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Abstract

Classic street-level bureaucracy literature has suggested that individual bureaucrats are 
shaped by their work group. Work group colleagues can impact how bureaucrats perceive 
clients and how they behave towards them. Building on theories of work group socializa-
tion, social representation, and social identification, we investigate if and how the attitude 
of individual street-level bureaucrats towards clients is shaped by the client-attitude of the 
bureaucrat’s work group colleagues. We also test whether this relation is dependent on 
conditions of attitudinal homogeneity and perceived cohesion of the work group. Results 
of a survey among street-level bureaucrats in the Dutch and Belgian tax administration 
(1245 respondents from 210 work groups) suggest that different mechanisms underlie the 
work group’s impact on the individual street-level bureaucrat in this specific attitude. The 
analysis furthermore reveals that work groups have a limited impact on the individual’s 
client-attitude. Theoretical and practical implications of these findings are discussed. 

Keulemans, S., & Van de Walle, S. (2020). Street-level bureaucrats’ attitude towards clients: 
A study of work group influence in the Dutch and Belgian tax administration. Public Perfor-
mance and Management Review, 43(2), 334–362.
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3.1 Introduction

Street-level bureaucracies are largely bound by formal bureaucratic rules and regulations 
(Lipsky, 2010). Yet looking at small units of people within these bureaucracies reveals “pat-
terns of activities and interactions that cannot be accounted for by the official structure” 
(Blau, 1956, p. 53; also see Moreland & Levine, 2006). These patterns result from normative 
standards that are constructed at the work group level and enforced on its group members 
(Blau, 1956, also see Barker, 1993; Wright & Barker, 2000). Such patterns can be so strong 
that it has led scholars like Herbert Simon (1997) to hypothesize the existence of a ‘group 
mind’. 

In his seminal work, James Wilson (1989, p. 33) claimed that “to understand a govern-
ment bureaucracy one must understand how its front-line workers learn what to do.” What 
distinguishes these so-called street-level bureaucrats from other government workers is the 
ample discretion they exercise over their work (Zacka, 2017; Henderson, Țiclău, & Balica, 
2018). Their discretion allows street-level bureaucrats’ personal attitudes and preferences 
to permeate and bias public service delivery (Lipsky, 2010; Keiser, 2010). As a result, un-
derstanding government bureaucracies requires insight into how the personal dispositions 
that guide street-level bureaucrats in their professional operations come into being (Zacka, 
2017; Oberfield, 2014a). 

The idea that work groups shape individuals in their attitudes and behaviors is now 
commonly accepted (e.g., Bettenhausen, 1991; Moreland & Levine, 2006; Feldman, 1981). 
At the frontlines, the work group level is crucial to unravelling how street-level modes of 
practice come into being (Foldy & Buckley, 2010). Although calls to include the work group 
in street-level bureaucracy research have been loudly voiced (Foldey & Buckley, 2010), this 
field still displays a tendency to focus on the individual bureaucrat or organizational level 
influences (e.g., Gofen et al., 2019; Oberfield, 2014a, 2019). Furthermore, studies of frontline 
group dynamics tend to explore peer relations in the social or professional network of the 
individual street-level bureaucrat (e.g., Siciliano, 2017; Zacka, 2017; Maroulis, 2017). This 
narrow focus neglects the boundaries the formal structure of the work group may impose 
on these spheres of influence (Foldey & Buckley, 2010; also see Moreland & Levine, 2006; 
Wright & Barker, 2000; Miller & Rice, 1967). 

Building on a sample of Dutch and Belgian street-level tax administrators, this study 
examines how the work group affects a core attitude that informs street-level bureaucrats’ 
judgments and subsequent actions: their attitude towards clients (see Lipsky, 2010; Keule-
mans & Van de Walle, 2018; Keulemans & Groeneveld, 2019; Oberfield, 2014a; Baviskar 
& Winter, 2017). Drawing from theories on work group socialization, we explore the 
association between the client-attitudes held by one’s work group colleagues and the indi-
vidual bureaucrat. Informed by theories of social representation and social identification, 
we expect this relation to be dependent on conditions of attitudinal homogeneity and group 
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cohesion. As social representation theory posits that groups can differ in the uniformity 
with which patterns of thought are shared (Moscovici, 1988), we expect greater pressure on 
individuals to conform their client-attitude to that of their work group if one’s colleagues 
display attitudinal homogeneity. Group cohesion triggers a sense of social identification 
with the group that pressures the individual to conform to that group (Levi, 2011), leading 
us to speculate a stronger attitudinal link between the individual bureaucrat and her work 
group for cohesive work groups. 

This paper is structured as follows. In the next section, we discuss the interrelations of 
discretion, attitudes, and work groups. We then develop a theoretical framework for work 
group influence and elaborate on the hypotheses of this study. After a description of the 
study sample, measures, and methods, the results are presented. We end with a discussion of 
the results, study limitations, and implications for the understanding of street-level practice 
and theory, as well as suggestions for future research. 

