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Abstract

Despite our relatively broad and robust
understanding of street level bureaucracy in a
Western context, this area of inquiry remains
somewhat understudied in an Eastern Europe-
an context. This is particularly problematic for
Romania, where poor educational stock, weak
accountability mechanism, and rather frail media
make front line bureaucrats’ behavior dispropor-
tionately critical to public service provision. This
article partially fills this void and brings a much
needed overview of street-level bureaucracy in
Romania. Relying on recent survey data collect-
ed from 407 front line workers, the study covers
four key public administration services (taxation,
consumer, environmental, and labor protection)
and street-level bureaucracy, describes demo-
graphics, values, work environment, and atti-
tudes towards rules and citizens. It shows that
Romanian front line workers are relatively willing
to bend and break the rules if their organizational
goals demand so, and that they enjoy important
levels of discretion and work autonomy. These
bureaucrats also depict high levels of organi-
zational commitment, low levels of uncertainty
tolerance, and high power distance. The article
concludes with comments and implications for
future research in policy implementation at the
front lines.
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sector motivation, power distance, uncertainty
avoidance, goal ambiguity, organizational com-
mitment.

ROMANIAN
STREET LEVEL BUREAUCRACY:
A DESCRIPTIVE FOUNDATION

Dan Octavian BALICA
Alexander HENDERSON
Tudor Cristian TICLAU

Dan Octavian BALICA

PhD, Researcher, Department of Public Administration
and Management, College of Political, Administrative
and Communication Sciences,

Babes-Bolyai University, Cluj-Napoca, Romania
E-mail: balica@fspac.ro

Alexander HENDERSON

Associate Professor, Department

of Health Care and Public Administration,
Long Island University, Brookville, New York,
United States of America

E-mail: alexander.henderson@liu.edu

Tudor Cristian TICLAU (Corresponding author)

Lecturer, Department of Public Administration
and Management, Faculty of Political,
Administrative and Communication Sciences,
Babes-Bolyai University, Cluj-Napoca, Romania
Tel.: 0040-264-431.361

E-mail: ticlau@fspac.ro

Transylvan/an Review
ap of Administrative Sciences,
Special Issue 2018, pp. 5-26



1. Introduction

Romanian civil servants function in a complex and changing environment. In the
29 years since the end of the communist regime, Romania has become a European
Union (EU) and North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) member state, has a
functioning market economy, and is experiencing one of the highest rates of econom-
ic growth in the EU (World Bank, 2017). These positive economic and political devel-
opments are matched by enduring difficulties; Romania has one of the highest levels
of corruption in Europe (Transparency International, 2015), among the lowest levels
of trust in democratic institutions (Standard Eurobarometer, 2016) and a low level of
government effectiveness (World Bank, 2017).

Romania’s bureaucracy is still heavily politicized (Profiroiu, 2011) and it remains
one of the least reformed parts of the society. In the aggregate, Romanians tend to
have a high level of power distance (Hofstede, 2005; Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov,
2010; Littrell and Lapadus, 2005), implying a lower willingness to voice against abus-
es, low educational stock (UNESCO, 2015), and high level of functional illiteracy
(PISA, 2012). Traditional guardians against bureaucratic abuses, like media and civ-
il society, are not sufficiently mature (Freedom House, 2015). These difficulties add
to major deficiencies in administrative transparency as well as frequent regulatory
changes, which do not allow public debate and adaptation to change.

With these factors in mind, civil servants’ interaction with and perspectives on
rules and policy implementation become fundamental for understanding public sec-
tor performance and democratic accountability. However, with very few exceptions,
we know little about those Romanian public servants who potentially have the most
significant impact on policy implementation: street-level bureaucrats (SLBs). Doron-
del (2016) showed that SLBs distributing food as part of an EU aid program exercise
a significant amount of discretion even in the face of significant regulatory burdens.
Similarly, the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD,
2016) highlighted the potential risks of legislative ambiguity in the construction in-
dustry in Romania, where public servants implementing policy enjoy substantial dis-
cretionary powers through lack of appropriate regulations and guidance.

