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ABSTRACT

Street-level bureaucracy (SLB) theory argues that public servants take shortcuts
when making decisions about the delivery of public services. These shortcuts can lead
SLBs to treat citizens unfairly. Public administration and political science researchers
have found some evidence that street-level bureaucrats act in biased ways towards ethnic
and racial minorities, citizens of lower socioeconomic status, and religious minorities. |
expand on the SLB literature on discrimination by examining whether SLBs discriminate
based on the political ideology of citizens. According to the Ideological-Conflict
Hypothesis, individuals act in biased ways towards others whose political values conflict
with their own. Using the Ideological-Conflict Hypothesis, | test whether SLBs working
in local governments discriminate against citizens based on political ideology and
whether discrimination is related to type of service delivery (e.g. needs based versus
universal). | carry out two audit experiments to test for discrimination. One audit
experiment tests for political ideology discrimination in a need-based program among a
sample of public housing authorities in the United States (US). The sample is limited to
areas where over 60% of citizens voted for the Democratic candidate in the 2020
Presidential Election (n = 274)—and where over 60% voted for the Republican candidate
(n = 274). The other audit experiment tests for political ideology discrimination in the
delivery of a universal service using a sample municipal parks departments in US cities.
The sample is cities with over 25,000 residents where at least 60% of citizens in the

county voted for the Democratic candidate in the 2020 Presidential Election (n = 227)



and counties where at least 60% of citizens voted for Republican candidate (n = 227).
The treatment signals that an email is from a conservative citizen, a liberal citizen, or a
citizen with no identifiable political ideology. The results of my dissertation provide
some support for the Ideological-Conflict Hypothesis and evidence indicates SLBs
discriminate based on political ideology. The results do not find differences in political
discrimination for needs-based public service delivery compared to universal public

service delivery.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Local, State, and Federal governments in the United States (US) deliver a variety
of public services to citizens. Public servants such as teachers, police, and social workers,
are responsible for providing public services to citizens. These ‘street-level bureaucrats’
(Lipsky, 1980) are required to treat citizens equally and use their discretion to provide
public services according to the rules set out in public policy. While public servants are
tasked with treating all citizens equally on an individual basis, public servants often face
high workloads and are given significant discretion (Lipsky, 1980). Due to high
workloads and discretion, street-level bureaucrats often take mental shortcuts while
delivering public services—resulting in public service delivery that is not tailored to the
individual circumstances of citizens (Lipsky, 1980).

Street-level bureaucracy (SLB) theory (Lipsky, 1980) thus argues that public
servants are fallible human beings that take shortcuts when delivering public services—
potentially leading to disparate public service outcomes. Researchers have theorized that
street-level bureaucrats act in biased ways towards individuals based on race, ethnicity,
socioeconomic class, sex, sexual orientation, and religious beliefs (Adam, Grohs, &
Knill, 2020; Grohs, Adam, & Knill, 2016; Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2003; Pfaff,
Crabtree, Kern, & Holbein, 2021; Raaphorst & Groeneveld, 2019; Raaphorst,
Groeneveld, & Van de Walle, 2018;). Public administration scholars have used five
explanations to explain why street-level bureaucrats may discriminate against citizens.
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The five explanations are 1) taste-based discrimination, 2) statistical discrimination, 3)
implicit bias, 4) double standards, and 5) moral judgments.

Researchers have applied SLB theory to investigate whether bureaucrats
discriminate based on race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and religious beliefs. The
empirical results of these studies show mixed evidence of discrimination. | expand the
SLB literature on discrimination by examining whether SLBs discriminate based on the
political ideology of citizens. Psychology research has shown individuals can be
intolerant, biased, and discriminatory towards others who do not share their political
ideology (Brandt et al., 2014; Crawford & Pilanski, 2014; Ditto et al., 2019; Wetherell et
al., 2013). According to the Ideological-Conflict Hypothesis (Brandt et al., 2014), both
conservative and liberal individuals in the United States “express intolerance towards
groups with whom they disagree” (Brandt et al., 2014 p. 27). Intolerance and bias have
been shown to occur when individuals perceive conflict against their own world view and
values in opposing political ideologies (Brandt et al., 2014). Furthermore, research has
shown that individuals can hold double standards for and against those who share or do
not share their political ideology (Crawford, 2012).

In this dissertation, | add to the literature on discrimination by street-level
bureaucrats by exploring whether public service delivery outcomes vary based on
recipient political ideology. Drawing from the Ideological-Conflict Hypothesis (Brandt et
al., 2014), I expect to find SLBs in US local governments discriminate against public
service recipients based on political ideology.

