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Abstract
The study of street-level bureaucracy has been dominated by research from the Global

North. Mainstream conceptualizations are, therefore, based on observations from insti-

tutional contexts that may vary significantly from the working conditions of frontline

workers elsewhere. This article takes stock of the growing body of literature on

street-level bureaucracy in weak institutional contexts and brings together relevant

insights from comparative political science and public administration into a coherent

analytical framework. We identify four institutional factors that shape frontline working

conditions and three behavioral patterns in frontline worker agency. These patterns in

frontline agency – ranging from policy improvisation to informal privatization – can be

understood as an institutional waterbed effect caused by institutional deficiencies,

such as resource scarcity and accountability gaps: if the complexity of public service pro-

vision is not tackled at the institutional level, it is pushed towards the street-level where

frontline workers cope with it in highly diverse ways.

Points for practitioners
• Frontline workers in weak state institutions are commonly faced with highly precar-

ious working conditions.
• If the structural preconditions for policy implementation and rule enforcement are

unresolved, these complexities are pushed towards frontline workers that cope with
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them through informal privatization, policy improvisation, or alienative commitment
focused on mere job survival.

• Frontline agency is an indispensable factor for understanding the selective and often
distributive nature of service delivery and rule enforcement in the Global South.

Keywords
frontline work, Global South, institutional analysis, literature review, street-level

bureaucracy, weak institutions

Introduction
How do structurally adverse working conditions impact the behavior of street-level
bureaucrats? And how does this affect policy implementation, public service provision,
and citizens’ experiences of the state? Most research on street-level bureaucracy has
been conducted in institutional contexts of the Global North that are generally character-
ized by high levels of professionalization, administrative capacity, and bureaucratic
autonomy (Bertelli et al., 2020; Pepinsky et al., 2017). The vast majority of the
world’s street-level bureaucrats, however, work under a very different set of institutional
incentives and constraints, including highly politicized bureaucracies (Zarychta et al.,
2020), precarious labor conditions (Lima and D’Asenzi, 2017), scarcity of basic
resources (Gibson, 2004), systematic corruption (Justesen and Bjørnskov, 2014), and
low social trust in government (Peeters and Dussauge Laguna, 2021). In this article,
we take stock of the literature on street-level bureaucracy in the Global South and
analyze recurring institutional factors and the way they shape frontline worker agency.
We do so through the concept of ‘weak institutions’ (Brinks et al., 2020): state institutions
– rules that permit, require, or prohibit certain behavior – that fail to redistribute and
refract power, authority, or expectations in a way that significantly diverges from a pre-
institutional outcome (Brinks et al., 2020: 8).1

The primary aim of this article is to advance our understanding of frontline work,
service delivery, and state-citizen interactions in weak institutional settings. Therefore,
we: (1) identify and outline a specific body of literature and (2) develop an analytical
framework for understanding the nature of frontline work in weak institutions. Our find-
ings suggest that the variation in frontline agency patterns, which ranges from policy
improvisation to predatory bureaucracy, can be understood as responses by street-level
bureaucrats to institutional factors such as resource shortage, social inequality, and pre-
carious labor conditions. Deficiencies in the institutional preconditions for policy imple-
mentation and service provision trigger an institutional waterbed-effect, pushing these
deficiencies towards the street-level where frontline workers cope with them in highly
diverse ways. Thereby, we help shed light on how precarity makes frontline work in
the Global South different from strong institutional settings, and, more broadly, on the
often-contested nature of state-citizen interactions, the patchiness of service delivery,
and the mechanisms underlying implementation and enforcement gaps (Holland, 2015;
McDonnell, 2017; Peeters and Dussauge Laguna, 2021).
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A second objective of this article is to bridge insights from public administration and
(comparative) political science. Both fields have largely studied street-level bureaucracy
and frontline work from their own perspective. In line with the observation that ‘[t]he face
of politics for most citizens […] is a bureaucrat’ (Pepinksy et al., 2017: 250), our findings
suggest the added value of incorporating frontline worker agency as a crucial variable in
political science analyses of bureaucratic performance and of the relationship between
politics and electorate. Likewise, the theory-building in comparative politics can comple-
ment the understanding of frontline workers’ agency in public administration, enabling
the incorporation of institutional factors into analytical frameworks for explaining vari-
ance in the behavior of frontline workers and their interactions with citizens.