Questions often discussed in Anglo-American literature remain unanswered, in-
cluding those of civil servants” willingness to bend the rules (DeHart-Davis, 2009;
Portillo, 2011; Maynard-Moody and Musheno, 2012), their job-related discretion
(Maynard-Moody and Musheno, 2003; Henderson and Pandey, 2013; Alpes and
Spire, 2014), goal ambiguity (Evans and Harris, 2004), and nature of their working
environment. To our knowledge, no coherent effort to understand Romanian street
level bureaucrats exists.

This article provides a foundation for the understanding of SLBs in Romania in
four main deconcentrated areas: taxation, consumer, environmental, and labor pro-
tection. We chose these domains because of their high level of discretion and poten-
tial for the use of coercive power, both raising challenges for policy implementation.
The next section will discuss key concepts that have come to define literature on
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street-level bureaucracy. Next, we will outline our data and methods, followed by
a descriptive discussion of Romanian SLBs and considerations for future empirical
research. This paper offers a unique view on Romanian street-level bureaucrats that
can inform both practitioners and public administration scholars on the challenges of
bureaucracy in the midst of ongoing reform.

2. Street level bureaucracy: key concepts

Street-level bureaucracy has been an important part of the academic conversation
in public administration for more than three and a half decades (c.f., Lipsky, 1980).
Emerging from this conversation is a focus on concepts of bureaucratic discretion,
autonomy, perspectives on rules and rule abidance, the impact of political principals
and, more recently, discussion of public service motivation and pro-social motiva-
tion. In this section we will highlight a sample of studies of street-level bureaucracy,
with most emerging from a Western context.

Bureaucratic discretion has long been a focal point of public administration re-
search (Finer, 1941; Friedrich, 1940), and has been especially central to considerations
of decision-making latitude and the abilities of bureaucrats at the front lines of policy
implementation (Lipsky, 1980). These bureaucrats are often charged with enacting
complex policies in difficult environments with little oversight (Maynard-Moody and
Musheno, 2003; Riccucci, 2005; Prottas, 1978). Despite the attention these positions re-
ceive, it is impossible to write rules that provide sufficient depth to address all situa-
tions (Lipsky, 1980), thus allowing for some amount of administrative discretion at all
levels of government service. Furthermore, actual perception of rules also play a role.
Maynard-Moody and Musheno (2003, p. 155) observed that cops, teachers, and coun-
selors ‘first make normative judgments about offenders, kids, and clients and then
apply, bend, or ignore rules and procedures to support the moral reasoning’. Similar-
ly, while discussing rule abidance in the context of issues of race and ethnicity in the
United States (US), Portillo (2011) shows that SLBs of color abide more by the rules
because of fear of escalation. This reinforces DeHart-Davis’s argument (2009) that bu-
reaucratic compliance, along with technical design, is central for rule effectiveness.

While discretion and rule abidance are core concepts of SLB theory, their deter-
minants are equally important. Braxton (1993 apud DeHart-Davis 2009, p. 904) saw
goal ambiguity as a major cause for lower rule abidance, arguing that unclear goals
disengage bureaucrats and may nudge them to deviate from rules and norms. Brock-
mann (2015, p. 1) takes this further, stating that complex and ambiguous working
environments require SLBs to exercise discretion and thereby bend rules to perform
their daily task. Goal ambiguity may also allow bureaucrats to pacify potentially
conflicting goals (Matland, 1995) and rules abundance may, paradoxically, favor
more discretion (Evans and Harris, 2004). In contrast, work burdens may force SLBs
to switch the focus from client-service and prioritize among clients (Baviskar apud
Tummers et al., 2015), which reinforces Evans and Harris’s idea that discretion is not
inherently good or bad.



Following an interactionist approach (Shaver, 2010, p. 369), recent efforts also
tackle psychological elements in understanding front line bureaucrats. Conformity,
pro-social behavior, and public service motivation (PSM) are of particular interest,
as direct and unambiguous oversight is almost impossible and intrinsic motives
may play a key role in good governance and rule abidance (Tyler and Blader, 2000).
While the latter two are both outwardly-focused, pro-social behavior appears to be
conceptually different from PSM (Esteve et al., 2016). Maynard Moody and Mushe-
no (2003) show that PSM can increase client focus, while Shim, Park and Eom (2015)
argue that it may lower turnover intentions and perception of red tape (also Scott
and Pandey, 2005). At the same time, because PSM is inherently subjective, it may
perpetuate SLB biases (Lipsky, 1980; Prendergast, 2007). In a study on border po-
lice, Guyer (2013) shows that SLB may be willing to engage in pro-social behav-
ior even when their careers may be at risk. Brockmann (2015) suggests similar be-
havior, whilst Moynihan, Pandey and Wright (2012) show that pro-social behavior
may make public managers more willing to use performance measurement tools.
Furthermore, SLBs willingness to conform to authority and status quo may raise
additional challenges, as it can perpetuate corruption (Ashforth and Anand, 2003;
Lee-Chai and Bargh, 2001) and discrimination (Petersen and Dietz, 2000; Feagin and
Eckberg, 1980), and favor the development of a professional culture that is resistant
to change (Prenzler, 1997).

