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Abstract

This article theorises how behavioural public administration can help improve our
understanding of frontline policy implementation. The human factors that characterise policy
implementation remain undertheorised: individual variation in policy implementation is
dismissed as mere “noise” that hinders predictability in policy implementation. This article
aims to fill this gap. We provide a model for street level decision-making which outlines the
role of heuristics and biases in frontline workers’ allocation of resources and sanctions. Based
on an analysis of the behavioural and streetlevel bureaucracy literature, we present 11 testable
propositions that point to predictable patterns in the ways that bounded rationality influences
policy implementation and outcomes. Heuristics can help hard-pressed frontline public
service workers to make decisions but may also produce social inequity or inefficient or
ineffective service. Therefore, we need to improve understanding of biases that are common
among frontline workers in order to inform the development of appropriate mitigation

strategies, such as de-biasing or even ‘re-biasing’ (nudging).
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Introduction

This paper proposes a novel framework for the influence of heuristics and biases on the
allocation of resources and sanctions by frontline workers. Under the heading of “Behavioral
Public Administration” (BPA), scholars increasingly engage in “the analysis of public
administration from the micro-level perspective of individual behavior and attitudes by
drawing on insights from psychology” (Grimmelijkhuijsen et al. 2017). We focus on frontline
workers, also called street-level bureaucrats or policy professionals, who are involved in
either the delivery of public services, for example welfare or education providers, or the
allocation of sanctions, such as police officers or inspectors. Street-level work entails direct
social interactions with policy target groups, or clients, such as welfare applicants, students,
car drivers, or farmers. Clearly, this interaction is is not merely a rational, technocratic
process. Yet, the “human factors” that characterise these processes remain remarkably

undertheorised (Saetren 2014; Winter 2012).

Frontline workers ‘cope’ with work demands that typically exceed the limited time and
resources available to them (Lipsky 1980; Maynard-Moody and Musheno 2000; Tummers et
al. 2015). In such a context street-level bureaucrats use heuristics and biases to aid decision-
making (Harrits 2019; Jilke and Tummers 2018). Accordingly, the policies “in action” can
diverge significantly from the policy “on paper” (Gofen 2014). BPA-inspired research has
undoubtedly fostered progress in our understanding of the micro-mechanisms that drive
frontline policy implementation (Grimmelijkhuijsen et al. 2017; James et al. 2017). For
example, inspectors have different “styles” of encorcing public policies (de Boer 2018; de
Boer et al. 2018; May and Wood 2003; Rutz et al. 2017). Or, frontline workers can feel
“alienated” from the policies they should implement (Loyens 2015; Thomann et al. 2018b;
Tummers 2011). Frontline bureaucrats’ actions may be influenced by the extent to which they

share the political ideologies of their principals (Lee and Park, this volume). However, the full
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potential of behavioral insights to explain street-level behavior including direct impacts on

clients has not yet been exploited.

Frontline workers who put democratically decided upon public policies into practice have
more direct social impact than other bureaucrats: citizens usually have their most direct
experience with “the state” through them. Thus, systematic bias in frontline policy
implementation can affect societal outcomes and has implications for democracy at large
(Zacka 2019). Aiming toward a more general understanding of these phenomena, we theorise
how different biases and heuristics can explain the behavior of policy implementers, and the
consequent outcomes for clients. Thus we respond to recent calls for a better understanding of
how micro-level behavioral processes translate into policy and social outcomes (Ewert et al,
this volume). To date there has been little work which considers systematically how a range
of cognitive biases and heuristics will affect frontline work and resulting client and societal

outcomes.

Our framework builds on the bounded rationality approach to administrative decision-
making (Simon 1978). Challenging rational models of decision-making, this approach
highlights limitations in information searching and the use of heuristics as rules of thumb to
guide decisions. A heuristic is a simple mental short-cut, used intuitively, which simplifies
and assists decision-making and helps find ‘adequate, though often imperfect, answers to
difficult questions’ (Kahneman 2011: 98). Cognitive bias occurs when heuristics lead to
systematic deviations from the optimal or rational course of action in the judgments and
decision-making processes of frontline workers. Heuristics are often very useful — and indeed
are arguably imperative to daily work tasks - but they can also lead to systematic biases in
decision-making (Tversky and Kahneman 1974), including in the public sector (see Battaglio
et al. 2018; Thaler and Sustein 2008). To date, however, there has been little attempt to

integrate behavioral insights into a more general framework of how policy implementers



behave toward clients (see however Jilke and Tummers 2018; Schneider and Ingram 1993;

Weaver 2014).