In the following, we first discuss a preliminary analytical framework to organize the
findings of our literature review. We build on key publications in the field to suggest
four institutional dimensions – administrative, political, social, and professional – and
three agency patterns as constitutive for understanding street-level bureaucracy in
weak state institutions. Next, we present the findings of the systematic literature
review. This includes both descriptive analytics on key characteristics of the identified
studies as well as a qualitative content analysis. We conclude the article with a
summary of our main findings and suggestions for further research.

An institutional analysis of frontline work

Institutional factors
Consistent with well-established insights from institutional theory (Ostrom, 2005) and
street-level bureaucracy literature (Brodkin, 2007; Evans, 2011; Hupe and Hill, 2007;
Thomann, 2015), we assume that structural working conditions are a crucial explanatory
factor for variation in frontline work. Institutional factors simultaneously constrain and
enable frontline work. For instance, professional guidelines limit frontline workers’
freedom, but also facilitate the execution of their profession; and formal rules demand
frontline workers to follow specific procedural steps, but also legitimize their decisions.
In other words, institutional factors shape the ‘action possibilities’ (Norman, 2013) for
frontline workers. However, what sets the working conditions in weak institutions
apart from those in strong institutions has not been the subject of many systematic ana-
lyses. We draw on the comparative analytical frameworks of Brinks et al. (2020), Hupe
and Buffat (2014), Lameck and Hulst (2020), and Pepinksy et al. (2017) to identify four
institutional dimensions that allow us to organize the findings of our literature review:

• Administrative factors, or the organizational and administrative preconditions for
frontline work, including formal rules and structures (Hupe and Buffat, 2014;
Lameck and Hulst, 2020), and state capacity and resource allocation (Brinks et al.,
2020). In weak institutional settings, we can expect to see more limitations in the for-
malization of working procedures (Kelly, 2017), in managerial supervision and control
(North, 1990), and in administrative capacity to provide public services (Gibson,
2004) and enforce laws (Amengual and Dargent, 2020).
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• Political factors, or the influence of political actors and electoral interests in frontline
work (Brinks et al., 2020; Pepinsky et al., 2017). In settings with low bureaucratic
autonomy (Dasandi and Esteve, 2017), common in the Global South, frontline work
may be influenced by political hiring and firing power (Perelmiter, 2016), politically
motivated work instructions (Holland, 2016), patronage and clientelism (Harris
et al., 2022), machine politics (Nichter, 2008), and high levels of personnel turnover
(Nieto Morales et al., 2014).

• Social factors, or the attitudes and characteristics of public service clients and the
public at large (Brinks et al., 2020; Lameck and Hulst, 2020; Pepinsky et al., 2017).
Specifically for weak institutions, relevant social factors include low social trust in
government (Peeters and Dussauge Laguna, 2021), competing social institutions
and norms (Masood and Nisar, 2020), high social inequality (Lotta and Pires,
2019), and high levels of violence and social conflict (Ballvé, 2012). This can lead
to more dangerous frontline working conditions (Sundström, 2016), more complexity
in dealing with marginalized public service clients (Bhavnani and Lee, 2018), and
more citizens actively resisting (Nisar, 2018), avoiding (Chudnovsky and Peeters,
2021a), or gaming (Peeters et al., 2020) client–worker interactions.