In turn, organizational culture often emerges as important for understanding SLB
(Kelly, 1994; Sandfort, 2000; Riccucci, 2005). Studies have shown that judgment based
on individually held moral beliefs, values, and cultural schemes influence bureau-
crat’s discretionary practices (Lipsky, 1980; Kingfisher, 1998; Hasenfeld, 2000; May-
nard-Moody and Musheno, 2003; Dubois, 2013). While conformity and other individ-
ual level variables can explain SLB behavior, group norms and values also play a role
in how public service employees relate to rules and clients (Green, 2005). For former
authoritarian administrations, power distance, as well as uncertainty avoidance, may
be of particular interest, as hierarchical and undisputed execution of orders character-
ized state bureaucracies.

The behavior of front line bureaucrats in post-communist countries has been a
focus of a limited amount of past research. Studying Russia and Poland, Berenson
(2010) used reflections on state-citizen interactions that came in the form of tests of
social welfare and employment offices, seeking to tease out the impact of broader
structural and societal variables. Findings of this study indicated that, rather than
seeing an expected difference between these countries, front line workers were gener-
ally able to satisfy the needs of clients (Berenson, 2010). Despite this finding of no dif-
ference, examining street-level bureaucracies with attention to other contexts remains
important. Political considerations of SLBs have been influential in past studies, find-
ing that cues from managers about political aspects of jobs can have an impact (May
and Winter, 2007), as can considerations of perceived broader national interests on
the part of front line workers (Alpes and Spire, 2014). The national context in which
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street-level behavior occurs may be influential. As Rice (2012, p. 1040) notes, attention
to both culture and institutions serves to ... conceptually [embed] individual case-
worker actions in a wider web of economic, political, cultural, and social structures’.
Though well developed in other regions of the world, our understanding of SLBs in
Romania is limited. The next section describes our data collection efforts with SLBs in
several distinct national- and county-level agencies in Romania.

3. Data and methods

The purpose of this study is to create a descriptive foundation for our understand-
ing of street-level workers in national- and county-level public services in Romania.
As our interests were in the perspectives and characteristics of individual public ser-
vants, we used a cross-sectional survey to gather data, posing questions on individu-
al-level perspectives, traits, and behaviors.

The initial survey was drafted in English by all three authors and then translated
into Romanian by the first and third authors. Affiliated researchers who are fluent
in both English and Romanian then back-translated the survey from Romanian into
English to ensure equivalence of meaning. Questions that emerged about the mean-
ing or content of specific survey questions from the translation and back-translation
process were discussed by all three authors until those questions were resolved. The
survey was then pilot-tested with a number of Romanian public servants, and any
practical questions regarding wording or clarity of meaning were addressed.

The final survey was distributed in both paper form and via an online survey plat-
form. Paper surveys were mailed to 672 public servants in 168 organizations that in-
cluded county-level offices for Territorial Labor Inspectorates (Inspectoratul Teritori-
al de Munca); County Commissions for Consumer Protection (Comisariatul Judetean
pentru Protectia Consumatorului); the National Environmental Protection Agency
offices in all counties in Romania (Agentia Nationala pentru Protectia Mediului), and
the County Administrations for Public Finance (Administratia Judeteana a Finantelor
Publice).

Links for the web-based surveys were sent in a series of emails (pre-notification,
survey link, and two reminders) over a two-week period to the same four types of
organizations. Official email addresses for these organizations were culled from of-
ficial websites and were assembled into a database. We asked in the email introduc-
tion to each organization that the single point of contact to forward the survey link
to subordinates that work in front line positions. The absence of a formalized list of
employees for these four types of organizations does not allow for the calculation of
a response rate. In total, we collected 407 responses from both the paper- and web-
based surveys.



