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Abstract

Purpose – This study aims to investigate the role of relational asymmetries in influencing the coping
strategies adopted by frontline workers to deal with the policy–client role conflict.
Design/methodology/approach – A comparative analysis of three different services highlights the role of
the service relationships characteristics in explaining similarities and differences in the strategies adopted by
street-level bureaucrats (SLBs). The research is based on the secondary analysis of three case studies
conducted in Italy: the reception system for homeless people, the job brokerage service in the public
employment service and the dispute settlement procedure in the labour inspectorate.
Findings –The results underline the interaction between the characteristics of the service relationship and the
different coping strategies adopted to deal with the policy–client conflict.
Originality/value – The contribution of this study is threefold. Firstly, the authors focus on the influence of
the characteristics of the service relationship in terms of agency resources over SLBs’ strategies to face with
users’ expectations. Secondly, the authors intend to discuss these issues analysing SLBs not only as agents
with individual preferences. Thirdly, the research design allows the authors to return to the street-level
bureaucracy theory its comparative essence, proposing a comparative strategy with an explorative intent.
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1. Introduction
Public service delivery takes shape in the relationship between street-level bureaucrats
(SLBs) and clients (Brodkin, 2011; Bruhn and Ekstrom, 2017; Dubois, 2010; Lipsky, 2010
(1980)). SLBs should be responsive to client demands and expectations while applying rules
and regulations to interpret policy content. When policy content and client expectations
collide, SLBs experience a policy–client role conflict (Tummers et al., 2012). Role conflicts
affect policy implementation with negative consequences on service effectiveness, the
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conception of their duties and client evaluations of the public administration (Tubre and
Collins, 2000; Tummers and Bekkers, 2014; Zacka, 2017).

While role conflicts in bureaucratic relationships can be managed by relying on authority
resources because of the SLB’s position (Lipksy, 2010(1980); Dubois, 2014), service provision
also comprises cooperative (Raaphorst and Loyens, 2020), participative (Aschhoff and Vogel,
2018) and market-like (Cohen et al., 2016; Thomann et al., 2018) arrangements that reduce the
SLB’s authoritative ability to control the service encounter unilaterally. Several studies put
the characteristics of this service relationship at the centre of an analysis of SLB practices
(Bartels, 2013). An SLB experiences action uncertainties regarding the ability to steer client
interaction (Raaphorst, 2018). Solutions to reduce uncertainty and regain control over the
relationship must be found in the SLB’s negotiation and communication skills (Bartels, 2014;
Raspanti and Saruis, 2021). SLBs base their decisions on how to service clients by collecting
information (Lipsky, 2010(1980)), forming perceptions on client deservingness of support
(Davidovitz and Cohen, 2020; Jilke and Tummers, 2018) and categorising clients according to
their trustworthiness (Raaphorst and Groeneveld, 2018) during talks with clients. Scholars
developed a rich array of coping strategies according to different discretionary applications
of regulations (Hupe, 2013; Kazepov and Barberis, 2013), behavioural and cognitive coping
(Tummers et al., 2015) and interaction styles (Van Parys and Struyven, 2018). Based on a
literature review, this study identifies four types of strategies that deal with the policy–client
role conflict: rejection, adaptation, teaching and negotiation.

This article will explore how the characteristics of the service relationship affect SLB
coping strategies to deal with conflict in the policy–client role. The study has identified three
different relational asymmetries according to the distribution of power resources between
clients and SLBs. Firstly, in the “traditional” asymmetry, SLBs perform a gatekeeping
function as they regulate a claimant’s access to public resources (Lipsky, 1980(2010)). SLBs
rely on the authority given by their position to establish sanctions and rewards for managing
client requests. Secondly, the “reverse asymmetric” relationship characterises market-like
environments where clients voluntarily choose to address the public provider instead of other
kinds of providers (Cohen et al., 2016; Thomann et al., 2018; Raspanti, 2019). Profit and non-
profit providers and informal labour-intermediation channels have complemented the public
provision of brokerage services. SLBs thus compete with non-public frontline workers to
attract clients. Thirdly, the “symmetric” relationship where SLBs play an intermediate role in
resolving a dispute between two opposing parties. Here, SLBs deal simultaneously with
workers’ and employers’ requests (Paraciani, 2020).

The main research questions follow. Firstly, how do relational asymmetries within the
service relationship influence the strategies adopted by SLBs to deal with the policy–client
conflict? Secondly, which strategy type relates to each service relationship?