• Professional factors, or the formal and informal professional norms, terms of employ-
ment (including salary, job certainty, and career possibilities), and action resources
that frontline workers have at their disposal in terms of the quality and quantity of per-
sonnel, budget, and technical tools (Hupe and Buffat, 2014; Lameck and Hulst, 2020;
Pepinksy et al., 2017). We expect to see widespread precarious frontline labor condi-
tions in the Global South, including low salaries and lack of job security (Lima and
D’Asenzi, 2017) and poorly maintained and equipped working facilities (Walker
and Gilson, 2004), as well as large variation in professional training (Chudnovsky
and Peeters, 2021b) and professional norms – ranging from systemic corruption
(Justesen and Bjørnskov, 2014) and predatory bureaucracy (Bernstein and Lü,
2003) to pockets of strong professional ethos (Mangla, 2015).

Agency patterns
Following our objective to analyze how institutional factors shape frontline work in weak
institutions, we also identify recurring patterns in frontline worker agency. We use the
typology of coping mechanisms for client–worker interactions developed by Tummers
and colleagues (2015) to formulate several initial expectations. First, frontline workers
may move against citizens in the form of ‘informal privatization’ (Blundo, 2006).
Here, personal convictions and interests prevail over public ones; for instance, by apply-
ing personal considerations and criteria to their clients, or by displaying corrupt and
predatory bureaucratic behavior. This agency pattern can be associated with further
aggravating the selective enforcement and uneven service provision common for weak
institutions. Alternatively, frontline workers may move towards citizens by using their
discretion to deliver services under adverse conditions. Through ‘policy improvisation’
(Campos and Peeters, 2022) or ‘policy repair’ (Masood and Nisar, 2021), frontline
workers may mitigate and partially compensate for institutional weakness.
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Finally, frontline workers may move away from citizens to deal with overdemand of
public services or a lack of job motivation. Forms of ‘alienative commitment’ (Usman
et al., 2021), such as gatekeeping or rationing of services, can be associated with a
focus on job survival and self-preservation (Satyamurti, 1981). In the qualitative analysis
of the identified studies in our literature review, we further explore these frontline agency
patterns and how they are associated with specific institutional factors.

Methodology

Mapping the field
A systematic literature review requires, above all, making choices about inclusion and
exclusion to identify relevant texts. Before outlining the details of the selection
process, we discuss two strategic choices regarding country sample and academic
scope. First, although weak institutions are not limited to the Global South (Mahler,
2018) and strong institutions not limited to the Global North (McDonnell, 2017), we
focus our review on studies covering all non-high-income countries of Latin America,
Asia, and Africa as well as former communist non-EU Eastern European and Central
Asian countries. We primarily exclude Anglo-Saxon and most European countries as
well as specific high-income countries and regions such as Japan, Israel, South Korea,
Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore. Although countries in the Global South are
usually identified based on economic development and differ greatly among each other
in terms of, for instance, state capacity and trust in government, they also tend to have
common traits, such as colonial legacies, fragile democratic institutions, and imperfect
rules of law (World Justice Project, 2020) that make them the most logical country
sample for the study of weak institutional settings.

Second, within public administration research, the concepts ‘street-level bureaucracy’
and ‘frontline work’ provide cohesion to a specific field of research, which helps the iden-
tification of relevant studies. However, we found that using these search terms often
excludes profession-specific studies on police officers, teachers, and (to a lesser extent)
medical professionals, among others. Although we acknowledge their possible relevance,
we have not explicitly included these because of their sheer quantity and because we
believe that studies specifically focused on street-level bureaucracy provide sufficient
insights for the purposes of our review. Furthermore, there are many studies beyond
the field of public administration that address street-level bureaucrats, albeit using differ-
ent and varied terms (such as frontline officials, local enforcers, bureaucrats, municipal
workers, and so on). Despite the limited conceptual cohesion, we have tried to include
as many relevant studies as possible, especially from comparative political science.