The literature on SLB discrimination provides evidence that discrimination may
vary depending on the type of public service being administered—but this phenomenon
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has not explicitly been tested. In this dissertation, | also examine whether political
discrimination varies for SLBs providing universal or needs-based public services.
Foundational SLB theory suggests that SLBs view some clients as more or less deserving
of help (Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2003). These perceptions allow SLBs to use their
considerable discretion to help those they perceive as more deserving—and neglect those
they perceive as less deserving (Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2003). | expect that SLBs
providing a needs-based public service have stronger tendencies to judge client
worthiness than SLBs providing universal public services, where all receive a service
regardless of need or worth. Based on this hypothesis, | expect that SLBs providing
needs-based public services will be more likely to assign moral judgments to clients
based on client political ideology. | hypothesize this will lead to stronger evidence of
discrimination in needs-based public service delivery compared universal public service
delivery.

To test for political discrimination by SLBs—and whether discrimination varies
based on the type of public service—I run two audit experiments, one for a needs-based
service and one for a universal service. In the first audit experiment, | test for political
discrimination in a needs-based public service context by sending emails from fictitious
individuals with a clear political ideology to a sample of Public Housing Authorities in
the U.S (N = 548). In the second audit experiment, | test for political discrimination in a
universal public service context by sending emails from fictitious individuals with a clear
political ideology to a random sample of parks departments in the U.S (N = 454). The
results of the public housing experiment show that SLBs in the Democratic-majority
sample are more likely to respond emails with the liberal treatment—and SLBs in the
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Republican-majority sample are more likely to reply to emails with the conservative
treatment. The parks department experiment found that SLBs in the Democratic-majority
sample were less likely to respond to emails with the liberal treatment. The Republican-
majority sample showed no evidence that SLBs were more or less likely to respond to the
conservative or liberal email treatment. The results of my experiments did not show
evidence that SLBs in needs-based public service delivery are more likely to discriminate
based on political ideology than SLBs delivering universal services. | find evidence that
females are more likely to receive a response from SLBs. Finally, | find that community
factors—population, income, and racial diversity—do not predict political discrimination.
In this dissertation, | begin by describing the theoretical foundations for street-
level bureaucrat discrimination. | then review the empirical evidence of whether SLBs
discriminate based on a variety of characteristics. Following this, | describe a theory of
political ideology discrimination—known as the “Ideological-Conflict Hypothesis”
(Brandt et al., 2014)—and provide my rationale for how this theory predicts SLB
discrimination based on political ideology. Next, | describe the research design, method,
and data | employ to test for SLB ideological discrimination. Finally, I report the results

and implications of my findings.



CHAPTER 2
STREET-LEVEL BUREAUCRATS, DISCRIMINATION, AND POLITICAL

IDEOLOGY BIAS

There is a substantial body of literature on street-level bureaucrats (SLBs) and
discrimination. Scholars draw on multiple theories of discrimination to explain why
street-level bureaucrats may discriminate against certain public service recipients.
Discrimination is “unfair or prejudicial treatment of people and groups based on
characteristics such as race, gender, age or sexual orientation” (APA, 2019). Researchers
test for discrimination based on race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, sex, sexual
orientation, and religious beliefs. Political discrimination is another form of bias that can
influence the actions of people from all political persuasions. In this chapter, | review
theories of street-level bureaucracy and explanations given for street-level bureaucrat
discrimination. I then review the empirical evidence of street-level bureaucrat
discrimination based on race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, sex, sexual orientation,
religious beliefs, and political beliefs. Next, I discuss the phenomenon of political
discrimination and how it applies to street-level bureaucrats. Finally, | outline how
political discrimination by street-level bureaucrats may vary based on type the public

service: needs-based or universal.

Theories of Street-level Bureaucracy & Discrimination
In the preeminent work on street-level bureaucracy, Lipsky (1980) details how
front-line public servants play a crucial role in implementing public policy. Lipsky
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(1980) describes ‘street-level bureaucrats’ as public servants who “interact directly with
citizens in the course of their jobs, and who have substantial discretion in the execution of
their work” (p. 3). According to Lipsky, SLBs are expected to administer public services
to citizens on an individual basis. Lipsky argues this expectation is unrealistic due to the
tremendous number of citizens and clients that SLBs are tasked with serving. Instead of
treating all citizens as individuals, street-level bureaucrats take shortcuts in how they
administer public services to meet citizen needs and the demands of their jobs (Lipsky,
1980). Building on Lipsky’s theory, scholars have explored how street-level
bureaucrats—who have high workloads and limited resources—find ways to cope with
their demanding jobs. Street-level bureaucrats have been shown to cope with demanding
jobs by behaving in ways that help them “master, tolerate, or reduce external and internal
demands and conflicts they face on an everyday basis” (Tummers, Bekkers, Vink, &
Musheno, 2015, p. 1100).

Building on Lipsky’s theory that SLBs adopt behaviors and shortcuts that are not
always conducive to providing optimal, individualized public service, public
administration scholars have explored whether SLBs act in discriminatory ways towards
some of the citizens they serve. Drawing from in-depth interviews, Maynard-Moody and
Musheno (2003) illustrate that SLBs make moral judgments based on their clients’
identities and character—and treat clients accordingly. SLBs use their significant
discretion to help those they judge to be deserving of extra help—and do less for those
they view as undeserving (Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2003).