Drawing on a comparative research design of three independent case studies conducted in
Italy, the study argues that SLBs behavioural strategies are affected by the distribution of
power among the actors of the bureaucratic relationship. We expect that the same strategy
assumes peculiar nuances according to whether the service relationship is asymmetrical,
symmetrical or reverse asymmetrical.

This study contributes to understanding the service delivery processes from a street-level
perspective in three ways. Firstly, the study has focused its analysis on the characteristics of
the service relationship. A growing literature addresses the service relationship as a distinct
phenomenon (Bartels, 2013; Raaphorst and Loyens, 2020). In this view, SLBs decisions are not
only the result of individual preferences as mediated by contextual pressure but part of the
relationship with their clients. This study expands this approach, focusing on power
imbalances between users and SLBs. It thus offers a threefold conceptualisation of service
relationships as traditional, reverse asymmetric and symmetric according to the SLB’s
leeway in controlling the interaction. Secondly, the research design allows the authors to
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return its comparative nature to the SLB theory, proposing a comparative strategy with an
exploratory intent. Maynard-Moody and Musheno (2003) use a comparative approach
showing how different SLBs generate different SBL–client interactions through diverse
interests and escalated conflicts. Hill andHupe (2019) underline both the need and difficulty of
conducting comparative research on street-level bureaucracies due to the strong local roots of
service provision. They elaborate on the concept of a “public service gap” to overcome this
obstacle and facilitate comparison. Paraciani and Saruis (2019) introduce the concept of
“light” comparison, which compares exclusively caseworker narratives collected in two
different institutional contexts. However, the lack of comparative research in this field of
study is still present (Hupe et al., 2015). Thirdly, street-level research in Italy has only caught
on in recent years with a considerable delay compared to North European or American
scholars. It thus appears to be paradoxical because the Italian case offers a very promising
study from this perspective, given the complex articulation and fragmentation of the welfare
system (Barberis et al., 2019). The study thus contributes to the diffusion of the street-level
bureaucracy approach in an understudied context.

2. Literature review: role conflicts and coping strategies
2.1 Role conflicts at the street-level
Role conflicts emergewhen an agent is subject to different expectations and demands that push
in diverging directions, causing stress and behavioural ambiguity in frontline workers (Zacka,
2017). Vink et al. (2015) identify four types of role conflicts. Firstly, the policy-professional conflict
indicates an incompatibility between policy content and the values, norms and behavioural
guidelines that define an SLB’s professional identity. Secondly, the organisational–professional
role conflict relates to the professional habitus and how a particular organisation expects the
frontlineworker to perform the service. This type of conflict is related to the former; however, it
is logically independent because it relates to a manager’s ability to emphasise specific policy
content or organisational goals over others. SLBs are asked to pursue executive directives, such
as efficiency improvement, cost containment, clients’ processing pace, which may collide with
professional norms. Thirdly, the professional–client role conflict represents potential tensions
between professional norms and client expectations in the service, such as, for instance, a
patient asking for euthanasia (Vink et al., 2015).

This study focuses on the fourth type: the policy–client role conflict. This type of conflict
occurs when professionals tasked with implementing a policy perceive the role behaviour
demanded by their clients to be incongruent with the role behaviour demanded by the policy
content. An extreme example regards the police officers who must implement stricter law
enforcement, suchas zero-tolerancepolicies.AsLipskynotes, these police officers “must enforce
laws they did notmake in communitieswhere demands for law enforcement varywith the laws
and the various strata of the population” (Lipsky, 2010(1980), p. 47). As a result, enforcing zero-
tolerance, in linewith thepolicycontent, can conflict seriouslywith the rolebehaviourdemanded
by clients, who want police officers to take account of their specific circumstances.

2.2 Strategies for dealing with role conflicts
The literature stresses the importance of studying SLBs’ coping strategies in dealing with
conflicting demands from clients and norms to understand service delivery success and
deficiencies (Zacka, 2017). SLBs can act with autonomy in deciding how to service clients. The
translation of standardised rules to actual conditions needs a certain degree of autonomywhen
deliberating on clients’ access to public services (Evans andHarris, 2004). Such autonomy is not
necessarily conducive to negative consequences for individual claimants. Still, it is often used to
ease servicedeliveryand solve implementationdilemmas (Lipsky, 2010(1980)), like role conflicts
(Vink et al., 2015). Reviewing the literature, four ideal-typical strategies for dealing with the
policy–client role conflict emerge: rejection, adaptation, teaching and negotiation.
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According to Tummers et al. (2015), rejection is the most common SLB coping strategy. It
indicates the refusal of the policy–client conflict or its consequences by distancing the
responsibilities attached to their role. Consequently, SLBs reject to deal with role conflicts
when they delegate the responsibility to manage conflict to higher roles in the bureaucratic
hierarchy, even when the delegation is merely nominal (De Graaf et al., 2016; Vink et al., 2015).
Other instances of rejection are the SLB’s adoption of a strict rule-following behaviour (Soss
et al., 2011) or reliance on routine practices, i.e., as the “complete detachment and the comfort
of routine anonymity” (Dubois, 2010, p. 74). Davidovitz and Cohen (2020) have labelled this
“self-defense” strategy since SLBs act cautiously to protect themselves from the threats
inherent in the relationship with clients. Summing up, rejection is a non-engagement of the
policy–client conflict to avoid the additional costs of conflict.