4, Results
4.1. Demographic characteristics

Though our sampling methods do not allow for the creation of a representative
sample of Romanian SLBs, it is important to understand the general characteristics
of these public servants (see Table 1) as a precursor to the examination of other
concepts. Of all of our survey respondents, nearly three quarters were women. The
median age for respondents was 47, and less than a fifth of those completing the
survey indicated that they are below 40 years of age. Romanian SLBs are highly
educated, with approximately two-thirds holding at least a master’s degree. Almost
half have an annual income of more than 30,000 RON (over 6,600 Euro). Just over
67% are union members, and a small proportion, approximately 2%, previously
served in the military.

Table 1: Demographic characteristics of Romanian street-level bureaucrats

N Mean Median Mode SD Min.  Max

Leadership 402 0.25 0.00 0 0 1
Years on this job 388 10.03  10.00 10 5.99 0 26
Organizational tenure 394 1578  16.00 16 6.31 0 35
Women 398 074 0.00 0 0 2
Age 378 4692  47.00 47 7.57 19 65
Last graduated school 402 6.41 7.00 7 0.96 3 8
Income 386  3.75 4,00 5 1.29 1 ®
Union membership (Yes) 395 067 1.00 1 0 1
Former member of the military (Yes) 386  0.02 0.00 0 0 1

Most respondents have a long history in their current organization, joining the
institution on average 16 years prior to their survey response; less than 20% joined 10
or fewer years prior to responding. Similarly, most respondents have held the same
job for several years, with 75% occupying the same position for at least five years.
Most respondents hold non-executive positions. Thus, the average Romanian SLB re-
sponding to this survey is a middle aged female with high experience in the public
sector (over 10 years) but little experience in other sectors, enjoying high job stability
in a non-executive position with an income that is slightly above the national average.
The general context of work for these SLBs is also important, and provides a basis for
understanding more targeted facets of front line work.

4.2. Work-related attitudes

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics for several work-related attitudinal
scales, including satisfaction, autonomy, and commitment, and includes a compara-
tive analysis of executive versus non-executive positions using Analysis of Variance
(ANOVA) tests. Romanian SLBs are broadly satisfied with their current job (hereaf-
ter, variable names appear in parentheses in italicized text, in this case, Satisfaction),
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particularly those in managerial positions. Civil servants show high levels of orga-
nizational commitment (Commitment 1), with a high sense of collegial duty (Com-
mitment 2) and organizational indebtedness (Commitment 3). These feelings are
moderately stronger for executives, with ANOVA tests indicating that the differences
are statistically significant for three of the four variables that measure organizational
commitment. Approximately 53% of respondents believe that civil servants like them
face considerable administrative burden (Administrative Burden), and executives
strongly share this belief.

While the score is indeed high, they are not as high as expected based on previous
rankings of administrative burden (World Bank, 2017), as well as anecdotal evidence
that fueled recent efforts to cut red tape. The explanation may reside in the fact that,
while civil servants have to pursue multiple and complex objectives, they are rarely
contradictory (see Table 3).

Furthermore, while respondents agree that some rules are technically challenging
(Rule Complexity 1) — particularly at executive level — only 49% of the respondents
believe that this affects their daily work (Rule Complexity 2). Thus, Romanian civil
servants face diverse objectives (Goal Ambiguity 1) and have to implement technical-
ly complex procedures, but there is less ambiguity: objectives are rarely contradictory
(Goal Ambiguity 2) and technicalities general do not stand in the civil servants” way
as they engage in the service provision.

Rules may objectively be contradictory and technically complex, but how admin-
istrators relate to them depends on other elements as well. Our data show that SLBs
enjoy high level of work autonomy (Autonomy index), particularly at executive level.