Arguably, existing frameworks for explaining policy implementation outcomes neglect
the behavioral aspects of street-level work. Indeed, street-level bureaucracy research lacks
cumulative theory development (Maynard-Moody and Portillo 2010; Saetren 2014; Winter
2012). This limits policy implementation scholarship in deriving lessons with broader utility
for policy practitioners (O’Toole 2004) and our capacity to actually understand the
importance of frontline implementation within the broader democratic system. A behavioral
perspective helps us develop an explicitly explanatory perspective linking biases with
behaviors and resulting societal outcomes. We build on recent empirical behavioral work on
bureaucrats (see Battaglio et al. 2018), but apply these insights to the specificities of street-

level work and emphasise how biases may affect clients and societal outcomes.

Because of the direct implications for social equity (Schneider and Ingram 1993), we are
particularly interested in frontline workers’ behavior toward clients. Following Lipsky (1980),
we argue that street-level behavior involves resource or sanction allocation, underpinned by
processes of interaction with clients and information processing. In these processes, the
decisions of frontline workers can lead them to move towards, away from, or against clients
(Tummers et al. 2015). Our core goal is to map how these decisions may be affected by
different heuristics and biases. Understanding how micro-level policy implementation
translates into policy outcomes requires us to develop and test such propositions, in order to
increase the value of behavioral public administration research for practice (Grimmelikhuijsen

et al. 2017: 52).

We first model a behavioral perspective on frontline policy implementation. We then
outline the key tasks and processes of frontline policy implementation that are of behavioral
relevance. Next, we review the behavioral and street-level bureaucracy literature in order to
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map out how different heuristics and biases could influence street-level behavior. The
propositions that we derive from this review allow us to outline implications for the broader

role of frontline workers in producing policy outcomes.

The article aims to advance the implementation field by linking implementation theory
with behavioral science in order to consider systematically how a wide range of cognitive
biases and heuristics can influence policy outcomes. Based on this analysis, we provide
theoretically informed hypotheses that can be subject to empirical testing. We hope the paper
provides value for public sector managers by drawing attention to areas where cognitive bias
at the frontline may impact on clients either positively or negatively, and identifying instances

where attempts should be made to mitigate such bias.

Behavioral perspectives on street-level bureaucracy

Since Thaler and Sunstein’s book “Nudge” appeared in 2008, behavioral public policy and
administration approaches have been using insights about psychological micro-mechanisms to
improve the design and implementation of public policies (James et al. 2017)." As Figure 1
illustrates, this “behavioral turn” seeks to understand collective action at the macro level by
studying the micro-foundations of individual attitudes and behavior (Coleman 1990). “Social
facts” at the macro and meso level affect individual conditions for action. These conditions
translate into individual actions that, in aggregate, produce social outcomes. The “analysis of
public administration topics through a psychological lens can potentially be useful to confirm,

add nuance to, or extend classical public administration theories” (Grimmelkhuijsen et al.

2017: 45).

! Although the use of experiments is widespread BPA, we do not associate behavioral perspectives with specific
empirical research methods.
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Figure 1: A behavioral model of frontline policy implementation
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The study of street-level bureaucracy has traditionally focused on the micro-level of

administrative action (Lipsky 1980). Due to the discretion they have, frontline workers are

particularly crucial de facto policy makers (Lipsky 1980). Not surprisingly, the study of

frontline policy implementation has therefore become a key area of application for BPA. The

model in Figure 1 highlights that frontline workers react cognitively to the macro-, meso-, and

micro contexts that condition their work, such as the policies they implement, the discretion

they possess, the political and bureaucratic institutions and organizations they are accountable

toward, and the professional and societal norms that shape the sector in which they work. As

state agents, citizen agents, and professionals, frontline workers then act upon these

conditions within various social relationships with clients, peers, and superiors. Based on this
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model, we now briefly review some key behaviorally informed recent street-level bureaucracy

research and identify gaps that prevail.