When the policy–client conflict is addressedwith actions adapted to the broad and general
rule of the client’s expectations, by de facto favouring certain clients or client groups over
others, it is possible to identify an adaptation suitable to the client’s expectations. As a result,
SLBs bend or break rules to accommodate regulations and client requests or needs (May and
Winter, 2012). Examples of “adaptation” are turning a blind eye (Raaphorst and Loyens,
2020), finding alternative solutions to procedure-following strategies (Cohen et al., 2016;
Ingold, 2018; Raspanti and Saruis, 2021) and negative consequences of alleviating procedures
for clients (Dubois, 2010). SLBs tend to resolve the policy–client conflict by choosing the best
solution to reduce the client discontent (Tummers et al., 2015).

The third strategy, teaching, combines two different behaviours: “coaching” and
“disciplining”. Firstly, SLBs manage the conflict by coaching clients on handling
regulations to solve their discomfort with service outputs by explaining service
constraints and opportunities or proper behaviour according to service requirements.
Coaching aims to improve a client’s relationship with the public service (Aksnes, 2019) or
advocate their rights before a public administration (Zacka, 2017). Secondly, teaching also
emerges as disciplining, i.e. exerting enforcement from deploying symbolic or financial
sanctions and rewards (Lipsy, 2010(1980); Møller and Stone, 2013; Senghaas et al., 2019) up to
using violence or aggression with the users (Brown, 1988; Maynard-Moody and
Muscheno, 2003).

Negotiation appears when the SLBs cope with the client’s discontent by discussing the
situation and the possible solution with him/her in order to reach a shared one. In such
services, like co-production arrangements (Aschhoff and Vogel, 2018), where cooperation and
the client’s willingness to work together play a fundamental part in service implementation
(Senghaas et al., 2019), negotiation appears to be a viable strategy to conflict resolution, e.g. in
conciliation justice (Raaphorst and Loyens, 2020; Tuurnas et al., 2016) or employer-oriented
services (Aksnes, 2019; Raspanti and Saruis, 2021). However, negotiation may also emerge in
less rule-governed services, where SLBs are vested with discretion by the rules (Mik-Meyers
and Silverman, 2019). For example, Bruhn andEkstr€om (2017) found that rules are negotiated
even within the traditional relationship between caseworkers and students applying
for loans.

3. Case study descriptions
The study builds on three case studies conducted in different public services in Italy. The
research design compares three types of service relationships: traditional asymmetric,
reverse asymmetric and symmetric. The first case study covers a traditional relationship
between homeless people and night shelter workers whomanage access to the night facilities
where homeless peoplemay rest until the earlymorning. The second case study represents an
instance of a reverse asymmetric relationship. It is conducted in the public employment
service (PES) where job-brokers deal with employers in supporting the recruitment process of
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new workers. The third case study is about labour inspectors who mediate between
employers and workers to find an administrative solution to employment disputes. Finally,
the case study covers a symmetrical relationship. The present section offers an overview of
these case studies.

3.1 The homeless shelter reception system
The first case study looks at the night shelters in Turin’s homeless shelter reception system.
The “staircase approach” is the prevalent paradigm adopted by the municipality to manage
homelessness. In recent years, there have also been the Housing First projects, but they
involve fewer beneficiaries (Lancione et al., 2018). The “staircase approach” envisages the
homeless person moving in the shortest time from a series of precarious, emergency housing
solutions to accommodations that guarantee an increased level of privacy and autonomy.

Since neither shelters nor housing solutions are sufficient to meet demand, frontline
workersmust assess which people should be allowed to advance along the path. They have to
decide who should get what and why (van Oorschot, 2000). To do this, they must exercise
their professional discretion (Leonardi, 2019). They develop distinctive ethical commitments
to a certain way of performing the role (Zacka, 2017, p. 237), and, at the same time, SLBs are
responsible for ensuring compliance with the rules. They must quickly resolve conflicts
dilemmatic situations and work to encourage clients to cohabit peacefully. For many
homeless people, the bureaucratic encounter with these services is the first contact with
institutions. The client enters as a “claimant” to request services and hasmuch at stake for the
interaction’s outcome.