3.2 �Discretion, attitudes, and the work group

Street-level bureaucrats exercise wide discretion that opens up avenues for their personal 
preferences to protrude their work (e.g., Lipsky, 2010; Zacka, 2017; Maynard-Moody and 
Musheno, 2003; Keulemans & Groeneveld, 2019). Their attitude towards clients is a critical 
personal disposition that facilitates client-processing requirements and serves as a coping 
response to the strenuous job demands street-level bureaucrats face (Lipsky, 2010; Baviskar 
& Winter, 2017 Kallio, Blomberg, & Kroll, 2013). 

As attitudes affect how we process information (Maio & Haddock, 2015), street-level 
bureaucrats’ client-attitude can bias public service delivery (Keiser, 2010). For instance, 
Kroeger (1975) revealed that client-oriented street-level bureaucrats granted more benefits 
to clients than agency-oriented workers did. And Baviskar and Winter (2017) found a stron-
ger reliance on coping behaviors among street-level bureaucrats with an aversive attitude 
to clients. Stone (1981, p. 45) suggested that a punitive outlook on clients is more common 
among bureaucrats with a “condemnatory moralistic view of clients.” Lastly, Keulemans and 
Van de Walle (2018) forward that street-level bureaucrats’ attitude towards clients forms an 
abstract disposition that guides more concrete client-categorizations that center on clients’ 
‘worthiness’, ‘need’, or ‘deservingness’ (see Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2003; Kroeger, 
1975). 

Scholarship on attitude formation and change predominantly builds on studies of social 
influences and social context (e.g., Ottati, Edwards, & Krumdick, 2005). Groups provide 
a social context in which individuals express and merge their views, giving rise to group 
attitudes and altering individual members in the process (Ottati et al., 2005, pp. 724–725). 
Work groups form a pivotal social context in the organizational setting (see Blair-Loy & 
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Wharton, 2002). This suggests that studying the social spheres of influence in work groups 
is critical to understanding how the work group affects street-level bureaucrats in their at-
titude towards clients. In the next section, we construct a conceptual framework for work 
group influence.

3.3 �Work group socialization and the ‘group mind’

Socialization theory is dominated by a focus on organizational socialization (Moreland 
& Levine, 2006). Organizational socialization is the process through which individuals 
acquire the attitudes, behaviors, and knowledge required to become successful members 
of an organization (Van Maanen & Schein, 1979; Morrison, 1993). Although socialization 
studies tend to focus on the organizational socialization of individuals (e.g., Wanberg, 2012; 
Oberfield, 2014a), multiple scholars forward the critical role of work groups in socializa-
tion processes (e.g., see Feldman, 1981; Barker, 1993; Wright & Barker, 2000; Moreland & 
Levine, 2006). 

Work groups are organizational units that are “part of the organization’s hierarchical 
system”; led by “supervisors or managers who control the decision-making process”; whose 
“group members typically work on independent tasks that are linked by the supervisors or 
work system” (Levi, 2011, p. 7). Moreland and Levine (2006, p. 480) attribute the impor-
tance of work group socialization to individuals’ stronger commitment to the work group. 
Moreover, individuals primarily interact with direct colleagues. This provides the work 
group with greater opportunities to control members. Also, individuals who do not adjust 
to the work group risk rejection by the other members, making them more prone to failing 
their task requirements. Consequential to their dominant position, work groups can dictate 
which attitudes and behaviors they expect from their members (see Morrison, 1993; Feld-
man, 1981; Miller & Rice, 1967), more so than the organization (Moreland & Levine, 2006). 

Knowledge on how these spheres of influences unfold at the frontlines is particularly 
scarce (Foldey & Buckley, 2010; Gofen, 2014). However, early studies of bureaucracy sug-
gest that normative standards emerge at the work group level which are then enforced by 
the group (Blau, 1956, 1960). In his seminal works, Blau (1956, pp. 55–56) concluded that 
nonconformity to work group norms could lead to ostracization and exclusion, providing 
the work group with a powerful tool to attitudinal assimilation since “the extremely dis-
agreeable experience of feeling isolated while witnessing the solidarity of others constitutes 
a powerful incentive to abandon deviant practices lest this temporary state become a per-
manent one.” And in his 1960 inquiry of street-level bureaucrats’ orientation to clients, Blau 
found the work group to be a dominant factor in shaping individual bureaucrats’ attitude 
towards clients: more tenured bureaucrats generally had less considerate attitudes towards 
clients than their less seasoned group members did. These more tenured bureaucrats were 
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often dominant work group members. Their dominant position put pressure on less tenured 
group members to also express anti-client sentiments in order to become accepted and 
integrated members of the work group (Blau, 1960, p. 357). This work is exemplary for 
how processes at the work group level can pressure individual bureaucrats into attitudinal 
adjustment to the work group.