Cognitive responses to conditions of street-level action

Street-level workers generally have high discretion and, simultaneously, face considerable
demands resulting from scarce resources, high caseloads (van Loon and Jakobsen 2018),
performance pressure (Soss et al. 2011), administrative burdens (Jilke et al. 2018; Moynihan
et al. 2015), and multiple accountability relationships (Thomann et al. 2018a). Frontline
workers exhibit various cognitive responses to these contexts. For instance, policy alienation
(Loyens 2015; Tummers 2011) refers to a cognitive state of psychological disconnection from
the policy program to be implemented. Competing demands may lead to accountability
dilemmas (Hall et al. 2017; Thomann et al. 2018a). “Coping” then captures their efforts to
master, tolerate, or reduce external and internal demands and conflicts they face on an
everyday basis (Tummers et al. 2015). Next to policy alienation, for implementation
willingness it also matters how much discretion frontline workers perceive themselves to have

(Thomann et al. 2018b; Tummers and Bekkers 2014).

Street-level action

Street-level action refers to how frontline workers use their discretion. It can include
individual or collective patterns (Gofen 2014; Rutz et al. 2017), such as (non-)compliance
with rules (Weaver 2014) or performance relating to organizational or policy targets; or covert
or overt divergence from policies on paper, which may both entail creative interpretations and
non-compliance (Gofen 2014); or different“styles” of using discretion (de Boer 2018; May

and Wood 2003; Rutz et al. 2017). Behavioral coping happens in social interaction or



individually (Tummers et al. 2015; Van Loon and Jakobsen 2017). Frontline workers often
use heuristics in order to evaluate the deservingness, truthfulness and trustworthiness of
clients, leading to an unequal treatment of different clients (Akram 2018; Harrits 2019; Hong

2017; Pedersen et al. 2018; Raaphorst and van de Walle 2018; Thomann and Rapp 2018).

Unaddressed questions

The question to what extent or under what conditions street-level discretion is
desirable or beneficial, as opposed to undesirable, harmful, or even unethical needs to be
adressed (see for example Cohen and Klenk 2019; Gofen 2014; Ventriss et al. 2019; Zacka
2019). More research should then address how to effectively reduce undesirable uses of
street-level discretion (Andersen and Guul 2018). Much of current BPA research assumes that
people often feel and behave based on their perceptions of reality, not on the basis of reality
itself (Thomann et al. 2018b). More research should analyze how descriptive concepts such as
policy alienation or cognitive coping translate into actual street-level behavior beyond
behavioral intentions (for example Loyens 2015). A behavioral perspective that enriches
street-level bureaucracy theory should help us gain a more general understanding of policy
outcomes resulting from street-level action. Only if we understand this link, can we

understand the implications for policy outcomes and democracy at large.

BPA has contributed important descriptive concepts of cognitive and behavioral
aspects of street-level work. However, there has not been a systematic conceptual mapping of
cognitive biases and heuristics onto the processes undertaken by street-level bureaucrats and
potential outcomes for clients. To fill this gap, we model the heuristics and biases linking the
conditions of street-level work with the behaviors of frontline workers towards clients—that

is, the lower part of Figure 1.



A behavioral framework of frontline policy implementation

At the heart of our analysis is a focus on the allocation of resources (such as welfare benefits,
information services, time or efforts) and sanctions (such as pulling over a car driver, issuing
fines, or performing follow-up inspections) to clients (Soss et al. 2011). Allocating resources
or sanctions encompass the majority of street-level bureaucrats’ work. These two major tasks
are underpinned by two key processes: interaction with peers and clients (Raaphorst and van
de Walle 2018), and information processing (Lipsky 1980). In order to decide how to allocate
resources and sanctions, street-level bureaucrats consult colleagues for advice, follow cues,
and are influenced by peer group and professional norms and by clients themselves. These
often unconscious peer and client influences can be subject to cognitive biases. Distributing
sanctions and resources also involves information processing; such as evaluating applications
for assistance, or assessing eligibility against formal rules or criteria. Information processing

too is influenced by a range of biases and heuristics.

Although street-level action has many facets (Cohen and Klenk 2019), our core focus
here is in how frontline workers treat clients and thus contribute to policy outcomes. Street-
level buraucrats move toward clients when they pragmatically adjust to their needs for the
client’s benefit (Tummers et al. 2015). Other-serving forms of street-level divergence (Gofen
2014) or educational enforcement styles (de Boer 2018) too are ways of moving toward
clients. Frontline workers move away from clients when they prioritise something other than
the clients (Tummers et al. 2015), or when they engage in self-serving street-level divergence
from policy, or employ formalistic enforcement styles. Finally, moving against clients
generally refers to street-level behaviors that specifically confront, de-prioritise or harm - for
example, discriminate against - specific clients. While initially used to describe types of
coping (Tummers et al. 2015), we illustrate below that such directions of movement also

describe more general patterns of behavior when frontline workers allocate sanctions or
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resources to clients. Modelling them helps us to identify potential social impacts of biases in
street-level behavior. Of course, “the clients” themselves are a heterogeneous group: some

biases may lead frontline workers to move toward certain clients, at the expense of others.