In this scenario, the frontline worker’s role assumes particular importance, as the complex
interactions in the policy implementing process are influenced by their actions, decisions,
ideals and beliefs. It is important to underline that the number of homeless people is growing
in Italy (Consoli and Meo, 2021) and, with the number also growing in Turin [1], services are
under pressure and available resources are insufficient. Consequently, help is often
characterised as emergency assistance.

3.2 The public employment service
The second case study focuses on the job brokerage service implemented by the Tuscan
Region’s PES. In Tuscany, 41 local job centres provide employability services to the
unemployed and employers. The job brokerage service is aimed at supporting employers in
seeking and selecting new workers. Job brokers do the following tasks: identify the
employer’s needs in terms of skills, draft the job offer to be published on the public service’s
online job board and manage job seeker applications. Once the job ad has expired, the job
broker selects the most suitable candidates and sends the curricula selected to the employer,
who has the final say about the recruitment.

The relationship between job brokers and employers has the characteristics of a reverse
asymmetrical relationship (Raspanti and Saruis, 2021). On the one hand, employers rely
voluntarily on the PES because of the availability of alternative ways to recruit the workers
they need (Raspanti, 2019). As opposed to unemployment benefit recipients, employers do not
have any obligation concerning the job brokerage service. They canwithdraw at anymoment
without formal sanctions nor costs since the service is cost-free, nor are they obliged to
interview or recruit the candidates shortlisted by the job broker. On the other hand, job
brokers need the employer’s involvement in sharing information about the vacancy
characteristics to accomplish the tasks related to the job brokerage service. Besides, the
employers’ recruitment decisions are crucial for the overall evaluation of the PES since the
effectiveness of employability services is calculated by the number of recruited beneficiaries,
increasing the job broker’s dependency on employers. As a result, the employer’s discretion
reduces the job broker’s autonomy in delivering the service.
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3.3 The labour inspectorate
The third case study was conducted in the local office of the Italian Labour Inspectorate (ILI)
in Bologna. The ILI is a public agency that reports to theMinistry of Labour and Social Policy.
The ministry has the responsibility for the managing, programming and coordination of
inspection activities. The central office is in Rome, with 80 local offices distributed
throughout Italy. The overall staff consists of 6,357 employees [2]. The data analysed was
collected in the ILI’s local office in Bologna. As a result of this reformative process,
standardized strategies and fixed standard sets at a central level have been implemented in
each local office (Borghi and van Berkel, 2007).

The present study focuses on the dispute settlement procedures, where the labour
inspector plays an impartial role, acting based on employee statements to find an
administrative solution that suits both clients: workers and employers. The dispute
settlement procedure is a non-repressive instrument that can be used as an alternative to the
traditional inspective activities. This preventive tool (offered to the worker at the time of the
intervention request) has become the preferred solution since it offers a quick solution to an
increased number of requests for intervention.

During this procedure, the labour inspector is an impartial third party who, based on
employee statements, must find the best possible administrative solution for both parties.
The employer is exempt from any sanctions by resolving the dispute at this stage (Paraciani
andRizza, 2019). Despite the growing standardization of practices, labour inspectors use their
discretion, which translates into different ways of dealing with the specific inspector–
worker–employer interaction and in variations in dispute management styles.

4. Methods
The paper draws on three independent case studies, all conducted in Italy in different street-
level organisations. The data were collected as part of the authors’ corresponding Ph.D.
theses. Each study originally had its own research questions and purposes. Thus, the data
were re-analysed to comply with this article’s research questions. All three cases use
documentary analysis and semi-structured interviews; ethnographies and vignette
interviews complement data collection in the homeless shelters and labour inspectorate
case studies.

In the homeless shelter system case study, 20 semi-structured interviews were collected
with frontline workers, and eight months of participant observation were conducted in three
night shelters and two welfare offices in Turin. Observation and conversation data were
written down in detailed field notes, while formal interviewswere audio-recorded, transcribed
and analysed. The interviewees are welfare offices and shelters workers, case managers and
policymakers for the Service for Adults in Difficulty. Their characteristics reflect the
reference population in terms of gender, age, educational qualification and seniority of
service.