Contemporary insights from related areas of research suggest that Blau’s conclusions 
still hold today. For instance, Sandfort (2000) illustrates how social processes give rise to 
collectively held knowledge and beliefs among street-level bureaucrats. Gofen (2014, p. 485) 
forwards that “street-level divergence may not stay on the individual level but may involve 
collective action that legitimizes and even encourages it”, while Maroulis (2017) asserts that 
street-level bureaucrats rely on their subgroup of peers for social and emotional support. 
And Zacka (2017, p. 187) elaborates that “peers observe, assess, and question each other’s 
perception of incoming clients, and […] intervene to shape the dispositional states that 
undergird such perception.” Although these inquiries do not take the boundaries of the 
work group into account, they subscribe to the idea that collective schemas arise among 
groups of street-level bureaucrats.

Summarizing, the socialization process equips street-level bureaucrats with what they 
need to function as bureaucrats (Oberfield, 2014a); more in particular, their attitudes to-
wards their clients and ways of behaving towards them. Socialization pressures at the work 
group level entice individual street-level bureaucrats to adjust their attitude towards clients 
to the client-attitude held by their work group colleagues. This expectation results in the 
first hypothesis of this paper: 

H1: Individual bureaucrats whose work group colleagues have a more positive attitude 
towards clients are more likely to have a positive attitude towards clients themselves. 

If we find evidence for mechanisms of attitudinal assimilation of the individual bureaucrat 
to the work group, it might indicate the existence of a group mind. A group mind refers to 
a group level mental state that is shared by its members and determines how information is 
represented in the minds of individual group members (Klimoski & Mohammed, 1994). In 
this paper, we focus on two group-defining processes that might bring about a group mind: 
social representation and social identification.

Social representation theory
Social representations “concern the contents of everyday thinking and the stock of ideas 
that gives coherence to our religious beliefs, political ideas and the connections we create” 
(Moscovici, 1988, p. 214). These contents are constructed through a process of collective 
meaning-making (Höijer, 2011). Consequently, social representations reflect perceptions 
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of reality as they are shared by a group (Lahlou, 1996, p. 159). Attitudes are one of those 
elements of reality (Höijer, 2011). 

At the frontlines, street-level bureaucrats are motivated to partake in sense-making pro-
cesses with peers to reduce the uncertainty and complexity inherent to their job (Siciliano, 
2017). According to Bruhn (2009, pp. 08–09), social representations at the frontlines cap-
ture social knowledge on objects relevant to the street-level bureaucrats’ contextual setting. 
These representations result from the synergy of the individual bureaucrat, the group, and 
the practice of street-level work. 

Social representations can differ in the extent to which they are collectively shared 
(Moscovici, 1988). The similarity of the schemas and beliefs held by individual group mem-
bers directly impacts how a common understanding of reality emerges at the group level 
(Bettenhausen, 1991). Building on these insights, we expect that the extent to which bureau-
crats’ social representations of clients are shared among work group members determines 
how much pressure one’s work group colleagues can impose on the individual bureaucrat to 
adjust her client-attitude to theirs. In other words, if a bureaucrat’s work group colleagues 
are not uniform in their social representation of clients, there will be no shared norm system 
on clients for them to pressure the individual bureaucrat to adjust her client-attitude to. 
That is why we expect the link between the individual bureaucrat’s attitude and that of her 
work group to be stronger for work groups in which the bureaucrat’s direct colleagues have 
a strong shared social representation of clients. 

The extent to which work group members share a social representation of clients is 
reflected in the homogeneity of their attitudes towards clients. The more homogenous those 
attitudes are, the stronger the social representation that is shared by them. This brings us to 
the second hypothesis of this study:

H2: The relation between the individual bureaucrats’ attitude towards clients and that 
of their work group colleagues is stronger for bureaucrats whose work group colleagues 
have a more homogenous attitude towards clients.

Social identification theory
Social identity refers to “those aspects of an individual’s self-image that derive from social 
categories to which he perceives himself as belonging” (Tajfel & Turner, 1986, p. 16). Al-
though references to social identity theory are often implicit in bureaucracy scholarship, 
they can be found in institutional accounts of bureaucratic socialization (Oberfield, 2014a). 
Social identity theory is often used as a denominator for two interlinked theories: social 
identity theory and self-categorization theory (Turner & Haslam, 2001). The emphasis of 
the former lies on intergroup relations; the latter is mainly concerned with in-group inter-
personal relations, presenting the group as a psychological entity (Turner & Haslam, 2001). 
In this paper, both elements are addressed. 
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Core to social identity theory is how individuals classify themselves as belonging to 
different groups in society (Hogg, 2001). This process is referred to as social categorization 
(Turner & Haslam, 2001). A group consist of “individuals who perceive themselves to be 
members of the same social category, share some emotional involvement in this common 
definition of themselves, and achieve some degree of social consensus about the evaluation 
of their group and of their membership in it” (Tajfel & Turner, 1986, p. 15). Groups derive 
their properties and meaning in relation to other groups (Hogg, 2001). This process gives 
rise to the notion of in-groups and out-groups (Stets & Burke, 2000). Categorizations of 
in-groups and out-groups evokes in-group bias, enabling group attitudes to emerge (Hogg, 
2001; Turner & Haslam, 2001). 

