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ABSTRACT 
This study investigates the behavioral dynamics of street-level bureaucrats (SLBs) in the driver's license (SIM) 

service at the Pinrang Resort Police (Polres Pinrang) in Indonesia, juxtaposing empirical findings with Michael 

Lipsky's seminal theory of street-level bureaucracy. Employing a qualitative phenomenological methodology, 

the research seeks to elucidate the influence of working conditions on SLBs' behavioral patterns and the 

consequent impact on public service quality. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with SLBs 

and service recipients, non-participant observations, and document analysis, then subjected to iterative thematic 

analysis using interactive model. The findings reveal notable divergences from Lipsky's theoretical 

propositions. SLBs at Polres Pinrang encounter reduced ambiguity in policy objectives and performance 

evaluation, attributable to effective communication channels, comprehensive standard operating procedures, 

and a robust performance appraisal system. Despite resource limitations and escalating service demands, SLBs 

exhibit adaptability in delivering responsive services through access rationing strategies, task routinization, and 

collaborative partnerships with interdepartmental units and community stakeholders. Contrary to the 

nonvoluntary client interactions posited by Lipsky, SLB-SIM applicant engagements are characterized by 

enhanced humanization and responsiveness. Nevertheless, Lipsky's theoretical insights maintain relevance in 

the broader landscape of public service provision. The study underscores the criticality of striking a balance 

between procedural adherence and client-centric responsiveness to optimize service quality.  

 

1. Introduction 

Public service delivery constitutes a primary governmental responsibility in meeting societal needs. As society 

evolves, public expectations regarding service quality have intensified (Anttiroiko et al., 2014; Jackson, 2021; 

Salam, 2023; Qiang, 2024). Governments face increasing pressure to provide expeditious, transparent, 

accountable, and non-discriminatory services (Tommasi, 2023; Irfan et al., 2023; Mark, 2024). This has 

catalyzed the emergence of various regulations at global, national, and local levels aimed at enhancing public 

service quality. 

In practice, public service delivery frequently interfaces directly with citizens through the role of street-level 

bureaucrats (Eriksson & Andersson, 2024; Eiró & Lotta, 2024; Lavee & Cohen, 2024). These frontline 

government employees interact directly with citizens in policy implementation and service provision. Street-

level bureaucrats play a crucial role in translating existing policies into tangible actions aligned with field 

conditions and requirements (Sevä & Sandström, 2017; Dallara & Lacchei, 2021; Mützelburg, 2022; Andreotti 

et al., 2024). However, street-level bureaucrats often confront various challenges in executing their duties (Gofen 

& Lotta, 2021; Cohen & Aviram, 2021; Bell & Smith, 2022; Yu, 2024). Resource limitations, both in terms of 

personnel and infrastructure, represent a primary constraint. Concurrently, service demand continues to rise in 

tandem with population growth. This situation engenders a substantial workload for street-level bureaucrats, 

potentially impacting service quality. 

This study focuses on the driver's license (SIM) service at the Pinrang City Police Resort. According to the 

Central Bureau of Statistics, Pinrang Regency's population has consistently increased year-on-year. However, 

the number of personnel in the SIM unit at the Pinrang Police Resort remains relatively limited. This disparity 

creates challenges for officers in delivering optimal service to the community. This phenomenon closely aligns 

with the concept of street-level bureaucracy proposed by Michael Lipsky (1980). Lipsky highlighted how 

working conditions can influence frontline bureaucrats' behavior in performing their duties. Resource 

constraints, ambiguous objectives, performance measurement difficulties, and interactions with involuntary 

clients may compel street-level bureaucrats to adopt specific practices as adaptations to their situational 

challenges. 
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In contrast to previous research that predominantly focused on regulatory and procedural aspects, this study pays 

particular attention to the perspective of street-level bureaucrats as key actors in service delivery. By thoroughly 

examining how working conditions influence their behavior, this research aims to provide novel insights into 

the dynamics of public service delivery at the grassroots level. The significance of this study lies not only in its 

contribution to knowledge development but also in its implications for improving public service quality. By 

understanding the factors influencing street-level bureaucrats' behavior, this research can provide valuable input 

for policymakers in designing strategies to address encountered challenges. The resulting recommendations are 

expected to form a basis for service system improvements, resource capacity enhancement, and strengthening 

of monitoring and evaluation mechanisms. Ultimately, this will contribute to the realization of more responsive, 

accountable, and citizen-satisfaction-oriented public services. 

2. Methods  

This study employs a qualitative approach with a phenomenological research design to explore the essential 

meaning of human experience through the collection and in-depth analysis of narratives or descriptions of 

experiences. A descriptive qualitative research design is utilized to provide a detailed depiction of how working 

conditions influence street-level bureaucracy behavior and its impact on driver's license (SIM) services at the 

Pinrang Police Resort. Informants in this study are individuals or frontline bureaucrats actively involved in SIM 

service delivery, selected using purposive sampling based on criteria relevant to addressing the research 

questions, as well as service users from the community. 