In the PES study, the interviews took place in 10 regional job centres in the provinces of
Florence and Prato in Tuscany. A total of 13 job brokers were interviewed: 8 women and 5
men. The average age is 48. The most experienced job brokers have long careers in the public
administration as social workers or with administrative tasks, not necessarily in the
employment sector. The younger job brokers have extensive training and careers in labour
intermediation.

The labour inspectorate study comprises nine months of participant observation in the
ILI’s local Bologna office, where 178 observations were conducted, and 231 work
irregularities were observed. Of these, 43 were registered during the dispute settlement
procedure and were analysed for this article. During this study, six different labour
inspectors were observed, three women and three men. Four of them havemore than 15 years
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of experience. Only two do not hold at least a bachelor’s degree. During the nine months of
participant observation, diaries were drafted and then added to the empirical materials.

Since data were collected for other purposes, all the materials were re-analysed using the
qualitative data analysis software NVivo 12 to ensure rigour in qualitative data analysis
(Maher et al., 2018). The analytical procedure followed four steps. For each step, each
individual session of data analysis was then followed by a collective discussion of the results
assembled to refine our interpretations.

Firstly, we individually re-analysed each case study interview to identify words and
sentences that can be considered instances of the policy–client conflict. For example, the
statement “I can’t do as employment agencies do, downloading fifty curricula from the
database every ten days to submit few of them to the employer. And the other ones? That
would mean discriminating against whom’s not flagged” indicates a policy–client conflict as
experienced by a PES job broker.

Secondly, we focused on SLBs’ reactions to policy–client conflict instances. The literature
review discussed above informed the coding of the coping strategies. We deductively named
the code labels “rejection”, “adaptation”, “teaching” and “negotiation”. We then returned to
the data to extrapolate the lines that could be considered instances of each coping strategy.
Rejection was defined as “non-engaging in the policy-client conflict to avoid conflict costs.”
Wedefined the second strategy, adaption, as “actions that adapt the broad and general rule to
a client’s expectations at the expense of policy regulations”. The third strategy was teaching,
defined as “coaching or teaching the client regarding service procedures”. The fourth
strategy, negotiation, was defined as “discussing alternative solutions to the policy-client role
conflict with the client”.

Thirdly, we discuss the results of the individual coding procedures to reach a shared
understanding of the characteristics of frontline-worker strategies.We compared each other’s
coding to refine our data interpretation. Data reliability was guaranteed since the questions
asked of the interviewees were similar in the three case studies. The interviews focused on the
interviewees’ experiences with their clients and colleagues, the daily organisation of their
tasks, their feelings about the policies they aremandated to implement and the organisational
context.

5. Strategies observed at the frontline
As stated in the second section, four strategies for copingwith role conflicts emerged from the
literature review: rejection, adaptation to a client’s expectations, teaching and negotiation. In
the following, we report some examples of recurring strategies for coping with the policy–
client role conflict as they appear in the case studies.

5.1 Rejection
Rejection is a strategy identified in all the case studies. SLBs refuse to cope with the policy–
client conflict to protect themselves from the consequences of the conflict. In the following
quotation, a frontline worker denies letting a homeless person sleep on the couch to avoid
subsequent complaints from other clients. The conflict was determined by organisational
shortcomings (i.e. the mismatch between the number of claimants and the supply of beds in
the shelter) and resolved by transferring the negative consequences to the rejected claimant,
who had to move elsewhere. The shelter worker justified the decision by referring to
regulations.

Sometimes they ask you, “Can I sleep on the couch?”. Then you explain, “No, you can’t, because we
have rules on the [shelter’s] capacity and fire safety, and so on” [. . .] Sometimes you must be strict
because if I let you sleep on the couch since you did not find another place to stay, then the others will
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say “Why can she and not me? You must let me do it too!” and there will be problems from the next
night onwards.

Job brokers adopt strict rule-following in two cases. Firstly, when a client’s expectations are
not met due to workloads. Refusing the conflict is selected when no other strategy is viable
because of being too costly. Secondly, job brokers adopt rejection to face an employer’s illegal
requests to flag candidates according to prohibited criteria (e.g. sex and age). Rejection lets a
confrontation be avoided that may negatively affect an employer’s future involvement in
service provision. Rejection as delegation is shown in the following excerpt from a field note
referring to the dispute settlement procedure. The labour inspector ignored the report of more
serious complaints by a domestic worker because not within his jurisdiction. Attempts to
delegate responsibility to higher levels in the professional hierarchy served the purpose of the
office.