A main process that enables the emergence of group attitudes is that of self-categorization 
(Stets & Burke, 2000; Turner & Haslam, 2001). The extent to which individuals categorize 
themselves in terms of a social category varies along a continuum from personal identity to 
social identity. If self-categorization in terms of a specific social identity is dominant, indi-
viduals perceive themselves as representatives of that social category over being a unique 
individual (Turner & Haslam, 2001). Although organizations hold many social categories 
individuals can identify with, self-definitions in terms of the work group tend to be domi-
nant due to group member proximity and interdependency (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). 

Group cohesion is indicative of a shared social identity among group members (Levi, 
2011, p. 62). Cohesion is the “dynamic process that is reflected in the tendency for a group 
to stick together and remain united in the pursuit of its instrumental objectives and/or 
for the satisfaction of member affective needs” (Carron, Brawley, & Widmeyer, 1998, p. 
213). Members of cohesive groups have been linked to efforts to seek consensus of in-group 
members’ views (Ottati et al., 2005). We view strong group cohesion as indicative of strong 
self-categorization in terms of work group membership. 

Drawing from social identity theory, we expect a positive association between the extent 
to which individual bureaucrats categorize themselves in terms of their work group mem-
bership—and thus perceive their work group as cohesive—and the pressures they experi-
ence to adjust their client-attitude to that of their work group colleagues. These expectations 
are summarized in the third hypothesis of this study: 

H3: The relation between the individual bureaucrats’ attitude towards clients and that 
of their work group colleagues is stronger for bureaucrats who belong to more cohesive 
work groups.

The three hypotheses are summarized in figure 3.1:
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Figure 3.1. Conceptual model

3.4 Methods

Research Setting
For this study, survey data were collected among street-level tax bureaucrats who audit 
small and medium sized enterprises in the Dutch and Belgian tax administration. The bulk 
of the audits these street-level bureaucrats conduct are selected at the central level, where 
computerized risk-assessment models evaluate tax returns on a variety of indicators that 
may indicate noncompliance or fraud. Once a case is assigned to the auditors, they prepare 
their audit as much as possible using information on the enterprise that is available from the 
tax administration’s internal databases. This preparation phase serves to burden the auditee 
as little as possible (Belastingdienst, 2016). Thereafter, auditors commonly plan multiple on-
site visits to audit the bookkeeping and operational practices of the enterprise. Their main 
task is to evaluate the acceptability of the entrepreneur’s tax return (Belastingdienst, 2016).

If the auditors encounter mistakes, they have to assess the intentions of the entrepreneur: 
are the mistakes intentional, the consequence of negligence, or plain ignorance (Raaphorst, 
2017)? Their job can be quite individualistic in nature, but prior research has shown that 
case deliberations with colleagues play an important role in their work (Raaphorst, 2017).

These tax auditors are street-level bureaucrats in terms of Lipsky’s (2010) classic work: 
they exercise extensive discretion and engage in face-to-face encounters with clients (Cohen 
& Gershgoren, 2016). Their decisions are made under constraints of time and resources 
(Cohen & Gershgoren, 2016) and greatly affect citizens’ lives (Raaphorst, 2017). Moreover, 
the regulatory nature of their job and the large stakes involved therein tend to amplify the 
street-level character of their work as these traits confront auditors with a relative high 
degree of uncertainty in their professional operations (Raaphorst, 2017). 

The Dutch and Belgian tax systems are fairly similar and the tax auditors within them 
perform analogous tasks. The main difference between these two administrations resided 
in their team make-up: Belgian work groups consisted of tax auditors. Dutch work groups 
also included desk auditors who lack face-to-face contact with clients. Even though these 
desk auditors were not invited to participate in this study, selecting administrations with a 
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different work group composition allowed us to take task unity in work groups into account, 
which increased the validity of the analyses. 

Both administrations experienced reorganizations in recent years. Consequently, the 
work group structures were relatively new at the time of data collection. In addition, most 
street-level tax auditors had been working for their administration for a long time, so their 
average organizational tenure was high. These conditions did not limit our opportunities to 
explore processes of work group socialization as organizational socialization is a continu-
ous process that lasts for the duration of one’s career (Ashforth, Sluss, & Harrison, 2007; 
Wanberg, 2012). Consequently, it applies to organizational newcomers and veterans alike 
(Ashforth et al., 2007). Moreover, socialization influences become particularly effective 
when individuals’ organizational roles change (see Wanberg, 2012). This perspective reso-
nates in bureaucratic socialization scholarship which tends to focus on the first two years of 
socialization processes only (e.g., Oberfield, 2019).

For this study, the entire population of SME-tax auditors was invited to participate. They 
were identified using the tax administrations’ internal databases.7 As we targeted the entire 
population, no sampling procedure was necessary. In the Netherlands, this resulted in a 
sample of 2257 tax bureaucrats from 165 work groups. For Belgium, it was 2382 street-level 
tax bureaucrats from 172 work groups. 