Researchers use theories of discrimination to explain why SLB discretion and
judgment can lead to biased treatment of citizens of various backgrounds. Public
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administration scholars have used five explanations to explain why street-level
bureaucrats may discriminate against citizens. The five explanations are 1) taste-based
discrimination, 2) statistical discrimination, 3) implicit bias, 4) double standards, and 5)
moral judgments.

Taste-based discrimination theory (Becker, 1971) is one possible explanation for
public service outcome discrepancies. According to the economic theory of taste-based
discrimination, explicit hostility towards minority groups from individuals belonging to
majority groups could lead to discriminatory market outcomes. Thus, the explicit
prejudice of individual street-level bureaucrats (who, it is assumed, generally belong to
majority groups) towards minorities could lead to disparate public service outcomes.
Assouline, Gilad, and Ben-Nun Bloom (2021) argue that taste-based discrimination could
be a factor in street-level bureaucrats treating citizens from minority groups poorer than
they do individual citizens from majority groups. However, they argue that taste-based
discrimination is less probable to be at the root of the decisions of street-level bureaucrats
in professional settings. Instead, the authors argue that less-explicit factors may influence
street-level bureaucrats to treat minority citizens less favorably.

According to statistical discrimination theory (Phelps, 1972; Schwab, 1986),
individuals discriminate against others based on rational or irrational assumptions about
that person’s group identity. According to the theory, individuals who do and do not
belong to a group with negative stereotypes apply these negative stereotypes to
individuals from that group. Assouline, Gilad, & Ben-Nun Bloom, (2021) apply
statistical discrimination theory to doctors in Israel who review disability claims from
Israeli citizens of both Jewish and Muslim nationalities. The authors argue that statistical
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discrimination could be a factor in discrepancies in outcomes for Muslim applicants as
medical evaluators apply negative stereotypes to applicants.

A third approach to explaining SLB discrimination is unconscious or implicit bias
(see Pedersen, Stritch, & Thuesen, 2018; Assouline, Gilad, & Ben-Nun Bloom, 2021).
Implicit or unconscious bias theories stem from psychological theories of unconscious
cognition (Greenwald, 1992; Greenwald & Krieger, 2006). Unconscious cognition
theories argue that unrecognized mental forces influence behavior—and that not all
behavior is a result of conscious thought (Greenwald, 1992). Theories such as the Racial
Classification Model (Soss, Fording, & Schram, 2008) draw on unconscious cognition
theories to argue that individuals have unconscious racial biases that lead individuals to
discriminate based on race. Implicit or unconscious bias theories are different than taste-
based and statistical discrimination theories. Implicit bias theories assume discrimination
is not a conscious decision by street-level bureaucrats. Instead, people harbor unseen
prejudices towards clients of different backgrounds.

A fourth approach to studying discrimination is double standards theory. Public
administration scholars argue that SLBs hold clients to double standards based on their
race, ethnicity, gender, socioeconomic status, and so forth. (Raaphorst, Groeneveld, &
Van de Walle, 2018). According to the double standards explanation, street-level
bureaucrats may hold negative stereotypes about certain groups. When these stereotypes
are challenged by interacting with a client, street-level bureaucrats hold these clients to a
higher standard than should be expected (Raaphorst, Groeneveld, & Van de Walle, 2018).
The double standards theory is another possible explanation for disparities in public
service outcomes for different groups. If public servants are subconsciously holding
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minority citizens and working-class citizens to higher standards than should be expected,
these groups will inevitably receive poorer treatment than other groups of citizens.

Moral judgment is the fifth theory used to explain SLB discrimination. The moral
judgment explanation posits that SLBs stereotype certain groups of people as being
morally inferior to others. The belief that some groups are morally inferior is argued to
stem from deep-seeded cultural beliefs that dominate society (Raaphorst, & Groeneveld,
2019). Since SLBs hold these social and cultural beliefs, they view certain citizens or
groups of citizens as morally inferior and treat them differently than citizens they view as
morally superior.

The five explanations used to explain SLB discrimination—taste-based
discrimination, statistical discrimination, implicit bias, double standards, and moral
judgments—range from overt discrimination and explicit bias to subtle and unconscious
bias. Theories such as taste-based discrimination and statistical discrimination describe
discriminatory behavior as intentional—or at least conscious. Others such as implicit bias
and double standards explanations suggest discrimination occurs due to subconscious and
unintentional mechanisms. The moral judgment explanation relies on cultural and
sociological explanations for discrimination. While providing definitive proof for which
of these explanations drives discrimination is difficult, researchers have investigated
whether discrimination occurs in the interaction between street-level bureaucrats and
their clients. This research enlightens whether public services are being delivered in a fair
and impartial manner. Fair and impartial delivery of public services is (or should be) the

primary goal of street-level bureaucrats.