Heuristics and biases affecting street-level action

Heuristics can be, and often are, useful, in creating efficiencies and reducing complexity, and
their use can help generate accurate and appropriate decisions (Gigerenzer 2016). However,
relying on heuristics can lead to systematic bias when decisions do not conform to a
normative standard of how things ought to be done in the particular circumstance, had all
relevant information been taken into account (Kahneman et al. 1982). Heuristics and biases

typically operate at a subconscious level (Pronin and Schmidt 2013; Simon 1978).

We formulate general, testable propositions and give specific examples of how several
heuristics and biases might commonly influence frontline workers’ behavioral responses to
pressurised contexts, including potential outcomes for clients.> Numerous heuristics and
biases have been documented in behavioral economics and psychology literature; indeed, a
single list which has been amalgamated over time on Wikipedia identifies as many as 188
different cognitive biases. Battaglio et al. (2018) identify 23 specific observable cognitive
biases that have been documented in studies of public administration. Here, we focus on a
subset of biases and heuristics, those which are most relevant to information processing and
social interactions between frontline workers and clients, two processes that underpin the
allocation of resource and sanctions which themselves form the core part of street-level
bureaucrats’ work. Our propositions are derived from existing empirical literature as well as

from systematic reviews, as discussed in the next section.

2 We do not theorise the normative dimensions of frontline workers’ exercise of these biases (but see Gigerenzer
2016; Simon 1978; Zacka 2019). Empirically understanding the link of heuristics with policy outcomes is
necessary for normatively appraising these outcomes (Ventriss et al. 2019).
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Representativeness heuristic

The representativeness heuristic is employed when ‘probabilities are evaluated by the
degree to which A is representative of B’ (Tversky and Kahneman 1974: 1124). This could
entail a frontline worker making judgments about whether the client is the kind of person that
merits help or that will succeed if resourses are allocated, regardless of the true probability of
that person benefitting from this input (Harrits 2019; Jilke and Tummers 2018). Or, the
frontline worker may allocate sanctions on the basis of their perception that a person or
organization is typical of a person or entity who might fall foul of regulations (Pedersen et al.
2018; Schneider and Ingram 1993; Soss et al. 2011). Such judgments occur in the context of
direct social interaction with clients, but can also take place on the basis of written
information, such as names or ethnic origin. They can lead to divergence from the use of
formal criteria for assessing eligibility, selecting clients which require the least resouces
(creaming), or even discrimination, creating suboptimal outcomes for clients in areas such as
social welfare (Thomann and Rapp 2018); voter registration (White et al. 2015); and elderly

care (Jilke et al. 2018). The representativeness heuristic suggests the following proposition:

Proposition 1: Frontline workers allocate resources and sanctions and interact with clients
according to the client’s representativeness of relevant stereotypes, such as deservingness,

power, or client profiles.

The representativeness heuristic should thus lead frontline workers to move toward clients
they deem deserving and/ or powerful, and away from or even against powerless or
undeserving clients (Jilke and Tummers 2018; Schneider and Ingram 1993; Thomann and
Rapp 2017). Moreover, in some fields such as policing or welfare work, profiling plays an
important role in the training and practices of frontline workers (Epp et al. 2017). This can be

problematic for those clients that represent a specific profile, if frontline workers choose to
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allocate less resources or more sanctions based on representativeness rather than an actual

assessment of the case.

Availability heuristic

Due to lack of time and inadequate information sources, frontline bureaucrats have to
economise on information searching. The availability heuristic (Tversky and Kahneman 1974)
provides a quick rule of thumb when cognitive bandwith is limited. It involves assessing the
probability of an event occurring based on the ease with which a similar event comes to mind,
often related to the recency of a similar event occurring, or to a personal or particularly
memorable experience. To illustrate, a social worker making a mental health assessment,
rather than conducting a full risk analysis, may be unconsciously influenced by a recent case
where a client committed suicide, leading to an over-estimation of risk in relation to the client
in question and influencing the allocation of mental health support. The availability heuristic
here leads to bias because the decision to treat does not reflect the laws of probability. This
may affect the availability of that resource to other eligible, and more needy clients. The
availability heuristic is important in information processsing amongst citizens (Haynes et al.
2013) and students (Karens et al. 2016). Research into the operation of availability bias
amongst bureaucrats is an interesting area for future research. Generally, the availability

heuristic leads to the following expectation:

Proposition 2: Frontline workers, to economise on information searching, allocate resources
and sanctions according to the similarity of the case with recent, personal, or memorable

experiences.