Data
An electronic survey was conducted in 2016. The response rate was 55.2% (n = 1245) for 
the Netherlands and 30.0% (n = 714) for Belgium. For the analysis, we only included those 
street-level tax bureaucrats who confirmed that they belonged to the sample population and 
had valid replies on key variables. Second, we only included respondents from work groups 
from which at least four tax auditors filled in the survey. This resulted in a final sample of 
800 respondents for the Netherlands, from 123 work groups. For Belgium, 445 respondents 
from 87 work groups remained. Work group sizes varied from four to sixteen members in 
the Netherlands and four to nine members in Belgium. The mean sample age was 54 years 
in the Netherlands and 49 years in Belgium, indicative of an aging working population. Of 
the Belgian street-level bureaucrats, 84% had obtained a high level of education, versus 45% 
of the Dutch bureaucrats.

7	 In the Netherlands, the survey was administered in four out of five tax regions. The fifth region was not 
included because a pilot survey had been conducted in this region (see Keulemans & Van de Walle, 2018).
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Measures

Dependent variable: street-level bureaucrats’ attitude towards clients
We define street-level bureaucrats’ attitude towards clients as their “summary evaluation 
of clients along a dimension ranging from positive to negative that is based on the street-
level bureaucrats’ cognitive, affective, and behavioral information on clients” (Keulemans & 
Van de Walle, 2018, p. 5). This construct was assessed with Keulemans and Van de Walle’s 
(2018) multicomponent model of street-level bureaucrats’ client-attitude; a measurement 
instrument that consists of four attitude components: the cognitive attitude component, the 
positive affective attitude component, the negative affective attitude component, and the 
behavioral attitude component.8 

The cognitive component refers to the characteristics bureaucrats attribute to clients 
(see Maio & Haddock, 2015). Affect refers to the emotional responses evoked in bureaucrats 
when they interact with clients (see Breckler, 1984). The behavioral component refers to 
street-level bureaucrats’ past voluntary behaviors towards clients. These are believed to 
(subconsciously) communicate one’s client-attitude to the individual as individuals can 
infer their attitudes from past courses of action (Bem, 1972; Maio & Haddock, 2015). For 
the behavioral component it is critical to differentiate between behaviors that represent an 
attitude component and behaviors that are consequential to street-level bureaucrats’ attitude 
towards clients (Keulemans & Van de Walle, 2018): the spectrum of potential behavioral 
consequences to an attitude are wide-ranging, while only behaviors with evaluative implica-
tions for the attitude object ‘clients’ are potential attitudinal indicators (see Himmelfarb, 
1993). 

For the Netherlands, a confirmatory factor analysis (performed in AMOS version 24) 
supported the fit of this model (CMIN/DF=3.16, CFI=.94, GFI=.95, RMSEA=.05). For 
Belgium9, its fit (CMIN/DF=3.86, CFI=.91, GFI=.87, RMSEA=.08) was acceptable. All 
component measures demonstrated reliability (see Field, 2013) (see Table 3.1). Using the 
multicomponent model resulted in four separate attitude scores for each bureaucrat. All 
items were measured using seven-point Likert scales ranging from ‘never’ to ‘always’.10

8	 Prior research showed the affective attitude component to represent two distinctive dimensions of affect, 
suggesting that affective items are unipolar in nature (see Keulemans & Van de Walle, 2018).

9	 For Belgium, two items were omitted from the negative affective component (‘nervous’ and ‘upset’). These 
items stem from the PANAS-scales (Watson et al., 1988) and have been translated differently for the Dutch 
context and Flemish context (Engelen, De Peuter, Victoir, Van Diest, & Van den Bergh, 2006). Out of con-
sistency considerations the Dutch translation was used in both settings. The analysis showed that these two 
Dutch NA-items did not fit the Belgian tax administration.

10	 All survey items are included in Appendix 1. 
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Independent variable: work group colleagues’ attitude towards clients
To compose a measure of the client-attitude held by a bureaucrat’s work group colleagues, 
we averaged the scores for all group members excluding the reference person, on each of the 
four attitude components. This resulted in a group level score that differed for each indi-
vidual work group member. For example, for a work group consisting of five members the 
group score was calculated five times per component. For each individual group member, 
this score consisted of the average component score of the other four group members. 

Moderating variables

Homogeneity of the work group colleagues’ attitude towards clients
To assess attitudinal homogeneity, we used the standard deviation of a bureaucrat’s work 
group colleagues’ attitude to clients—again by calculating a separate group level score for 
each individual through exclusion of the reference person. This caused the homogeneity 
scores to also differ for each work group member. Here, a small standard deviation meant 
that one’s work group colleagues were homogenous in their client-attitude. These standard 
deviations were calculated separately for each of the attitude components.

Group cohesion
Group cohesion was assessed using the ‘social cohesion’ and ‘individual attraction to the 
group’ dimensions of Carless and De Paola’s (2000) revised cohesion scale.11 Social cohesion 
refers to “the degree to which work group members like socializing together” (Carless & 
De Paola, 2000, p. 79). Individual attraction is “the extent to which individual work group 
members are attracted to the group” (Carless & De Paola, 2000, p. 79). Social cohesion was 
measured using three items (α = .75, .80, respectively).12 Individual attraction was inquired 
with two items (α = .63, .65, respectively). Both dimensions were measured at the individual 
level of analysis, using seven-point Likert scales ranging from ‘totally disagree’ to ‘totally 
agree’. 