Empirical Evidence about Street-level Bureaucrat Discrimination

Social scientists apply theories of discrimination to test whether SLBs
discriminate against public service recipients. Scholars test for SLB discrimination based
on race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, sex, sexual orientation, religious beliefs, and
political beliefs. Studies done on this topic focus on SLBs who provide universal public
services such as schoolteachers, police officers, and tax collectors. Other studies focus on
SLBs who provide needs-based public services such as social workers and public housing
authority employees. Research is done in a variety of settings including Denmark, Israel,
Germany, and the United States. The literature on SLB discrimination draws on multiple
methods including audit experiments, survey experiments, observational studies,
interviews, and others. This section discusses previous research and results of empirical
studies testing for discrimination based on race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, sex,
sexual orientation, religious beliefs, and political beliefs. The section also analyzes the
differences between the findings of SLBs providing universal and needs-based public

services.

Race and Ethnicity

Scholars have studied whether street-level bureaucrats act in biased ways towards
public service recipients based on race and ethnicity. In this section, | provide an
overview of empirical studies on SLB racial and ethnic discrimination. | first examine the
research that examines SLBs providing a needs-based public service. | then examine
research on SLBs providing universal public services. Finally, | compare and contrast the
two streams of research.
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Needs-based public services. Researchers look for racial and ethnic
discrimination by SLBs providing needs-based public services. These studies include a
variety of SLB contexts and cover multiple countries. The SLBs researchers examine
include doctors (Assouline, Gilad & Ben-Nun Bloom, 2021), public housing authority
workers (Einstein & Glick, 2017), employment case workers (Holzinger, 2020; Pedersen,
Stritch & Thuesen, 2018), eldercare employees (Jilke, Van Dooren & Rys, 2018), and
social workers (Schram, Soss, Fording & Houser, 2009; Strier, Abu-Rayya & Shwartz-
Ziv, 2021). The studies have taken place in Austria (Holzinger, 2020), Belgium (Jilke,
Van Dooren & Rys, 2018), Denmark (Pedersen, Stritch & Thuesen, 2018), Israel
(Assouline, Gilad & Ben-Nun Bloom, 2021; Strier, Abu-Rayya & Shwartz-Ziv, 2021),
and the United States (Einstein & Glick, 2017; Schram, Soss, Fording & Houser, 2009).

Studies of SLBs providing needs-based public services find evidence to support
the hypothesis that SLBs discriminate based on race and ethnicity. Researchers point to
disparate public service outcomes for certain racial or ethnic groups as evidence of
discrimination. For example, Assouline, Gilad, and Ben-Nun Bloom (2021) examine
disability claims in Israel to see if Jewish doctors approved Jewish applicants more than
Muslim applicants. The study concludes that Jewish doctors are more likely to provide
partial disability benefits to Jewish applicants than to Muslim applicants (Assouline,
Gilad & Ben-Nun Bloom). Similar results are found in a study of social workers in the
US. A survey experiment asks 104 social workers whether they would sanction a woman
who violates rules for receiving benefits (Schram, Soss, Fording & Houser, 2009). The
results reveal that social workers are more likely to sanction women with putative Black
names than women with putative White names (Schram, Soss, Fording & Houser, 2009).
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The results of studies such as these two suggest that SLBs do not treat individuals of
certain racial or ethnic backgrounds as fairly as they treat others. These findings violate
the important public values of equality and fairness in public service delivery.

Scholars also find empirical evidence that disputes the hypothesis that SLBs
providing needs-based public services discriminate based on race and ethnicity. For
example, the study of Jewish doctors mentioned in the previous paragraph did not find
evidence of discrimination across all circumstances. Assouline and colleagues (2021)
find that Jewish doctors were more likely to recommend partial disability benefits for
Jewish applicants than for Muslim applicants. However, the scholars do not find disparate
outcomes for applications receiving full benefits. Thus, Jewish doctors appear to only
favor Jewish applicants in some instances, but not in others. If the hypothesis holds that
Jewish doctors are biased against Muslim applicants, the disparities would likely appear
for applications requesting both partial and full benefits.

Another study in Israel contradicts the hypothesis that SLBs discriminate based
on race and ethnicity. Using in-depth qualitative interviews of 80 social workers in Israel,
Strier, Abu-Rayya, and Shwartz-Ziv (2021) find evidence that social workers actively
seek to ensure Jewish and Muslim welfare recipients are treated equally and fairly. For
example, social workers would sometimes receive national directives that would unfairly
benefit Jewish welfare recipients over Muslim welfare recipients. In these instances,
social workers would make great efforts to change or adapt these policies to ensure they
were fair for everyone. While these studies do not prove that SLBs never discriminate
based on race or ethnicity, the results suggest that some SLBs make conscious efforts to
treat people of various backgrounds equally.
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Universal public services. Researchers look for racial and ethnic discrimination
by SLBs providing universal public services. These studies examine schoolteachers
(Andersen & Guul, 2019), public schools (Bergman & McFarlin Jr, 2018; Olsen, Kyhse-
Andersen & Moynihan, 2020), school principals (Oberfield & Incantalupo, 2021),
municipal government employees (Giulietti, Tonin & Vlassopoulos, 2019; Grohs, Adam
& Knill, 2016), police officers (Holmberg, 2000; Hong, 2021), and election officials
(White, Nathan & Faller, 2015). The studies take place in Denmark (Andersen & Guul,
2019; Holmberg, 2000; Olsen, Kyhse-Andersen & Moynihan, 2020), Germany (Grohs,
Adam & Knill, 2016), United Kingdom (Hong, 2021), and the United States (Bergman &
McFarlin Jr, 2018; Giulietti, Tonin & Vlassopoulos, 2019; Oberfield & Incantalupo,
2021; White, Nathan & Faller, 2015).