Frontline workers will try to avoid repeating negative experiences, and might react overly
positively to situations resembling positive experiences. In this way, the availability heuristic

is linked with the affect heuristic, discussed below.
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Affinity bias

Affinity bias refers to the propensity to subconsciously act favourably toward others
with whom one has an affinity, that is with people who are like oneself, who share a similar
background or who one likes, or even finds attractive (Folley and Williamson 2018). Affinity
bias can result in differential treatment of clients in the allocation of sanctions or resources,
depending on whether they share characterstics with the street-level bureaucrat, such as their
gender, or their cultural, social or ethnic background. Literature on representative bureaucracy
provides evidence of inequitable treatment of service users on the basis of race, gender and
class and its effects (Riccucci and Van Ryzin 2017; Hong 2017; Akram 2018). Affinity bias
may also be something which develops during repeated social interactions with clients over
time, or in the course of an encounter, as trust grows between frontline workers and clients.
Affinity bias can also occur where an inspector views a regulatee as compliant and therefore
trustworthy, leading to a more lenient enforcement style during inspections (de Boer 2018). It

suggests the following proposition:

Proposition 3: When distributing resources or sanctions, frontline workers tend to move
toward clients who are similar to themselves or whom they like or trust, and away from those

with whom they have no affinity.

Affinity bias can disadvantage minority populations particularly if the composition of the

bureaucracy does not reflect the diversity of the client population.

Affect heuristic

The affect heuristic involves relying on intuitive feelings or emotions that occur ‘rapidly
and automatically’ (Slovic et al. 2002: 397) in response to stimuli in bureaucratic decision-

making (Ngrgaard 2018; Welch 1997). To illustrate, under conditions of high discretion and
14



multiple pressures on resources, clients that make an emotional connection with a frontline
worker may be more likely to succeed in a request for assistance or to receive a lesser
sanction. For instance, in one study of prisons, drug users who were ‘tearful and repentant’
received more lenient sanctions than those who are ‘upset and testy’ (Jensen and Pedersen
2017). The affect heuristic may also be triggered by frontline workers’ own personal or recent
experiences of an issue, which itself relates to the availability heuristic. Depending on how
their circumstances accord with their own experience and their recollection of this, this may
affect their empathic abilities (Jensen and Pedersen 2017). The affect heuristic suggests the

following general proposition:

Proposition 4: When allocating sanctions or resources or during social interactions, frontline
workers are likely to move towards clients whose circumstances or demeanor generate
empathy or emotional resonance, or potentially away from them if they trigger negative

emotions.

This mechanism can disadvantage certain client groups over others based on their general
ability to evoke positive emotional resonance, for instance due to attractiveness, gender, social
competences or certain mental health conditions. Empathy does not however always create
inequity, and can lead street-level bureaucrats to act as policy entrepreneurs and collectively
diverge from policies, potentially resulting in policy reform and better outcomes (Gofen 2014;

Maynard-Moody and Musheno 2000; Visintin et al, this volume).

Confirmation bias

Some heuristics and biases are associated particularly with information processing. The
first of these is confirmation bias (Nickerson 1998) which is the unconscious interpretation of
evidence in light of previous beliefs or convictions, and selective attendance to evidence that

confirms one’s prior beliefs. This may be exacerbated in a frontline context characterised by
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time contraints, high caseloads and insufficient resources. An example of this would be police
officers searching for supporting evidence to back up assumed motive, in effect moving
against clients (Wallace 2015). There have been far more studies investigating confirmation
bias in citizens or elected officials than among bureaucrats or street-level bureaucrats

specifically (see Battaglio et al. 2018). However, we generally expect the following:

Proposition 5: Frontline workers process information selectively, by paying more attention to

evidence that confirms their prior beliefs or convictions.

Confirmation bias can lead frontline workers to inaccurately assess cases that do not confirm
their prior beliefs or convictions, potentially moving away from or even against clients.
However, it can also lead them to privilege some clients by selectively interpreting the

information on their case.