Data collection
The literature review is conducted according to the PRISMA format (Moher et al., 2009)
– while also taking cues from other systematic reviews in the field (Bustos, 2021;
Tummers et al., 2015). Documents are selected in two different search strategies in
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online databases. A first strategy focuses on the identification of relevant texts in public
administration, political science, sociology, public health, and development studies based
on a keyword search of the terms ‘street-level bureaucracy’ and ‘frontline work’ (and var-
iants thereof). A second strategy excludes public administration literature and, instead,
uses broader keywords such ‘bureaucrat’, ‘policy implementation’, ‘service delivery’,
and ‘public goods’ to identify relevant texts from fields of study that do not use the
idiom common for public administration literature. Both strategies consist of the follow-
ing four phases: (1) a keyword search in the bibliographic database Web of Science (and
Google Scholar in case of the first search strategy) and in key journals in the fields of
public administration and political science; (2) a manual selection for Global South
and topic relevance; (3) a backward and forward search in key publications; and (4)
expert consultation. Both searches only included records with the following criteria:

• Only publications in English. This likely excludes a number of relevant studies in
Spanish, French, and other global and local languages, but avoids a bias towards spe-
cific regions given our specific and limited language skills.

• Only articles, book chapters, and books for which we could verify double-blind peer
review. This excludes possibly relevant research reports from international organiza-
tions or non-governmental organizations (NGOs), unpublished manuscripts, and con-
ference papers.

• Only publications between 1981 and September 2021. This time frame was chosen
because it covers the period after Lipsky’s (1980 [2010]) foundational work in
street-level bureaucracy, although it is possible that this excludes relevant documents
from an earlier date.

• Exclusion of COVID-19 related studies. The global pandemic triggered a boom of
studies from the Global South, but we have excluded these to avoid a bias towards
frontline work under emergency conditions.

A complete overview of the selection procedure and a full list of selected texts are pro-
vided in an online Appendix. Figure 1 (see online Appendix) depicts the results of the
selection of a total of 358 relevant texts.

Data analysis
The bibliographical details and abstracts of all selected entries were analyzed on descrip-
tive statistics and qualitative content. For the descriptive statistics, the following elements
are identified: (1) year of publication; (2) type of study (theoretical or empirical); (3)
region and country; (4) field of study (public health, public administration, social
issues, etc.); and (5) type of frontline worker (health worker, desk clerk, etc.).
Furthermore, we used the Bibliometric R-package to analyze the thematic cohesion of
the identified body of literature (Aria and Cuccurullo, 2017; Bibliometrix, n.d.). For
the qualitative content analysis, abstracts were coded according to the aforementioned
analytical framework of institutional factors and agency patterns. More specifically, we
used the following coding procedure:
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• Relevance: the abstracts of all entries are coded according to whether they: (1) mention
factors specifically relevant for weak institutional settings; (2) make a causal argument
by using institutional factors to explain patterns in frontline worker agency; or (3)
include an overview of relevant literature. Entries with a causal argument or a literature
overview are marked as a ‘key publication’ and used for step 3 in the selection proced-
ure outlined above.

• Institutional factors: abstracts with relevant information regarding institutional factors
that shape frontline working conditions in weak institutions are coded using the ana-
lytical framework developed above to assist the first coding cycle. In a second round of
coding, we inductively identify more specific observable variables in frontline
working conditions for each institutional factor.

• Frontline agency: abstracts with relevant information regarding patterns in frontline
worker agency are also coded using the analytical framework developed above. In a
second round of coding, we inductively identify more specific observable variables
in frontline agency for each of the three agency patterns.

Findings I: descriptive analytics

Publications by geographical region
We have coded all documents according to the geographical region and country the study
was performed in. The three most represented regions are Sub-Saharan Africa (105),
Latin America and Caribbean (80), and South Asia (71). Several individual countries
stand out for their number of studies: China (56), India (46), Brazil (31), South Africa
(24), Ghana (21), and Mexico (15) (see Figure 2 online).

Publications by year
All documents are coded according to publication year. This shows a clear rising trend in
number of publications, especially since 2016 (see Figure 3 online).