Researchers find proof for racial and ethnic discrimination amongst SLBs
providing universal public services. Scholars detect overt discrimination in some
instances and more subtle forms of discrimination in others. White, Nathan, and Faller
(2015) performed an audit experiment of election officials in the US and find an overt
example of disparate treatment for Latino citizens. In the audit experiment, emails asking
about voting information demonstrated disparate treatment based on race/ethnicity.
Emails from fictitious citizens with putative Latino names received fewer responses from
election officials than emails from fictitious citizens with putative White names (White,
Nathan & Faller, 2015). Thus, in this instance SLBs were shown to provide more
information about voting to citizens due to race/ethnicity.

Other studies look for more subtle forms of discrimination. For example, Grohs,
Adam, and Knill (2016) examined whether SLBs in German municipal governments
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were faster, friendlier, and more thorough in their responses to email inquiries from
putative German emailers than putative Turkish emailers. The results showed that
responses to Turkish emailers were less thorough than to German emailers (Grohs, Adam
& Knill, 2016)—a much more subtle form of bias than simply not replying to an email
based on the senders’ ethnicity.

Other studies of SLBs providing universal services find mixed evidence of
racial/ethnic discrimination (Andersen & Guul, 2019; Bergman & McFarlin Jr, 2018;
Grohs, Adam & Knill, 2016; Oberfield & Incantalupo, 2021; Olsen, Kyhse-Andersen &
Moynihan, 2020). The aforementioned study by Grohs, Adam, and Knill (2016), for
example, find that emails from fictitious German and Turkish emailers received similar
rates of responses from German municipal government employees and that there was no
difference between the speed of response and friendliness of response for these emails.
The authors find that responses to Turkish emailers were less thorough. In another study,
Bergman and McFarlin Jr (2018) find evidence that emails sent to charter and public
schools in the US from Latino emailers received less responses (two percentage points)
than White emailers. The study did not find disparities between Black and White emailers
(Bergman & McFarlin, Jr, 2018). Results such as these suggest that there may be
additional factors that influence whether or not SLBs show racial and ethnic bias. More
work can be done to identify what factors may predict SLB racial/ethnic discrimination.
Research by Andersen and Guul (2019), for example, shows workload to be a
contributing factor to the presence of discrimination.

Comparing needs-based and universal public service delivery. There are many
similarities between the studies examining racial and ethnic discrimination among SLBs
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providing needs-based and universal public services. Table 1.1 summarizes the empirical
scholarship on SLB racial and ethnic discrimination. Both bodies of literature use a
variety of methods and examine SLBs in multiple countries. Two of the seven studies on
needs-based public service delivery show no evidence of racial and ethnic discrimination.
The other five studies show evidence or mixed evidence of discrimination. Each of the
nine studies on universal public service delivery show evidence or mixed evidence of
discrimination. This suggests that there may be less racial and ethnic discrimination in
needs-based public service delivery than in universal public service delivery. There may
be several reasons why there appears to be less discrimination among SLBs providing
needs-based public services. For instance, it may be that SLBs in these contexts receive
more training in on anti-discrimination. The differences could also be due to the
limitations of these studies such as low sample size and low response rates. When
disparities are found between public service outcomes for certain racial and ethnic
groups, the differences are usually less than 5 percentage points. For example, there was
a two-percentage point difference between responses for Black and White students in
Giulietti, Tonin, & Vlassopoulos (2019) and a two-percentage point difference between

Latino and White students in the study by Bergman and McFarlin (2018).
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Author(s)

Assouline, Gilad
& Ben-Nun
Bloom, 2021

Einstein & Glick,
2017

Holzinger, 2020

Jilke, Van Dooren
& Rys, 2018

Pedersen, Stritch
& Thuesen, 2018.