4.3. Culture and administration

We used the ‘Global Leadership and Organizational Behavior Effectiveness’
(GLOBE) model (House et al., 2004; Ticldu and Hintea, 2016) to measure both power
distance and uncertainty avoidance. Power distance remains rather high in Romanian
local administrations, with only a third of respondents (32.9%) declaring that voicing
is expected from the employee; executives scoring slightly higher (38.2%) (Table 4a).
Furthermore, less than a third (29.9%) feel that, at present, influence is based on merit
(abilities and skills) and not on position. Moving to values (the ideal situation), there
is an overall increase of around 20% of those who wish less power distance: the num-
ber of SLBs wishing more voicing opportunity almost doubles to 54.4% over both
categories of respondents (executives and non-executives). This trend continues with
respect to source of influence, with meritocracy seen as more desirable by 5% of SLBs,
14% more executives than non-executives seeing this as ideal.
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Table 4a: Power distance scores for Romanian street-level bureaucrats

All Respondents Non-Executives Executives
Agree Disagree Mean Agree Disagree Agree Disagree
(%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%)
Current Practices
In this organization, subordinates are
expected to:
1) Obey their boss without question 3, o 442 433 30.7 485 38.2 343

7) Question their boss when
in disagreement
In this organization, a person’s influ-
ence is based primarily on:

1) One’s ability and contribution 29.9 489 441 272 50.7 39.2 431
to the organization ' ' ' ’ ' ' '

7) The authority of one’s position
Ideal situation
In this organization, subordinates
should:

1) Obey their boss without question 4 4 257 330 54.6 245 53.6 178

7) Question their boss when
in disagreement
In this organization, a person’s influ-
ence should be based primarily on:

1) One’s ability and contribution 5.0 252 220 516 " " oo
to the organization : : : . . ) )

7) The authority of one’s position

Note: Scale = 1-7; low score = lower power distance; high score = high power distance

Compared with the GLOBE results, scores are relatively similar with sensibly
higher power distance levels for current practices (compared to both GLOBE average
and CEE average), and there is a more emphasized need for less power distance in an
ideal situation (see Table 4b).

Table 4b: Comparison of power distance scores for Romanian street-level bureaucrats and GLOBE Study

Romanian SLBs GLOBE GLOBE Central Eastern Europe
(Overall Score) (CEE) Score
i Current Practices 4.37 4.01 4.22
Power Distance
(mean score) |deal 3.25 3.56 3.74
Values

This is in line with previous research, as overall power distance scores at society
level tend to influence organizational values (Shane, Venkataraman and MacMillan,
1995; Hayes and Prakasam, 1989; Tata and Prasad, 1992). Respondents who report
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higher levels of power distance at societal level tend to also report higher practic-
es of power distance in their organization (House ef al., 2004, p. 542), with Romania
registering quite high scores on this item in a recent survey (90 out of 100 on power
distance, c.f., Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov, 2010).

In terms of uncertainty avoidance, approximately half of respondents agree that,
at organizational level, there is a preference for order and continuity, even at the ex-
pense of innovation and experimentation (see Table 4c). Interestingly, there was no
difference between non-executive positions and executive positions. Regarding job
requirements and expectations, approximately 69% agreed that job requirements and
instructions are clearly spelled out so they know what they are expected to do, and
a lower proportion (16.9%) disagreed. These proportions shifted a bit for executives,
where a lower proportion (63.8%) agreed and a more substantial proportion (19.6%)
disagreed.

Agreement with uncertainty avoidance increases to 84% overall when respon-
dents are asked about what they would prefer (‘ideal values’), although there is a
reverse effect regarding order and consistency, with a drop to only 35% preferring
this at the expense of innovation or possibility to experiment. We see a desire for less
orderliness, which would offer more possibility of innovation, experimentation (or
higher discretion) in general, but should not translate to individual job requirements,
instructions, expectations, with more coherence and clarity.

Table 4c: Uncertainty avoidance among Romanian street-level bureaucrats

All Respondents Non-Executives Executives

Agree Disagree Mean Agree Disagree Agree Disagree
(%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%)

Current Practices

In this organization, orderliness and
consistency are stressed, even at
the expense of experimentation and
innovation.

In this organization, job require-
ments and instructions are spelled
out in detail so employees know
what they are expected to do.

Ideal Values

In this organization, orderliness and
consistency should be stressed,
even at the expense of experimen-
tation and innovation.

In this organization, job require-
ments and instructions should be
spelled out in detail so employees
know what they are expected to do.