During the interview, the domestic worker accused the employer (sitting next to her) to have abused
her. The labour inspector interrupted the discussion and said she was not interested in the question:
“We are here to find a solution for facts relating to the employment relationship. These things will be
reported to those in charge”.

5.2 Adaptation
Adaptation occurs when SLBs resolve the policy–client conflict by deciding on the solution
that best reduces the client’s discontent concerning service outputs. When the service
relationship is asymmetrical, as in the shelter system for homeless people, this strategy
manifests as (1) advocacy towards clients by promoting social justice, i.e. defending clients
against service provision-related inequalities or (2) by “turning a blind eye” to non-
compliance with regulations. In the following quotation, a homeless-shelter frontline worker
allowed a client (Aldo) to sleep in the shelter, although he came back after opening time. The
frontline worker reacted by adapting time regulation to the client:

It’s true that he came back after the scheduled time, but it was late. Aldo was just coming back, and
my colleague had left. It was better to turn a blind eye and suggest being punctual next time.

Adaptation assumes the same meaning in the dispute settlement procedure. Although the
relationship is threefold (inspector–worker–employer), some labour inspectors tend to
resolve the policy–client conflict by favouring the solution that reduces the worker’s
discontent. When they “turn a blind eye”, they do it to please the weaker part of the
relationship. The opposite, i.e. a decision in favour of the employer, was not observed.

Compared to the other two case studies, adaptation embraces a different meaning in the
PES case study. Policy–client conflict may emerge in the case of an employer’s need clashing
with the service procedures. Job brokers may react by applying the employer’s criteria to
select the job seekers, even though they conflict with anti-discrimination rules or disrupt the
service’s procedures. The following quotation demonstrates why job brokers adapt to an
employer’s request, even deciding to subvert the job-offer routine management. In particular,
the job brokers decided to anticipate the delivery of the candidates’ curricula, although this is
prohibited before job offer expires (typically, after one week). The rule avoids the “first come,
first served” mechanism to guarantee equal opportunities to all the suitable candidates.
However, the job broker reported that shewould complywith the employer’s need to speed up
the recruitment process due to specific conditions:

If the employer says, “Look, another employee left the company. The production stopped. Could you
please publish the job offer immediately? If someone applies, let me know”, then in that case . . .
Because if we publish the offer for one week, and there is already a candidate after two days, that will
mean not doing the employer a service because you could send him a suitable person. However, you
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reply with “No, we must wait for the expiration date”. Then, in such cases, when the company says
“Look, I do not cope” we send the curricula in advance.

Since employers may rely on private providers or informal channels to recruit workers, job
brokers struggle to comply with employers’ request and a long-term perspective. Indeed,
because employers’ recruitment decisions increase employability services’ effectiveness, job
brokers may decide to break or bend service rules to achieve employers’ compliance.

5.3 Teaching
Teaching is expressed through two different behaviours: “coaching” and “disciplining”. In the
first case, SLBs coach their clients on handling regulations to obtain what they are asking for
by explaining service constraints and opportunities. The second strategy emerges as
disciplining, i.e. explicit actions to control the client’s behaviour by indicating the appropriate
behaviours to follow.

In the case of the homeless shelter, the SLBs are in an asymmetrical position with clients
and often adopt the teaching strategy with their clients in the form of disciplining to bring
clients into compliance with the expectations of shelter services, as shown in this excerpt:

Anyone who comes to ask for a bed knows very well that we always are above-board about things.
We do not accept any demands. There are no fixed hours; they just have to wait. Anyone who starts
saying, “but what about my place?” I say, “Listen, your place may or may not be there. If you keep on
like this, it will not be” because otherwise, you’ll find people every threeminutes saying: “What about
my place?”. We teach them how it works here.

Job brokers use teaching mainly as coaching. Indeed, they support employers by analysing
their needs in terms of competencies and skills and drafting the job offer together. While
coaching is also used by employers, it is likely applied to potential workers. Due to staff
shortages, job brokers often meet with job seekers enrolled in training or job search support
services. Thus, they train job seekers to introduce themselves to employers to maximise the
possibility of being recruited, e.g. adopting the proper behaviour or emphasising relevant
competencies and experience.

In some cases, coaching turns out to be implicit disciplining. The following quotation
shows the difficulties minorities have in finding jobs due to mistrust related to their habits
when looking for work with the public. The job broker says he suggested in a meeting to a
hijab-wearing Muslim woman not to wear it during the job interview for a hairdresser’s
position:

We tried to make her [the Muslim girl] understand that if she wants to get that job, she will also have
to decide. We have an Arabic cultural intermediator on Thursdays because many girls want to
become beauticians or hairdressers. We say to them, “Look, youwill face some difficulties [in finding
a job]”. So, if she continues towear the hijab, she can. Then shewill figure it out, and shewill make her
own decision. But you can’t say to her, “No, you can’t apply [for that job]”, God forbid!