Schram, Soss,
Fording &
Houser, 2009

Strier, Abu-
Rayya &
Shwartz-Ziv,
2021
Andersen &
Guul, 2019

Bergman &
McFarlin Jr, 2018

Giulietti, Tonin &
Vlassopoulos,
2019

Service
Context
Needs-based

Needs-based

Needs-based

Needs-based

Needs-based

Needs-based

Needs-based

Universal

Universal

Universal

Method

Multinomial
logistic
regression

Audit
experiment

Qualitative
interviews

Audit
experiment

Survey
experiment

Survey vignette
experiment

Semistructured
interviews

Vignette survey
experiments

Audit
experiment

Audit
experiment

Population

Israeli Doctors

Public Housing
Authorities

Austrian
Employment
Service
Eldercare
facilities

Danish
employment
case workers

Welfare social
workers

Israeli social
workers

Danish public
school teachers

Charter and
Public Schools

Various local
government
SLBs

19,279

1,017

32

664

1,335

104

80

890

6,452

19,000

Table 1.1: Studies on SLB discrimination based on race and ethnicity

Country

Israel

USA

Austria

Belgium

Denmark

USA

Israel

Denmark

USA

USA

Races/Ethnicities
Studied

Jewish and
Muslim

Black, Latino, and
White

Hungarian

Flemish and
Maghrebian

Danish and
Middle-Eastern

Black, Latino, and
White

Jewish and
Muslim

Danish and
Middle-Eastern

Black, Latino, and
White

Black and White

Evidence for
Discrimination
Mixed

Mixed

No

Mixed

Yes

Yes

No

Mixed

No

Yes

Limitation

Omitted
variable bias

Signaling
confounders

Small sample
size; Subjective

Small sample
size

Low survey
response rate

Small sample
size

Small sample
size

Based on
hypothetical
scenario

Not nationally
representative

Sample errors



LT

Grohs, Adam &
Knill, 2016

Holmberg, 2000

Hong, 2021

Oberfield &
Incantalupo, 2021

Olsen, Kyhse-
Andersen &
Moynihan, 2020

White, Nathan &
Faller, 2015

Universal

Universal

Universal

Universal

Universal

Universal

Audit
experiment

Qualitative
interviews

Multiple
regression

Audit
experiment

Audit
experiment

Audit
experiment

Municipal
governments

Police
encounters

Police officers

Public high
school
principals
Danish primary
schools

Local election
officials

501

476

462

3,260

1,698

6,825

Germany

Denmark

UK

USA

Denmark

USA

German and
Turkish

Danish and
Middle-Eastern

Black and White

Black and White

Danish and

Muslim

Latino and White

Mixed

Yes

Yes

Mixed

Mixed

Yes

Small sample
size;
Confounding
variable
Subjectivity

Omitted
variable bias

Signaling
confounders

Signaling
confounders

Randomization
error



The empirical literature examining racial bias in both needs-based and universal
public service delivery (see Table 1.1) has limitations. In both contexts, studies using
non-experimental methods are limited by omitted variable bias and spurious correlations.
While the authors of these studies go to great efforts to control for relevant factors, it is
difficult to control for all variables that could lead to disparities (or the lack thereof) in
public service outcomes. Experimental studies are also limited. The methods scholars use
to signal race/ethnicity in their experiments could easily be confounded with other factors
such as religion, age, socioeconomic status, etc. Qualitative studies are subject to
limitations including small sample sizes and researcher subjectivity bias.

Despite the limitations of these studies, the empirical literature on racial and
ethnic bias in public service delivery suggests that racial and ethnic discrimination does
occur in both needs-based and universal contexts. Ten of the twelve studies (see Table
1.1) show either overt or subtle differences in how individuals from different racial and
ethnic backgrounds are treated by SLBs. This shows that, sometimes, SLBs
favor/disfavor individuals based on racial and ethnic characteristics when delivering
needs-based and universal public services. Such unequal treatment of citizens violates the
important public value of equality that public officials are tasked with upholding. More
work needs to be done to unpack what other factors alleviate or exacerbate such

discrimination to understand what can be done to improve equal treatment of citizens.

Socioeconomic status

Street-level bureaucrats (SLBs) interact with individuals of various levels of

socioeconomic status (SES). Since SLBs may take shortcuts or rely on biases and
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stereotypes when delivering public services, researchers have explored whether SLBs
discriminate based on SES. There is evidence that SLBs may discriminate based on SES,
but many studies have shown that SES bias is not prevalent in SLB interactions with the
public. This section details the evidence for and against the hypothesis that SLBs
discriminate based on SES. The section also discusses how these findings differ from
needs-based and universal public services.

Evidence for socioeconomic status bias. There is some evidence that SLBs have
biases against individuals of lower SES. Maynard-Moody & Musheno (2003) gathered
stories from street-level bureaucrats from multiple occupations in the US. The study
revealed that street-level bureaucrats often were trying to decide who was worthy of
receiving public services—and the help and attention of street-level bureaucrats. While
many factors, such as personality, race, and sex altered their perceptions, class played a
large role in how SLBs determined which clients were most deserving (Maynard-Moody
& Musheno, 2003). Public service recipients of lower SES appear to receive poorer
treatment (Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2003). A study in France (Dubois 2010) drew
similar conclusions as Maynard-Moody and Musheno. Researchers observing the French
welfare system concluded that lower-SES citizens were treated unfairly by French
welfare officers due to the gap in class between welfare officers and citizens (Dubois,
2010). These studies show that individuals of lower SES may receive poorer treatment
from SLBs than others. If this is the case, SLBs are not providing fair and equal treatment

to the people they are tasked with serving.