Framing

Framing effects are another category of heuristic that influence information processing.
Decision-makers can be influenced by irrelevant information in the choice environment
(‘primes’), by order effects, by language, by anchors, or they may interpret two pieces of
statistically equivalent information differently because of their presentation (Slovic et al.
2002). Citizens’ reactions to performance information about public services are influenced by
the way the information is framed (e.g. James and Moseley 2014; Olsen 2015). Bureaucrats
themselves are sensitive to framing effects (Belardinelli et al. 2018; Cantarelli et al. 2018;
Feeney 2012; Gilad et al. 2018). However to date there is limited research on how the framing
of information provided directly by clients influences the decisions that frontline workers

take. Overall, we can derive the following general expectation:

Proposition 6: How frontline workers process information — and their subsequent decisions -
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depend partly on how the information is framed and presented by clients.

Priming, for instance, can lead to adverse outcomes for clients if the information presented
gives frontline workers irrelevant cues about their identity (e.g. when application files are not
anonymised), fostering stereotyping. Three specific framing effects with potential relevance

for street-level bureaucrats’ work include anchoring, negativity bias, and halo bias.

Anchoring

Anchoring is a cognitive bias whereby an individual is influenced by an initial, or
prominent, piece of information when making decisions (Tversky and Kahneman 1974). They
are subconsciously influenced by such anchors and fail to ‘adjust’ sufficiently from these
when making subsequent judgements. These anchors may or may not be related to the
decision itself, and can be arbitrary. The anchoring effect is ‘one of the most reliable and
robust findings in experimental psychology’ (Kahneman 2011:119), influencing judgements
in relation to risk estimates, price evaluation and negotiations (Mussweiler and Strack 2001).
Anchors influence decision making amongst frontline public workers and managers in a
variety of contexts (Bellé et al 2017, 2018; Cantarelli et al. 2018). Taken together, this

suggests the following:

Proposition 7: How frontline workers process information is disproportionately influenced by
the first piece of information they view, or by a salient piece of information in the decision-

making environment.

For instance, when assessing the level of financial support for which a client may be eligible,
a frontline worker could be influenced by noticing the amount of funding allocated on a
previous occasion, even if this figure is irrelevant for determining current eligibility. This

could work either in favour of or against the client, but in either case may lead to inequities.
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Negativity bias

Negativity bias involves placing more weight on negatively framed than on positively
framed information. Negativity bias influences the judgments made by citizens, for example
about performance information (James and Moseley 2014; Olsen 2015). Similarly, because of
negativity bias in the political arena (Nielsen and Moynihan 2017), public employees’
attention may be focused disproportionately on low performance or negatively framed
information (Holm 2018). We may expect the following about how negativity bias influences

the judgments of street-level bureaucrats:

Proposition 8: When processing information provided by clients, frontline workers place

more weight on negatively framed information than on positively framed information.

Negativity bias could for instance influence how regulators respond to school reports about
pupil performance in contexts that use such inspection systems. Where statistics revealing low
performance are contextualised by explanatory comments or supplemented by positive
commentary from teachers or boards of governors, regulatory responses may differ to
instances when low performance figures are presented in isolation. In systems where there is
discretion about how performance is reported or contextualised, schools could be penalised
(or rewarded) for the manner in which performance is framed, rather than for the performance

itself.

Halo bias

Street-level bureaucats have been shown in some contexts to exhibit ‘halo bias’. This
occurs when judgments about one aspect of performance influence judgements of overall
performance (Nisbett and Wilson 1977). Halo bias can lead to an inaccurate judgment about
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clients’ performance. Public employees such as nurses, municipal clerks and public managers

have been found to be influenced by such halo effects (Favero et al. 2014; Bellé et al. 2017).

Proposition 9: When processing information, frontline workers sometimes evaluate a client’s

overall performance based on only one aspect of performance.

Arguably, halo bias becomes problematic if it systematically interacts with another bias, such
as the representativeness or affect heuristic. This can lead frontline workers to a
systematically incorrect assessment of some types of clients, if their selective assessment is

influenced by characteristics that are not directly relevant for performance.

Sunk costs heuristic

The sunk costs heuristic refers to a propensity to continue investing in an approach
because of the time or resource one has already put in, regardless of the value of continuing,
and reflects our tendency to be loss averse (Kahneman and Tversky 1979). When bureaucrats
continue with existing projects that have cost considerable money despite not achieving their
ojectives, the sunk costs heuristic may be at play. Policy professionals may support and
continue projects that are bound to fail or vastly exceed their budgets because of a desire to
avoid a feeling of having ‘wasting’ resources already committed (Banuri et al. 2017). We

generally contend that:

Proposition 10: When allocating resources, frontline workers seek to avoid wasting resources
that have already been incurred which can lead to a continuation with existing practices

regardless of their effectiveness.