Publications by type of study
Documents are also coded to determine whether they are theoretical or empirical, with a
further classification of empirical studies into qualitative, quantitative, experimental, or
mixed methods. The vast majority of the identified documents are qualitative studies
(245) (see Figure 4 online).

Publications by academic field
Consistent with the inclusion criteria in the Web of Science search, we have coded the
identified documents according to the academic field they are published in.
Unsurprisingly, public administration studies are the most common (100), followed by
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public health studies (71), which indicates some level of cross-field conceptual cohesion
(see Figure 5 online).

Publications by type of street-level bureaucrat
Finally, documents are coded according to the type of street-level bureaucrat that is the
object of study and analysis. Health workers emerge as the most common type of
street-level bureaucrat in our systematic review (94), followed by a miscellaneous cat-
egory including non-specified policy implementers, local bureaucrats, rural development
officers, and planning officials (88), police and enforcement officials (64), and social
policy workers (61) (see Figure 6 online).

Thematic evolution and cohesion
An essential question for mapping a field of study is: to what extent is there thematic
cohesion in the identified documents? We use Multiple Correspondence Analysis
(MCA) to analyze the topic homogeneity and measure the conceptual relationship
between authors’ keywords. Bibliometrix, a bibliometric R-package, allows us to identify
‘semantic or conceptual groups of different topics treated by the research field’ (Cobo
et al., 2011: 147) and generate a dendrogram showing hierarchical relationships
between terms (see Figure 7). We identify three clusters of terms: a cluster with concepts
related to street-level bureaucracy, such as discretion, agency, accountability, implemen-
tation, leadership, and motivation; and two smaller clusters more specific for the Global
South in general and more specifically for political science (‘patronage’, ‘clientelism’)
and public administration (‘bribery’, ‘poverty’, ‘governance’, and ‘corruption’).
Notwithstanding, in general, we find a substantial homogeneity in concepts, which sug-
gests a high level of thematic cohesion among the identified documents of our systematic
review. This supports our claim that the review outlines a specific body of literature (see
Figure 7 online).

Findings II: qualitative content analysis

Coding results of institutional factors
Out of a total of 358, we have coded 296 documents as engaging with their specific weak
institutional context.2 First, the coding results of the 249 documents we identified as high-
lighting institutional factors that shape frontline working conditions in weak state institu-
tions demonstrate the relevance of all four dimensions discussed above. Table 1
summarizes the results of the coding of institutional factors, including three observable
variables for each dimension (identified through a second round of inductive coding).
These factors are not present in all working conditions nor are all factors present simul-
taneously. There is, above all, a large variation among the analyzed documents. Our
objective here is analytical – to identify what the relevant variables are when studying
frontline work in weak institutions. The most often mentioned factors that shape frontline
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working conditions in the Global South are social inequality and marginalization (57),
resource scarcity (55), leadership and accountability gaps (48), dysfunctional rules
(39), and precarious labor conditions (35) (Table 1).

Coding results of patterns in frontline agency
Second, we discuss the coding results of the 186 documents we identified as mentioning
behavioral and motivational patterns of frontline agency specific for weak state institutions.
In a similar procedure to the institutional dimensions, we found evidence for the three patterns
outlined above. In a second round of inductive coding, we identified two more observable
variables for each pattern. Table 2 summarizes the results of the coding of frontline work pat-
terns. Themost mentioned pattern is local embeddedness and networks (60), followed by pro-
fessional self-determination (33) and predatory behavior (30) (Table 2).

Coding results of causal arguments
Finally, and consistent with the main argument of this article that institutional constraints and
incentives shape the ‘action possibilities’ (Norman, 2013) of frontline work, we have analyzed
the abstracts of 69 documents coded as explicitly linking institutional factors to patterns in front-
line worker agency. While we recognize the limitations of this article and acknowledge that a
full text analysis may reveal additional insights, our analysis gives a tentative understanding of
how certain working conditions are associated with specific frontline action patterns.