19



Socioeconomic bias by SLBs may not only affect citizens of lower SES. A study
of social workers in Denmark finds evidence suggesting that SLBs may discriminate
against others who are of low and high SES (Harrits & Mgller, 2014). Harrits and Mgller
(2014) find that teachers and nurses evaluating the home life of fictitious children in a
survey are more likely to suggest changes in home life situations when dealing with
lower- and upper-class clients than when dealing with middle-class clients (Harrits &
Mgller, 2014). Harrits and Magller reason that the middle-class participants in the study
may have been biased by their perceptions of what a ‘normal’ home situation should look
like and thus made recommendations accordingly. Other work shows that an individual’s
SES could lead to more or less favorable treatment by SLBs. Drawing on 11 interviews
with Danish tax collectors, Raaphorst & Groeneveld (2018) find that tax collectors made
assumptions about clients based on their socioeconomic status (level of education, type of
work, etc.). Raaphorst and Groeneveld (2018) point out that these assumptions worked
both for and against citizens based on their SES. In some instances, tax collectors
assumed individuals of low SES were more likely to misconstrue their taxes (either
inadvertently or purposefully). At other times, the tax collectors gave citizens of lower
SES the benefit of the doubt and held middle- and upper-class citizens to a higher
standard (Raaphorst & Groeneveld, 2018). These studies provide nuance to the
discussion of SES bias in public service delivery. Socioeconomic bias does not appear to
be a one-way street where SLBs only look down on individuals of low SES. Instead,
SLBs may treat the citizens and clients they serve unfairly if there is a SLB-client SES

mismatch.
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Evidence against socioeconomic status bias. There is also evidence that SLBs
do not discriminate based on SES. Using three different survey experiments which varied
ethnicity, class, and behavior of a fictitious potential student, Andersen and Guul (2019)
find that Danish teachers did not respond more or less favorably to including students of
low socioeconomic status in their school and classroom than other students. A study of
Dutch tax evaluators finds similar results (Raaphorst, Groeneveld, & Van de Walle,
2018). Raaphorst, Groeneveld, and Van de Walle (2018) had 26 Dutch tax evaluators
read descriptions of the tax situations of fictitious clients with varying socioeconomic
statuses (Raaphorst, Groeneveld, & Van de Walle, 2018). Raaphorst et al (2018) evaluate
whether clients from different classes were held to double standards by the tax collectors.
However, the study finds no evidence that citizens of lower or higher class were held to
different standards (Raaphorst, Groeneveld, & Van de Walle, 2018).

Two audit experiments also find no evidence of SES discrimination (Carnes &
Holbein, 2018; Giulietti, Tonin & Vlassopoulos, 2019). Carnes and Holbein (2018)
perform an audit study of 719 principals in two US states. They find no evidence that
principals responded less to individuals of lower SES than individuals of high SES
(Carnes & Holbein, 2018). Giulietti, Tonin and Vlassopoulos (2019) ran an audit
experiment to look for evidence of racial and SES discrimination among a variety of local
government SLBs in the US. Giuletti and colleagues sent emails from putative
Black/White emailers of high/low SES. The results show no difference in the likelihood
that individuals or high or low SES received a response. These two audit studies provide

substantial evidence that SLBs can treat public service recipients equally regardless of
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economic standing. This is an encouraging finding and suggests that SLBs either do not
hold biased beliefs about individuals of lower SES or are able to stave off any conscious
or unconscious biases they do hold regarding SES.

Needs-based and universal public services. The literature on SLB
discrimination based on SES focuses largely on universal public services. As can be seen
in Table 1.2, only two of the eight studies take place within a needs-based public service
context. The two studies that take place in needs-based public service contexts find
evidence of SES discrimination. This suggests that the nature of needs-based public
service delivery may lend itself to SES discrimination. Maynard-Moody and Musheno
(2003) find that SLBs can use their considerable discretion to provide more or less
service to clients in needs-based programs. SLBs were observed to view some clients of
lower socioeconomic status as less-deserving of help—or more to blame for their
situation (Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2003). These conclusions would help explain the
disparity in the empirical evidence of SES discrimination between studies done in needs-
based and universal public service contexts. Further research on SES discrimination in

needs-based public services would help to investigate whether a difference exists.
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€c

Author(s)

Maynard-Moody &
Musheno, 2003

Dubois, 2010

Andersen & Guul, 2019

Carnes & Holbein, 2019

Giulietti, Tonin &
Vlassopoulos, 2019

Harrits, & Mgller 2014

Raaphorst & Groeneveld,
2018

Raaphorst, Groeneveld &
Van de Walle, 2018

Service
Context

Both

Needs

Universal

Universal

Universal

Universal

Universal

Universal

Method

Story analysis

Field Observations

Vignette survey
experiment

Audit experiment

Audit experiment

Vignette survey
experiment

Semi-structured
interviews

Experiment

Table 1.2: Studies on SLB discrimination based on socioeconomic status

Population

Counselors, police, teachers

Welfare officers

Danish public schoolteachers
Public school principals in
North Carolina and
Kentucky

School district, library,

sheriff, treasurer, veteran
support, county clerks

Teachers and Nurses

Dutch tax officials

Dutch tax officials

48

N/A
890

719

19,000

58

11

26

Country

USA

France

Denmark

USA

USA

Denmark

Netherlands

Netherlands

Evidence for
Discrimination

Yes

Yes

No

No

No

Yes

Mixed

Mixed

Limitation

Small sample

Limited scope

Hypothetical situation

Small sample size

Disparate samples

Discrimination not
sole focus of study

Very small sample
size. Subjective
interpretation of
stories.