The sunk cost heuristic can disadvantage those groups of clients that would benefit from a
change of practices, potentially leading frontline workers to systematically move away from

such clients.
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Status quo bias

Status quo bias refers to the propensity to stick with the current option when
confronted with choices which include the status quo, particularly in contexts of uncertainty
(Samuelson and Zeckhauser 1988). Governments using behavioral insights in public policy
increasingly change defaults in light of status quo bias, in order to elicit desired social
outcomes, in fields such as retirement savings and organ donation. Public administration
scholars have reported the presence of status quo bias amongst citizens (Moseley and Stoker
2015; Jilke et al. 2016), street-level bureaucrats and policy makers (Bellé et al. 2018;
Schpaizman 2017). Status quo bias may become more pronounced as the number of choices

increases (Jilke et al. 2016; Bellé et al. 2018). Thus, we suggest the following:

Proposition 11: When deciding on allocating sanctions or resources, frontline workers
generally prefer the current state of how things are done, thus resisting new criteria,
procedures, technologies, or other attempts at reforms. In complex decision environments

where multiple options are present, the default will become more sticky.

Status quo bias, if occurring systematically, will disadvantage client groups that would benefit

from a change in practice.

Discussion

We can thus identify several factors that should be of behavioral relevance for how frontline
workers assess information and interact with clients in order to allocate sanctions and
resources. First, (perceived) attributes of clients influence how frontline workers interact with
clients and allocate resources or sanctions to them: stereotypes about clients as well as their

similarity to the frontline worker. Moreover, attributes of frontline workers influence how
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they allocate resources and sanctions and process information: the experiences of frontline
workers, their emotional responses to clients, their prior beliefs and convictions, their risk
aversion, their preference for the status quo, and their own selectivity in perceiving
information. Finally, how frontline workers process information depends on how the

information is framed and presented to them.

These are all “human” factors not to be found in the letters of the policies that frontline
workers are traditionally expected to implement faithfully. Instead, they emerge from the
contexts of bounded rationality within which frontline workers operate. However, it would be
a mistake to dismiss these insights merely as individual-level “noise”. Instead, a behavioral
perspective points to predictable patterns relating to the importance of identity, emotions, and
communication for the ways in which public policies eventually translate into practice. The
behavioral perspective highlights that street-level discretion can lead frontline workers to
work in favour of clients. For example, there is a role for emotions and empathy and the
potential to communicate and present information to frontline workers in ways that achieve
better outcomes (Jensen and Pedersen 2017; Visintin et al. this volume). Empathy and
emotional resonance with clients can lead frontline workers to individually or collectively
diverge from policies in ways that benefit clients, for instance, disadvantaged groups (Gofen

2014).

At the same time, this perspective shows us that such human factors can lead to
problematic outcomes for certain groups of clients, and to deviance from democratically
formulated policies. Arguably, the use of heuristics is both inevitable and often useful in
street-level decisions. Whether or not a systematic bias in frontline implementation is
ultimately problematic depends on the societal outcomes it produces. Relating to the model
we presented in figure 1, the question is how individual-level behavior in response to

heuristics aggregates into social outcomes. While it is difficult to generally predict these
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outcomes, biases in frontline implementation arguably may require mitigation in two
situations. First, biases can lead to social inequity when they lead frontline workers to move
systematically (and collectively) away from or even against some clients, and systematically
toward others. For example, affinity bias, the affect or representativeness heuristic can make
frontline workers discriminate against certain clients. This can lead, for instance, to racial
disparities in policing (Epp et al. 2017; Hong 2017) or unfair applications of welfare policies
(Pedersen et al. 2018; Thomann and Rapp 2018), with potentially far-reaching implications
for society (see Schneider and Ingram 1993). Second, some biases can systematically
contribute to inefficient or ineffective policy delivery. For instance, confirmation bias and
several framing effects, such as anchoring, negativity bias, or halo bias, can systematically
lead to an inappropriate processing of information by frontline workers. Moeover, the sunk
cost heuristic and status quo bias can contribute to ineffective policies and procedures,
unnecessary administrative procedures, and misguided bureaucratic decisions (Jilke et al.

2018; Moynihan et al. 2015).