In the labour inspectorate case study, this strategy has manifested only as disciplining.
Inspectors do not regulate only the weaker part (i.e. the worker) or only the part perceived as
being the stronger of the two (i.e. the employer), but this strategy is manifested towards both
parts. As reported in the following field note, inspectors generally use disciplining to speed up
the conciliation between the parties and reach an agreement. The aim is, therefore, to rapidly
close the case, using the power of inspection as a “threat”, as reported in the following
quotation:

The inspector addressed the employer angrily, “I do not know how to reach you. If you do not
cooperate, we can’t do anything here. And if we do not find a solution, your companywill be seriously
inspected. Let’s open that Pandora’s box!”
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5.4 Negotiation
Negotiation emerges when the SLBs have to cope with a client’s dissatisfaction. The SLB
discusses the situation and possible solutions directly with the client. In the reverse
asymmetry relationship between job brokers and employers, negotiation is frequently
deployed. Negotiation is one of the job broker’s tools for gaining the employer’s trust. As job
brokers cannot impose their decisions on employers, the ability to find alternative solutions to
the (frequent) mismatches between an employer’s requests and a job seeker’s skills is key to a
frontline worker’s job. During the labour demand analysis, job brokers may decide to
intervene trying tomodify the employer’s requests, as shown in the following quotation. This
serves two purposes. Firstly, it is aimed at achieving labour intermediation and an employer’s
satisfaction in service outputs. Secondly, job brokers often propose income benefits
beneficiaries to the employer even though they do not fully match the job offer.

Sometimes, we need to negotiate. If you understand what the company does, maybe you can suggest
an alternative solution if that job profile is missing. In my opinion, it’s all about labour demand
analysis.

In the labour inspectorate case study, where coaching did not occur, the negotiation strategy
is at the basis of the service.

Here’s the situation. in case of an inspection, you [the worker] will be wasting your time – given the
conditions – unnecessarily, and you [the employer] risk other unpleasant things coming out. So, we
arm ourselves with the patience to meet in the middle. In this way, you [the worker] will have
something in awhile, and you [the employer] will avoid sanctions and other things that can get you in
trouble by regularising the relationship.

Unlike, as shown by other studies (Bruhn and Ekstr€om, 2017; Mik-Meyers and Silverman,
2019), negotiation has not been observed in the traditional relationship characterising the
shelter system for homeless people. In this case, frontline workers, acting as gatekeepers,
implement relational modalities characterised by their informational asymmetry; therefore,
they do not feel obliged to negotiate. They do not perceive themselves as being on the same
level since the clients make the requests and the frontline workers approve or
disapprove them.

6. Discussion and conclusion
This study represents an initial attempt to discuss the influences of the service encounter’s
relational components on the SLBs’ coping strategies from a comparative point of view,
opening a new debate on the role that the distribution of power resources could have in
conflicting situations. The study has used the concept of “policy-client role conflict” (Vink
et al., 2015) as an analytical tool to resolve difficulties linked to comparative street-level
research (Hill and Hupe, 2019). Thanks to a literature review, four coping strategies were
delineated: rejection, adaptation, teaching and negotiation.

The study uses a typology of service relationships based on the power distribution among
the participants. The concept of power here expresses the possibility of an actor’s ability to
impose her decision on other actors and act free from others’ decisions (Crozier and Friedberg,
1977). First, we identified a traditional asymmetric relationship where the SLBs could impose
unilateral decisions on clients at lower costs. Within the “reverse asymmetric” relationship,
the SLB rely significantly on clients’ actions. For example, the client’s withdrawal may follow
a failure to adapt service content to the client’s expectations. We then identify the
symmetrical relationship, where the SLB acts as an intermediary between two clients.