Small sample size
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Conclusion. Overall, the hypothesis that SLBs discriminate based on SES is not
strongly supported by empirical evidence. Three of the six studies done in universal
public service delivery find no evidence of SES discrimination and two of the studies
show mixed results. It appears that SES discrimination may occur more often in needs-
based public service contexts. However, there are only two empirical studies done on this
topic and both employ qualitative methods. While qualitative methods are valuable,
scholars could use additional methods to see if the findings of these studies are found
using other means. Based on the evidence that is available, however, it appears that SLBs
providing needs-based public service delivery are more prone to discriminate based on
SES. These findings correspond with the theory of street-level bureaucracy which argues
that SLBs can use their discretion to favor or disfavor clients whom they view as
more/less deserving (Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2003). In such instances, SLBs are

violating their charge to treat their clients fairly and impartially.

Sex
SLBs may interact with public service recipients differently based on the

individual’s sex. SLBs may take shortcuts, rely on stereotypes, or hold double standards
when dealing with women or men. Researchers have investigated whether SLBs
discriminate based on sex. To the author’s knowledge, five studies investigate whether
SLBs discriminate based on client sex. In this section, I review the empirical evidence for
the hypothesis that SLBs discriminate based on the sex of clients. | further examine the
research for differences in studies done in needs-based and universal public service

delivery contexts.
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Table 1.3: Research articles on SLB sex discrimination

Author(s)

Kalla, Rosenbluth & Teele, 2018

Einstein & Glick, 2017

Pedersen, Stritch & Thuesen, 2018

Grohs, Adam & Knill, 2016

Pfaff, Crabtree, Kern & Holbein,
2021

T4

Method

Audit study

Audit study

Survey experiment

Audit study

Audit study

Service Context

Both

Needs-based

Needs-based

Universal

Universal

Population

Elected and appointed
public officials

Public housing
authorities

Employment case
workers

Municipal
governments

Public school
principals

N

8,189

1,017

1,335

501

47,000

Country

USA

USA

Denmark

Germany

USA

Evidence of
Discrimination

No

No

No

Mixed

No

Limitation

Provide minimum information
about sample.

Sample limited to larger
metropolitan areas

Hypothetical situation

Small sample size. Religion is a
confounder

Not all 50 states included



| located five studies measuring SLB discrimination based on sex. Table 1.3
summarizes the empirical literature on SLB bias based on sex. As shown in Table 1.3,
four of the five studies do not find evidence of sex discrimination. One of the five studies
found evidence of discrimination based on sex, but the results did not reveal a consistent
pattern of discrimination against men or women. Grohs, Adam, and Knill (2016) perform
an audit experiment on bureaucrats working in German local governments. The authors
examine discrimination based on ethnicity (German and Turkish) and sex (men and
women). Grohs and colleagues (2016) randomly send four separate types of emails which
have a unique request. Depending on the request, women sometimes receive better and
more thorough responses than men, and sometimes receive poorer and less thorough
responses (Grohs, Adam, and Knill (2016). This study demonstrates that SLB
discrimination based on sex may not be consistent towards men or women. However,
more work can be done to verify whether, or why, anti-male and anti-female
discrimination may occur.

The other four studies on SLB sex discrimination suggest that SLBs do not
discriminate based on the sex of public service recipients. An audit experiment of elected
and unelected public officials in the US finds no disparities between response rates for
fictitious male and female students seeking career advice (Kala, Rosenbluth, & Teele,
2018). Similar results are found in two email audit experiments which vary the putative
sex of the emailer (Einstein & Glick, 2017; Pfaff, Crabtree, Kern & Holbein, 2021).
These audit experiments look for evidence among public housing authorities (Einstein &

Glick, 2017) and public school principals (Pfaff, Crabtree, Kern & Holbein, 2021). Taken
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together, the null results of these four studies suggest that sex bias is not a prevalent
factor in public service delivery.

The five studies on sex discrimination do not show differences among needs-
based and universal public service delivery contexts. The studies take place in both
universal (public schools and municipal governments) and needs-based (employment
case workers and public housing authorities) service contexts. Neither context indicates
more or less sex discrimination than the other. Future work could reveal one service
context may be influenced by sex bias than the other, but the current evidence does not
support that hypothesis. Overall, the literature for SLB discrimination based on sex

suggests women and men generally receive equal treatment from government employees.

Sexual Orie