organizations tend to grant their employees higher levels
of discretion (see: Lipsky 1980), understanding the hierarchical structure of an organization can
provide insights into how responsive personnel might be to citizen and community concerns
(O’Toole and Meier 2015, 250). For example, in the highly decentralized context of oil and gas
well inspections in the State of Montana, legislative auditors found that individual inspectors had
vastly different priorities in determining which cites needed to be inspected (State of Montana

2011).



Texas RRC Districts

The Texas Railroad Commission has structured its oil and gas field inspection apparatus
into a relatively decentralized system. While the commission is ultimately run by three
commissioners (RRC 2025), field inspections are conducted by approximately 185 field
inspectors who report to ten different Oil and Gas district offices (RRC 2023, 7). The
enforcement plan published for FY 2024 notes that those field inspectors “work in the
communities where they live,” (RRC 2023, 7) suggesting that the commission recognizes the
potential benefits of representative bureaucracy. The commission also recognizes that inspectors
must be selective in which cites they inspect, given the vast number of oil and gas wells across
the state (RRC 2023, 8). While the commission does provide a risk-based set of guidelines for
how inspectors might set priorities, those guidelines include recognition of “area knowledge”
and “unique District Office concerns” (RRC 2023, 22), thus formally acknowledging the

discretion held by individual inspectors and district-level management.

Methodology
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