Control variables
Time enables bureaucrats to learn and internalize organizational norms. Consequently, 
more tenured bureaucrats may be more strongly socialized into their client-attitude and 
organizational contexts than less tenured bureaucrats (e.g., Kallio et al., 2013). We con-

11	 The third dimension, ‘task cohesion’, implies a shared responsibility for a group task (see Carless & De 
Paola, 2000). This condition does not apply to work groups of street-level tax auditors. Hence, this dimen-
sion was unsuitable for our purposes and therefore omitted.

12	 An EFA of the cohesion items showed that the social cohesion item ‘our team would like to spend time 
together outside of work hours’ had more in common with the items assessing individual attraction to the 
group, indicating a lack of conceptual clarity. It was therefore removed. 
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trolled for two types of tenure that can differ in duration: average work group tenure and 
organizational tenure. If average work group tenure is short, group patterns might not yet 
have come into existence (e.g., Barker, 1993). To determine organizational tenure respon-
dents were asked when they started working for the tax administration. Average work group 
tenure was assessed by averaging the self-reported work group tenure of all participating 
work group members.

Bureaucrats’ gender and education have been linked to street-level bureaucrats’ client-
attitude and outcomes of organizational socialization (e.g., Kallio et al., 2013; Keulemans & 
Groeneveld, 2019; Oberfield, 2019). Level of education was inquired by having respondents 
indicate their highest completed level of education, which was recoded into low to mid-high 
education and high education due to a small portion of low educated street-level bureau-
crats in the samples (14% and 0%, respectively). Gender categories were male and female. 
Lastly, as it may be indicative of different social dynamics in work groups, we controlled for 
the number of participating individuals from the same group.

Method of analysis
First, we assessed the descriptives and bivariate correlations of the study measures. Second, 
we addressed the issue of common method variance [CMV] using Harman’s one-factor test 
and the unmeasured latent method factor technique. Lastly, the hypotheses of this study 
were tested through a set of hierarchical multiple regressions (blockwise entry). In this type 
of regression, blocks of variables are entered in a predetermined order that is grounded in 
theoretical expectations on their respective contribution (Field, 2013). Even though we fo-
cus on work groups, we refrained from a multilevel analysis as the group context multilevel 
analyses serve to include was targeted by the main predictor of this study. 

Three models were estimated for each attitude component, using SPSS version 25. First, 
we assessed the effects of the control variables. Second, we added the predictors of this study 
to explore their direct effects on street-level bureaucrats’ attitude towards clients. Inquiring 
the relation of the work group’s client-attitude and that held by the individual enabled us to 
test hypothesis 1. Lastly, the moderation from homogeneity and group cohesion was added 
to test hypotheses 2 and 3. As our analyses included interaction effects all non-binary vari-
ables were mean centered (see Field, 2013). Since a cross-country comparison was not the 
purpose of this study, we treated the two tax administrations as separate cases and reported 
them accordingly. 
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3.5 Findings

Descriptive statistics, correlations, and common method variance
Table 3.1 displays the descriptive statistics of the study variables. They show that street-level 
bureaucrats held a fairly positive attitude to clients: they often associated clients with posi-
tive attributes and clients regularly evoked positive affect in them. They rarely experienced 
client-induced negative affect and often displayed positive behaviors towards them on a 
voluntary basis. Across and within the two administrations street-level bureaucrats were 
relatively homogenous in their attitude to clients. They did not have a strong sense of group 
cohesion. The bivariate correlations provided in Tables 3.2 and 3.3 show relatively weak 
associations between the variables of interest.

Building on survey data can result in a common source bias that may produce biased 
estimates (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, & Podsakoff, 2012). We first reduced the risk of CMV by 
having different actors, i.e., street-level bureaucrats and their colleagues, provide the data 
for the main predictor and dependent variables. Second, CMV was assessed using two tests. 
A Harman’s one-factor test was performed on the cohesion measures and the dependent 
variables as these measures relied on survey responses provided by the same individual (see 
Podsakoff & Organ, 1986). The extracted factor accounted for a small portion of the total 
variance only (13.1% and 12.6%, respectively). Second, we controlled for CMV using the 
unmeasured latent method factor technique (Podsakoff et al., 2012), performed in AMOS. 
The common variance was low (0% and 2.3%, respectively). Both tests indicate that CMV 
was not substantial in this study. 

Regressions
Tables 3.4 and 3.5 present the findings of the hierarchical multiple regressions. Robust 
standard errors were obtained using the bootstrap procedure in SPSS.13 Columns 1, 4, 7, 
and 10 of these tables indicate that some control variables affected street-level bureaucrats’ 
attitude towards clients in a similar way across both administrations. It shows that women 
were more likely to hold client-induced negative affect than men (β = .106, .216, p < .01, 
respectively). Also, higher educated street-level bureaucrats were less likely to display posi-
tive behaviors to clients than their less educated colleagues (β = -.170, -.126, p < .01, p < .05, 
respectively).