The study demonstrates that a particular power distribution influences the SLB’s
behaviour in resolving a conflictual situation. Furthermore, findings show that a strategy
assumes particular nuances when deployed in different power relationships.
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In all three cases, rejection appears to be related to contextual pressures. Rejection is
deployed to handle workloads and red tape, and thus the costs caused by opening a conflict
with clients on service content. This is certainly true for night-shelter workers. The use of
discretion in an explicitlyway also entails costs in terms of assuming responsibility. To reject,
in this case, often means to refuse to assume those costs. In daily practice, regulations can
protect the SLBs from “putting their face on it”. In the other two cases, rejection is also
deployed to pursue other purposes. Labour inspectors use rejection to facilitate an agreement
between the parties by avoiding deviations from the procedures and the consequential waste
of time. Control over the interaction is pursued by inviting the parties to focus on the
procedures instead of fighting. In the reverse asymmetric relationship, rejection appeared to
be used to control the negative consequences of a client’s actions on service outcomes. Job
brokers adopt a strict rule-following behaviour to avoid a direct confrontation with the
employer who has indicated discriminatory criteria for the job recruitment. Contrary to
Davidovitz and Cohen’s conclusions (2020) regarding the consequences of trust on coping
mechanisms, job brokers here tend to do less for untrustworthy clients. However, rejection is
used not to directly face the merits of an employer’s requests and thus continue the service
relationship.

Adaptation assumes a crucial meaning in the asymmetric relationship. When the client
can easily withdraw from the service relationship, SLBs use adaptation to compensate for
their weak position. Solving the policy–client conflict towards clients may increase the
probability of realizing the service in the short term and retaining the client on a long-term
basis. In the other two relationships, adaptation has been observed as “turning a blind eye”.
For example, shelter workers overlook a guest’s inappropriate behaviours to avoid
sanctioning them with expulsion from the shelter. The use of discretion often has
educational purposes and a willingness to help people in situations of extreme deprivation.
However, when labour inspectors turn a blind eye, they do it to avoid possible tensions when
“the serpent’s head must be cut off” (Field Note).

Teaching may assume the characteristics of “coaching”, i.e. SLBs supporting clients with
service regulations or “disciplining”, i.e. exerting compliance. In a traditional relationship,
teaching assumes the traits of disciplining: SLBs’ socialise the beneficiaries to the
expectations of public services, while it is declined as coaching the asymmetric
relationship. Job brokers coach employers to demonstrate how they may achieve more
significant returns from service procedures. However, the boundaries between the two
concepts tend to blur. When labour inspectors refuse to comply with a client’s expectations,
they adopt disciplining elements. In the reverse asymmetric relationship, when job brokers
approach job seekers instead of employers, they use the coaching strategy to increase the
possibility of finding a job. Because the relationship between job seekers and job brokers
could be described as being biased towards the latter, the study shows that coaching could
turn out to be disciplining.

The SLB’s ability to impose unilateral decisions over clients made negotiation almost
absent in the traditional relationship. Homeless shelter workers appear to use disciplining
behaviour rather than negotiation. In the reverse asymmetric case, negotiation appears to be
strictly related to both adaptation and rejection. On one hand, job brokers use negotiation to
modify an employer’s request and then adapt the service to their (changed) expectations. On
the other, negotiation is used tomodify an employer’s discriminatory requirements instead of
rejecting this source of conflict. Negotiation is part of the service itself in the symmetric
relationship. Labour inspectors mediate between workers’ and employers’ needs. However, it
should be noted that despite “negotiating a solution between the parties” is the essence of the
procedure analysed, SLBs use a rejection strategy to discipline their clients and avoid
following dispute settlement procedure purposes.
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The study has several limitations linked to the explorative nature of our study. Firstly, the
major limitation is that it is not the result of an ad hoc research design. Rather, it results from
secondary data analysis, collected in separate projects, each with its own aims and methods.
Secondly, we only interviewed SLBs from Italy. Further research should analyse whether our
findings are relevant in other countries, especially non-Western countries, where the service
relationships may be very different. Thirdly, the selected sample did not allow for the
systematic manipulation of the gender question, so our findings do not consider this question.
For the same reason, characteristics (gender, age and years of experience) of the SLBs were
not systematically discussed. Future research could investigate, for example, how gender
influences the service relationship or the type of policy–client conflict that occurs.

This paper shows the importance of considering the distribution of power resources to
study frontline decision-making. The observed similarities and differences conclude that it is
not so much the type of work carried out but rather the type of relationship asymmetries that
generates differences in coping strategies.

From the point of view of policy indications, this study underlines the importance of
paying attention to the type of different relational asymmetries if we want to change,
encourage or improve the adoption of one particular set of coping strategies over others.
Accordingly, more effort should be made to clarify and define different types of bureaucratic
relationships in the legislation and better train SLBs in evaluating their situation.

Notes

1. As showed in the internal Service for Adults in Difficulty (SAD) report, in 2018, 2,236 homeless
persons were recorded in night shelters compared to 1,857 in 2017.

2. See https://www.ispettorato.gov.it/it-it/studiestatistiche/Pagine/default.aspx
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