The model we have presented makes a new contribution by providing a more robust
understanding of the role of biases and heuristics in shaping policy outcomes at the frontline
and provides a first step towards a broader behavioral theory of frontline implementation.
Such a theory would then also need to include more systematically contextual and
organizational factors, and comprehensively specify underlying assumptions about the laws
governing policy implementation. The propositions we have developed should now be subject
to empirical scrutiny and testing. While we have cited evidence pertaining to the existence of
several heuristics and biases amongst bureaucrats, it is relatively rare for these to be examined
in the context of frontline workers’ actual interactions and day-to-day work with citizens. We
therefore hope to have made a modest contribution towards developing a research agenda for

further work in this area.
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Implications and conclusion

Our review of the behavioral literature allows us to broadly identify three sets of behavioral
factors influencing street-level action: perceived attributes of the clients, attributes of the
frontline worker, and the presentation of information. Arguably, if our propositions are
corroborated there will be broader implications for questions of equity and representation,

accountability, and policy design and management at the street-level.

The behavioral perspective highlights how important identity is for the ways in which
frontline workers treat clients. Frontline workers prefer clients that are similar to them, and
they resort to stereotypes to classify clients—with consequences for social equity, democracy,
and the rule of law (Epp et al. 2017). Arguably, these insights reinforce the importance of
passive and active representation, so that the interactions between clients and bureaucrats do
justice to the diversity of identities in the population (Akram 2018; Hong 2017; Riccucci and
Van Ryzin 2017). Moreover, unconscious stereotypes and resulting discrimination may
require strategies to mitigate bias in frontline workers. Bias mitigiation to address these kinds
of biases and others highlighted in this article can be achieved in several ways, such as
through training, the use of debiasing cues, ‘re-biasing’ (e.g. nudging) which entails
countering one cognitive bias with another, and deliberation exercises to create more space
for reflection before decisions are taken (Andersen and Gul 2018; Banuri et al. 2017; Brest

2012; Cantarelli et al. 2018; Tetlock and Mitchell 2009; Visintin et al. this volume).

Second, the behavioral perspective enriches our traditional understanding of street-
level accountability (Thomann et al. 2018a). BPA tells us how information can be presented
in ways that can ensure frontline workers adhere to the relevant criteria for processing the
information and taking decisions (de Boer et al. 2018; Paolini et al. 2009). How policies are
framed and communicated matters for how clients and frontline workers respond and adhere
to them. Research knowledge about the effects of information framing and presentation on
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street-level burecaucrats’ decision-making can be used to avoid erroneous or biased
judgements. Moreover, how frontline workers exercise accountabilities within social
relationships with clients, peers, customers, and as “political animals” (Hall et al. 2017;
Thomann et al. 2018a) will depend, amongst other things, on emotional factors, their own
experiences and, again, identity. Client-oriented forms of accountability thus become more

likely when the frontline worker relates to the client emotionally or in terms of identity.

The utility of our model depends not least on its ability to identify situations when
broader societal outcomes are affected, and then it is incumbent to understand the reasons,
and find ways to tackle such situations. For improving policy outcomes, policy designers and
managers need to capitalise on these factors in order to make frontline workers move toward
clients, rather than against them, work toward overarching policy goals, andproblem-solve
independently at the frontline. Frontline workers themselves can benefit from an awareness of
the factors shaping their decisions. At the same time, BPA also highlights potential
limitations of reforming street-level bureaucracies, since frontline workers, like other
decision-makers, process information selectively, are risk adverse, and prefer the status quo
over change. ldeally, these insights can generate a behaviorally informed environment of
“better regulation”, policy and organizational design and management, where the “human
side” of frontline policy implementation is recognised (Weaver 2014). For example, the fact
that many biases come into play in contexts of exceedingly high performance pressures and
caseloads could inform the allocation of resources to the public sector (Moynihan et al. 2015;

Soss et al. 2011).

A better understanding of cognitive bias in street-level bureaucracy contexts can
inform the design of effective bias mitigation strategies (Banuri et al. 2017; Battaglio et al.
2018; Brest 2012; Cantarelli et al. 2018; Hallsworth et al. 2018), which in turn can help

ensure more equitable treatment of clients, and more efficient and effective policy

24



implementation. Part of this agenda should include attempts to understand the conditions
under which heuristics and biases may improve, or be determinental toward, decision-making
at the frontline. At the very least, heightened knowledge about the operation of biases and
heuristics in this context can help us gain a more systematic understanding of the role of
street-level bureaucrats in shaping policy outcomes for clients and society more widely. We
hope our article takes a step in this direction, by specifying several propositions that consider
how heuristics and biases come into play during processes of frontline policy implementation

and consequently shape policy outcomes.
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