49.6 219 4.46 49.0 19.3 50.9 29.4

69.1 16.9 5.04 71.0 15.9 63.8 19.6

35.2 41.2 3.82 36.1 39.8 32.3 45.1

84.0 6.7 5.76 84.7 5.6 82.3 9.9

Note: Scale = 1-7; low score = high uncertainty; high score = low uncertainty
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One potential explanation for this apparent paradox could be the effects of legisla-
tive instability coupled with a strong legalistic culture (OECD, 2016) which puts SLBs
in an uncomfortable position where they have to work with changing regulations, a
situation in which more autonomy and discretion may be their coping mechanism.

4.4. Rule abidance and discretion

Romanian civil servants tend to abide the rules, even when they dislike them
(Rule Abidance 1). This is less because of the fear of being caught (Rule Abidance
2), as because of a genuine belief that rules exist with a purpose (Rule Abidance 7).
While less than half agree that they would find a way around a pointless rule (Rule
Abidance 6), they are more willing to bend the rule if it improves the organizational
performance (75%, Rule Abidance 4) than when it simply makes their work easier
(47%, Rule Abidance 8), suggesting that rule abidance is weaker when it comes to
organizational goals than when it comes to individual work. Importantly, they only
marginally believe that their work would be more effective with fewer rules and pro-
cedures, with 45% disagreeing with this statement. In essence this suggests that rules
are rarely a problem per se, and thus may not need bending or breaking. The answers
to the questions on discretionary authority support this argument (see below).

Interestingly, in almost all cases there is a difference between executive and
non-executive respondents. Executives agree more often that employees are better off
if the organization provides a comprehensive set of rules to follow (Rule Abidance 3);
they tend to agree less often that the only thing wrong with breaking the rules is be-
ing caught, and they are more willing to bend the rules if this improves the organiza-
tional effectiveness. They are less willing though to find a way around a rule they find
inefficient, and are less willing to break a rule for their own work effectiveness. Last,
they adhere more strongly to the idea that rules are there for a purpose. There is an
obvious preference for guidance on the management’s side, and a stronger emphasis
on organizational interests, than on personal beliefs and priorities. The differences,
though statistically significant, are modest.

Aligned with rule abidance is discretionary authority; respondents rarely felt that
procedures constrain their work (Discretion 3), even though these are rather strict
(Discretion 4). Surprisingly, respondents agreed that they have freedom in deciding
how to implement these procedures (Discretion 1), and that they can answer the citi-
zen’s needs (Discretion 2), even though this is not always fully possible (Discretion 5).
Less than a quarter feel that when applying norms and procedures they cannot make
their own judgments about them (Discretion 6).

Last, Romanian SLBs score high on PSM and pro-social behavior (see Table 7).
They overwhelmingly agree that meaningful public service is very important (PSM1),
with 2/3 agreeing that they are willing to make enormous sacrifices for the good of
society (PSMD5). Interestingly, executives tend to score higher on PSM than non-exec-
utives. We noticed similar results also for pro-social behavior; while SLB show a high
level of pro-social behavior, executives tend to do this more extensively.
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4.5. Correlations

Table 8 presents correlations for all indices and demographic variables discussed
here. We found a number of statistically significant correlations among the variables
that are important for understanding SLBs in Romania. A number of these correla-
tions are related to general demographic variables, including a moderate and positive
correlations between holding an executive position and income (0.399), years in the
current position and years in the organization (0.382), and respondent’s age and years
in the organization (0.370), all of which make intuitive sense.

Among work-related variables, job satisfaction and general work autonomy
(0.463), and job satisfaction and organizational commitment (0.393) are the most no-
ticeable correlations. These also make intuitive sense in that individuals with more
autonomy are likely satisfied, and that SLBs that are more satisfied with their ser-
vices are more likely to be committed to their organization. A number of positive
and moderate correlations were evident among variables related to discretion, rules,
and goals, including discretion and work-related autonomy (0.399), administrative
burden and goal ambiguity (0.331), rule complexity and goal ambiguity (0.422), and
rule complexity and administrative burden (0.394). The correlation between auton-
omy and discretion, conceptually similar, makes sense in that general work auton-
omy and rule-related discretionary abilities are likely to occur in a specific work
context. Likewise, as rules become more complex, the perceived burden created by
those rules may increase and may create additional ambiguity of goals. Related to
this, we found negative, moderate, and statistically significant correlations between
discretion and administrative burden (-0.337), and discretion and rule complexity (-
0.314). Both make sense given that reduced weight of administrative procedures or
complexity of rules may result in an increase in the amount of discretion that a SLB
might wield. Finally, we found moderate correlations between individuals’ percep-
tions of uncertainty avoidance in their organization, and their idealized version of
uncertainty avoidance (0.400), and between PSM and pro-social motivation (0.426).
Both also make sense in this population given the conceptual linkages between these
variables.