Hypothesis 1 stated that individual bureaucrats whose work group colleagues have a 
more positive attitude towards clients are more likely to have a positive attitude towards 
clients themselves. After controlling for the effects of tenure, gender, education, and group 
size, columns 2, 5, 8, and 11 show that this hypothesis holds for the positive component 
of this attitude only (β = .065, .273, p < .10, p < .01, respectively). It shows that clients 

13	 All bootstrapped estimates were based on 500 bootstrap samples.
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were more likely to induce positive affect in street-level bureaucrats when their work group 
colleagues held these sentiments more often. This positive association was stronger in the 
Belgian administration. In the Dutch sample, we additionally found a negative association 
between the street-level bureaucrat and work group colleagues negative affect (β = -.060, 
p < .05). It shows a tendency to diverge from the work group: individual bureaucrats were 
less likely to experience client-induced negative affect when their colleagues experienced 
these sentiments with a higher frequency. Based on these findings, hypothesis 1 cannot be 
confirmed.

Hypothesis 2 predicted that attitudinal homogeneity moderates the association between 
the attitude towards clients held by street-level bureaucrats and their work group colleagues. 
Interpreting columns 3, 6, 9, and 12 of Tables 3.4 and 3.5, evidence supporting this hypoth-
esis was only found in the Belgian sample, for the cognitive and positive affective attitude 
component (β = -.075, -.113, p < .10, p < .05, respectively). These effects are plotted in figure 
3.2. In this figure, low values represent minimum values. High values represent maximum 
values. Figures 3.2A and 3.2B show that street-level bureaucrats from homogeneous work 
groups were more likely to attribute positive traits to clients and experience positive affect 
towards clients when their work group colleagues held such positive cognitions and positive 
affect with a higher frequency, and vice versa. 

For the behavioral attitude component, we found a positive moderation effect of at-
titudinal homogeneity in both administrations (β = .077, .199, p < .10, p < .01, respectively). 
As figures 3.2C and 3.2D illustrate, these effects go against hypothesis 2: homogeneity in 
client-oriented behaviors among one’s work group colleagues incentivized individual street-
level bureaucrats to diverge from the behaviors of their group. Again, this association was 
stronger for the Belgian administration. These mixed findings lead us to reject hypothesis 2. 

Lastly, hypothesis 3 postulated that the association between the street-level bureaucrats’ 
and their work group colleagues’ attitude towards clients is moderated by the cohesiveness 
of the work group. Columns 3, 6, 9, and 12 of Tables 3.4 and 3.5 provide no evidence in 
support of this hypothesis. It is therefore rejected. 
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Figure 3.2. Interaction effects between street-level bureaucrats’ attitude to clients, the work group colleagues’ 
attitude to clients, and attitudinal homogeneity

3.6 Discussion

This paper examined if and how the work group shapes the individual street-level bu-
reaucrat in her attitude towards clients. Grounded in theories of work group socialization, 
social representation, and social identification, it explored the association between the work 
group colleagues’ attitude to clients and that of the individual, expecting assimilation of the 
individual to the group attitude. It furthermore inquired whether this relation is dependent 
on conditions of attitudinal homogeneity and group cohesion.

Before discussing the findings of this study, some study limitations require consideration. 
First, this study implicitly assumed that work group members were aware of each other’s 
client-attitude. Second, the street-level tax bureaucrats of this study did not share a respon-
sibility for team outcomes, while this trait may foster the formation of group level normative 
frameworks (e.g., Barker, 1993; Wright & Barker, 2000). Future research is invited to target a 
frontline setting that includes this group feature. A third limitation pertains to the general-
izability of this study. The Netherlands and Belgium were selected because their tax systems 
are relatively similar. They gradually moved from a vertical control philosophy to a practice 
of horizontal control, trust, and fostering compliance among clients (e.g., Belastingdienst, 
2016). We cannot claim the empirical generalizability of this contextual setting to other tax 
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systems. Consequently, we welcome future studies in tax regimes that are still orientated to 
deterrence and vertical control. Lastly, we examined attitudinal adjustment of the individual 
bureaucrat to the work group, while socialization refers to the mutual adjustment of actors 
(Moreland & Levine, 2006). To unravel the directionality of these influences, future research 
is welcomed that builds on a longitudinal research design.

To test its hypotheses, this study distinguished between four attitude components: the 
cognitive, positive affective, negative affective, and behavioral component (see Keulemans 
& Van de Walle, 2018). Building on this multicomponent model and a sample of Dutch 
and Belgian street-level tax bureaucrats, we could draw three main conclusions: first, the 
impact of the work group on the individual bureaucrat’s attitude towards clients is limited. 
Second, clients are more likely to evoke positive affect in street-level bureaucrats when their 
work group colleagues hold these sentiments with a higher frequency. Third, conditions 
of group homogeneity trigger behavioral divergence from the work group, rather than as-
similation. Stronger associations between the individual and the group were found in the 
Belgian sample. While Belgian work groups consisted of tax auditors only, Dutch groups 
held individuals with diverse functionalities. This suggests that task uniformity may func-
tion as a conduit for group influence (e.g., Campbell, 2016).