First, informal privatization is associated with resource scarcity in combination with
accountability gaps and uncontrolled street-level discretion, and, to a lesser extent,
with precarious labor conditions such as low pay, with political-clientelist motives, or
with citizen-initiated manipulation attempts. According to Perelmiter (2021), a patchy
and selective legal and bureaucratic apparatus leads to a structural experience of arbitrari-
ness in bureaucratic encounters. However, the boundaries between predatory bureaucracy
(moving against citizens) and policy improvisation (moving towards citizens) are some-
times blurry. A more complex account of how frontline workers may cope with scarcity
and accountability gaps is provided by Jitta et al. (2003), Agyepong and Nagai (2011),
and Diarra and Ousseini (2015). These studies of African public hospitals show how
medical staff cope with medicine shortages by informally charging patients for services
to then use part of these acquired resources on the local commercial market to buy med-
icines for their most vulnerable patients. Similarly, the boundaries between predatory
behavior and alienative commitment are sometimes difficult to draw; for instance,
when frontline workers facilitate political vote-buying out of fear of being transferred
or losing their job (Brierley, 2020), or when they take bribes to protect themselves
from intimidation by their colleagues or criminal gangs (Sundström, 2016).

Second, policy improvisation also emerges as an action pattern in contexts with large
frontline discretion and lack of managerial support and leadership and, to a lesser extent,
with a dysfunctional formal rule system. However, this pattern’s reliance on professional
norms and motivation to provide satisfactory services and restore trust is also strongly
associated with an embeddedness in social contexts with high marginalization or
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vulnerability – with frontline workers sometimes using their own personal experiences as
socio-economically vulnerable citizens or community members. To some extent, impro-
visation can compensate for political capture, resource scarcity, and opaque rule systems.
This is a phenomenon that Masood and Nisar (2021) describe as ‘policy repair’.
However, moving towards citizens through local embeddedness may also lead to a
reinforcement of inequalities in the access to services and rights. For instance, in a
study on the formal registration of people as indigenous in Nigeria – who are entitled
to certain social and political benefits – Ehrhardt (2017) shows how street-level bureau-
crats rely on locally salient norms of belonging in the absence of clear formal criteria.
Thereby, they unintentionally prioritize certain social groups over others, affecting
their economic and political participation.

Third, alienative commitment in the form of lowmotivation can be linked to resource scar-
city in combination with precarious labor conditions, such as low pay, dangerous work, and
job uncertainty, or with encroachment by political pressures and clientelism or by societal
power brokers. Contrary to policy improvisation and informal privatization, this agency
pattern is associated with low street-level discretion. Frontline workers may be mostly con-
cerned with their own job survival rather than with the implementation of a formal policy –
thereby sometimes spilling over into informal privatization. Alienative commitment in the
form of gatekeeping behavior is associated with resource scarcity and service overdemand,
especially when frontline workers function in a context of complex rules or dysfunctional per-
formance incentives. This can have a profound effect on service delivery as, for instance,
Eiró’s (2019) study on vicious cycles in client–worker interactions in a Brazilian social
program shows: beneficiaries fear losing the benefit because of misinformation and myths
surrounding the program, which leads some of them to behave strategically to keep the
benefit, thereby triggering suspicion among social workers who adopt a stricter approach
in response. This, in turn, reinforces fear and uncertainty among beneficiaries. Elsewhere,
Smith-Oka (2013) argues that obstetric violence in Mexican public hospitals can be traced
back to service overdemand and the subsequent rationing behavior by medical staff.

Table 3 summarizes the coding results of the documents identified as presenting a
causal argument.

Conclusion
The systematic literature review presented here makes three contributions. First, we identify and
outline a body of literature on a topic of growing academic interest. Bringing together studies on
street-level bureaucracy from weak institutional contexts, common in the Global South, can be
of use for reference by other scholars in both research and teaching. Future studies could
address various limitations of our review, such as the limited inclusion of profession-specific
literature (e.g. teachers and police officers) and of non-English publications.