5. Discussion and limitations

Our data reveal several important facts about Romanian street-level bureaucrats.
First, they enjoy significant levels of discretion, particularly when it comes to keeping
with the client’s needs, even though their work objectives are numerous and some-
times complex. This also puts into perspective the issue of administrative burden: as
long as a significant part of street-level bureaucrats (40%) are willing to bend the rules
for work reasons, over-regulation is not necessarily a challenge to the administrator’s
work; issuing more rules will not necessarily improve service delivery. Second, dis-
cretion and organizationally-motivated rule bending may contribute to a high sense
of purpose and mission. This presents both challenges and opportunities. On the one
hand, a genuine concern for the public interest may act as self-regulatory mechanism,
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but may also raise questions about fairness and opportunity. Faced with discretion
and a willingness to bend the rules, an important share of SLBs may execute their
own — or organizational — normative interpretation of what is just and should be
done. Since the surveyed agencies have important coercive powers, this can critically
affect their clients. This also raises questions about accountability, and puts a premi-
um on the SLB values and beliefs. Our study has not taken this into consideration,
and to our knowledge no systematic efforts to map civil service values in Romania
exist, but our preliminary results show the potentially critical role they play in the
daily work of public administrators.

Third, Romanian SLBs are very much acclimated to organizational life. They have
a long history in the organization and on the job, and they depict a fairly high lev-
el of organizational commitment and satisfaction. While the correlation was not sta-
tistically significant, our preliminary analysis shows that respondents with a higher
organizational tenure tend to report higher willingness to break the rules in order to
reach organizational objectives. Reform programs should take this into consideration,
particularly if unitary rule implementation is a government goal.

Fourth, there is an obvious difference between executive and non-executive SLBs
on most dimensions, with sometimes paradoxical results. Executives prefer more
merit-based than position-based organizational influence. Predictably, they enjoy a
higher level of work satisfaction, they are more committed, and enjoy more work
autonomy. They are also more willing to bend the rules to reach organizational goals,
suggesting that SLB policies should consider leadership roles when designing inter-
ventions or trainings for professional development (Stanica, 2012).

Finally, SLBs in Romania work in a high power distance environment with sig-
nificant levels of ambiguity and uncertainty, which may lead to a mixed approach
in adopting coping mechanisms. While we see a preference for less power distance
across the board (more opportunities to voice concerns but also a preference for mer-
itocracy), with respect to uncertainty avoidance, the preference is for more clarity in
job requirements and expectation, and more discretion in applying policy. A number
of limitations of this study are evident.

Our goal in this paper is to paint a descriptive picture of street-level bureaucracy
in Romania. Though our use of cross-sectional data does not allow us to make causal
inferences, our descriptive purpose here is well suited to the collection of data at a
single point in time. Future research on SLBs that emerges from this study should
employ methods and data collection techniques that are more robust and study ap-
propriate, including longitudinal data that may allow for conclusions about causality.

Additionally, our data collection methods resulted in a non-representative sam-
ple. This is primarily due to the lack of a single unified sampling frame of front line
workers in the fragmented national and sub-national organizations in which we col-
lected the data. Given the exploratory nature of this research we feel these limitations
are acceptable.
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6. Conclusion

This descriptive analysis is not intended to fully explain the roles or functions

of SLBs in Romania, nor is it intended to be an exhaustive analysis of the character-
istics of street-level work. It does, however, bring a unique ‘birds-eye view’ of the
phenomenon in four key areas of central government responsibility. It highlights a
client-centric component of public service with potential vulnerability to organiza-
tional and individual biases. It suggests that any government reform effort should
consider the human side of the policy implementation. Future research should ex-

plore these concepts more fully, which will inform potential avenues of future re-

search and government reform that will contribute constructively to improving pub-

lic service delivery.
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