Our expectations of attitudinal assimilation of the individual to the work group were 
grounded in theories of the group mind. This paper shows little evidence for the existence 
of this group level mental state among frontline tax bureaucrats. A possible explanation 
therefore resides in that the group mind has predominantly been linked to cognitive factors. 
For instance, Klimoski and Mohammed (1994, p. 404) equal team mental models to a state 
of socially shared cognition. And both social representation theory and social identification 
theory build on cognitive elements (e.g., Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Höijer, 2011). Consolidat-
ing that our findings were differentiated by the four attitude components with the cognitive 
foundations of the group mind suggests that mechanisms other than the group mind un-
derlie how the work group shapes the individual bureaucrat in her attitude towards clients.

One such alternative mechanism may reside in the social and emotional support systems 
that emerge among frontline peers (Maroulis, 2017) and work groups (Feldman, 1981). Such 
systems lessen the strains of frontline work on the street-level bureaucrat (Maroulis, 2017). 
From this perspective, the positive association of the individual and work group positive 
affect may be indicative of a functioning emotional support system at the work group level, 
rather than a group mind. This system may, then, simultaneously operate to protect the 
individual bureaucrat against the experience of negative affect, which could account for the 
low negative affect among the bureaucrats in this study.

This support system could simultaneously explain the behavioral divergence sparked by 
group homogeneity. Hurst, Kammeyer-Mueller, and Livingstone (2012, p. 130) suggest that 
conditions of poor social support and exclusion can make individuals feel like outsiders. 
These conditions can cause an individual to feel dissimilar to colleagues, motivating her to 
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display behavioral divergence (Hurst et al., 2012, p. 130). As a result, tendencies towards be-
havioral divergence under conditions of group homogeneity may reflect that an individual 
bureaucrat is declined social support from her colleagues, while this support system is in 
effect for other work group members. This process seemingly represents the ostracizing 
process that was described by Blau (1956). Given the importance these explanations attach 
to work group support systems, we welcome future research efforts aimed at unraveling how 
such support systems affect the street-level bureaucrat client-attitude. 

Alternatively, deviant behaviors could result from a refusal of group norms by the in-
dividual bureaucrat (see Levi, 2011). Even if a bureaucrat self-categorizes herself in terms 
of the social category of the work group, she can still disagree with the attitudes held by 
that group (see Ashforth & Mael, 1989) and consequently refrain from behaviors that are 
in accordance with these attitudes. Attitudinal homogeneity, in turn, could be indicative 
of a strongly enforced norm system at the work group level. If these norms reflect the ex-
tremes of the attitudinal continuum, a bureaucrat could be more likely to disagree with and 
thus diverge from her work group’s client-attitude. More in-depth, qualitative inquiries of 
bureaucrats’ self-categorizations and group level norms are needed to advance our under-
standing of frontline divergence from the work group.

Lastly, the street-level bureaucrats of this study displayed considerable homogeneity 
in their attitude towards clients, within and between work groups. This suggests that the 
surveyed tax administrations are holographic organizations. In holographic organizations 
organizational identities are adopted and shared by all organizational units, causing work 
groups to be alike (Moreland & Levine, 2006). A holographic nature, however, does not 
imply that institutional forces are exempt from affecting street-level attitudes. For instance, 
Keulemans and Groeneveld (2019) found that frontline supervisors function as attitudinal 
role models to street-level tax bureaucrats. Consequently, a holographic nature does not di-
rect attention away from institutional explanations of street-level attitudes. Rather, it draws 
attention to the homogenizing effects of extra-organizational influences, such as attraction 
and selection processes (Moyson et al., 2018).

3.7 Conclusion

This study has demonstrated the modest impact of the work group on street-level bureau-
crats’ attitude towards clients. The impact the work group did have on the individual was 
differentiated by the four attitude components of this study. This suggested that different 
mechanisms underlie the association between the work group and the individual bureaucrat 
in this specific attitude; the emotional and social support systems that may arise within these 
groups providing the most prominent example. Although this research specifically targeted 
work group level dynamics, its findings of limited impact are congruent with evidence from 
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studies of frontline organizational socialization (Oberfield, 2014a, 2019; Moyson et al., 
2018). For instance, a recent 10-year study of police socialization alludes to the attitudes of 
new recruits being hardly altered by post-entry organizational forces, directing attention to 
dispositional and pre-entry attitudinal influences (Oberfield, 2019)

Our study has multiple practical implications. First, it highlights the importance of a 
careful selection process of new employees. If bureaucratic dispositions are predominantly 
formed before entering the organization, recruiters should think about who they want as or-
ganizational members. Second, it suggests that individual bureaucrats’ client-attitude need 
not be a factor of major consideration to those actors charged with designing the formal 
structures of street-level work groups. Lastly, as our study suggests that the work group’s 
impact on street-level bureaucrats’ client-attitude originates from the social dynamics that 
unfold within these groups, frontline managers seeking to steer subordinate bureaucrats in 
this attitude should capitalize on these dynamics. In particular, the social and emotional 
support systems these work groups may give rise to.
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