Second, we develop an analytical framework for the institutional analysis of frontline
work to advance theorizing on how specific institutional factors shape frontline agency in
weak institutional settings. We also identify patterns in frontline agency: ‘informal privat-
ization’ (Blundo, 2006), ‘policy improvisation’ (Campos and Peeters, 2022), and ‘aliena-
tive commitment’ (Usman et al., 2021). A preliminary content analysis indicates that the
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variation in frontline agency patterns can be understood as responses by street-level
bureaucrats to the implementation and enforcement gaps caused by institutional
factors, such as resource shortage, social inequality, and precarious professionalization.

The third contribution of our review is its attempt to bridge academic fields of study, espe-
cially comparative politics and public administration. Although there is a considerable the-
matic cohesion regarding studies of street-level bureaucracy in weak institutional contexts,
work remains to be done in terms of integrating theoretical and conceptual approaches. On
the one hand, public administration scholars can take inspiration from political science to
develop more explanatory approaches of frontline worker agency in specific institutional set-
tings. On the other hand, comparative political science can be enriched by incorporating front-
line agency in analyses of bureaucratic performance. The findings presented here indicate that
frontline workers are a key element in understanding that weak institutions not only explain
the nature of street-level bureaucracy, but that street-level bureaucrats also actively contribute
to or partially compensate for institutional weakness through their daily work.

The body of literature on street-level bureaucracy in weak state institutions brought
together in this review includes important insights for future studies in both the Global
North and the Global South. By disentangling the institutional dimensions that shape front-
line work, it is also possible to better identify the preconditions for reliable public service
delivery and effective policy implementation (cf. Brodkin, 2007; Evans, 2011; Hupe and
Hill, 2007). Furthermore, the study of how structurally adverse working conditions
impact the behavior of street-level bureaucrats helps understand why, if anywhere, weak
institutions are the setting where the idea of street-level discretion as ‘the wild card of
policy delivery’ (Brodkin, 2008: 326) holds true. At the same time, several recurring
mechanisms can be observed. First, the findings reflect the well-documented implementa-
tion and enforcement gaps and limited capacity common for public administrations in weak
institutional contexts (Brinks et al., 2020; Williams, 2021). Institutional factors such as
resource scarcity, dysfunctional rules, and precarious working conditions impose limits
on what is possible in terms of implementation and enforcement at the street-level.

Second, frontline workers also actively shape the daily functioning of weak institu-
tions. Our preliminary analysis of the causal mechanisms between institutional factors
and agency patterns suggests that: (1) ‘informal privatization’ is associated with resource
scarcity, a lack of formal accountability mechanisms, large street-level discretion, and –
to a lesser extent – with precarious labor conditions; (2) ‘policy improvisation’ with a
similar lack of formal accountability mechanisms and large street-level discretion, but
in combination with an embeddedness in local communities and interactions with vulner-
able clients; and (3) ‘alienative commitment’ with resource scarcity in combination with
low street-level discretion and precarious labor conditions. More generally, we argue that
these patterns in frontline agency can be best understood as an institutional
waterbed-effect: if the structural preconditions for policy implementation are left unre-
solved at the institutional level, these complexities are pushed towards the street-level
where frontline workers cope with them in highly diverse ways. Thereby, frontline
agency emerges as an indispensable factor for understanding the selective (O’Brien
and Li, 1999), patchy (McDonnell, 2017), and, ultimately, distributive (Holland, 2015)
nature of service delivery and rule enforcement in weak institutional contexts.
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Notes

1. While the concept is developed for understanding state institutions in Latin America, we argue
that it is also helpful to understand other settings where rule enforcement, service provision, and
policy implementation are ‘selective’ (O’Brien and Li, 1999) or ‘patchy’ (McDonnell, 2017).

2. The remaining 62 documents are coded according to their main topic (see online Appendix).
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