Data sources in this study comprise primary data obtained directly through observation and in-depth interviews 

with informants, as well as secondary data derived from literature, documents, and related regulations. Data 

collection techniques include direct field observation, in-depth interviews with SIM service officers and service 

users using interview guidelines, and document analysis to examine theories, laws, and documents pertaining to 

public service delivery. Data analysis is conducted using the interactive analysis model of Miles and Huberman 

(2014), which consists of data collection, data reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing. 

The phenomenological approach allows for a nuanced exploration of the lived experiences of street-level 

bureaucrats, capturing the subjective meanings they attribute to their work conditions and interactions. This 

methodological choice aligns with the study's aim to uncover the complex dynamics of frontline service delivery 

from the perspective of those directly involved. The purposive sampling strategy ensures that informants possess 

the requisite knowledge and experience to provide rich, relevant data. This approach facilitates the selection of 

participants who can offer insights into the specific challenges and adaptations of street-level bureaucrats in the 

context of SIM service provision at the Pinrang Police Resort. 

The combination of observational data, in-depth interviews, and document analysis allows for methodological 

triangulation, enhancing the credibility and comprehensiveness of the findings. Direct observation provides 

contextual understanding of the service environment, while in-depth interviews capture the nuanced perspectives 

of both service providers and users. Document analysis supplements these primary data sources with broader 

policy and regulatory context. The adoption of Miles and Huberman's interactive analysis model ensures a 

systematic and rigorous approach to data interpretation. This iterative process allows for the continual 

refinement of emerging themes and concepts, facilitating a deep understanding of the complex interplay between 

working conditions, bureaucratic behavior, and service outcomes. By employing this methodological 

framework, the study aims to generate robust, context-rich findings that contribute to both theoretical 

understanding and practical improvements in street-level bureaucracy and public service delivery. 

3. Results and Discussion 

Inadequate Resources 

The availability of adequate human resources (HR) is a critical factor in ensuring the quality and efficacy of 

public service delivery. Sufficient HR not only determines an organization's capacity to meet societal needs but 

also influences the behavior and decision-making processes of frontline bureaucrats in executing their duties 

(Kras et al., 2017; Møller, 2021). When the number of personnel is commensurate with the workload, everyone 

can allocate greater attention to case details, tailor services according to specific needs, and ensure service 

provision in an efficient and humanistic manner. 
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However, conditions in the Driver's License (SIM) unit at Pinrang Police Resort indicate significant HR 

constraints. With only eight officers distributed across several service areas, they are tasked with handling over 

100 SIM applicants daily. This disparity between staff numbers and work volume engenders a substantial 

workload for the personnel. They frequently find themselves working beyond standard hours and facing intense 

time pressures in serving each applicant, potentially impacting the quality of service rendered. Despite facing 

resource limitations, the officers in the SIM unit at Pinrang Police Resort strive to deliver optimal service. They 

exercise discretion in making decisions that align with real-world conditions, such as prioritizing certain requests 

or adjusting service procedures to mitigate lengthy queues. The officers also develop coping mechanisms, 

including leveraging technology, distributing tasks more efficiently, and collaborating with other units and the 

community. These approaches reflect their flexibility and adaptability in providing responsive services to 

community needs, aligning with Michael Lipsky's Street-Level Bureaucracy theory. 

This scenario exemplifies the complex interplay between resource constraints and service delivery in street-level 

bureaucracies. The officers' adaptive strategies demonstrate the practical application of discretionary power in 

navigating resource limitations, a key tenet of Lipsky's theoretical framework. Their efforts to maintain service 

quality despite structural constraints highlight the critical role of frontline bureaucrats in shaping policy 

implementation and service outcomes. The situation at Pinrang Police Resort's SIM unit underscores the need 

for a nuanced understanding of resource allocation in public service delivery. While the officers' adaptive 

strategies mitigate some impacts of resource constraints, the underlying issue of inadequate staffing remains a 

significant challenge. This suggests that policymakers and organizational leaders should consider not only the 

quantity of resources allocated but also how to support and enhance the adaptive capacities of street-level 

bureaucrats operating under resource constraints. 

The findings at Pinrang Police Resort align with previous studies highlighting the impact of resource constraints 

on service delivery in street-level bureaucracies. For example, Tummers et al. (2015) found that inadequate 

resources led to increased stress and coping behaviors among frontline workers, while Brodkin (2011) noted 

that resource limitations often necessitate discretionary practices. However, the current study extends these 

findings by demonstrating how officers adapt and innovate to mitigate resource constraints, reflecting Lipsky's 

(2010) concept of "street-level divergence." Future research could explore the factors that enable or hinder such 

adaptive capacities in resource-constrained environments (Gofen, 2014; Thomann et al., 2018). 

The escalation in demand 

The escalation in demand for Driver's License (SIM) services, particularly towards the end of the year, presents 

significant challenges for officers at the Pinrang Police Resort. Consistent with Michael Lipsky's theory, this 

surge in demand generates high work pressure for street-level bureaucrats (SLBs) who must serve a larger 

population with limited resources. Officers face situations where they must make rapid decisions under 

suboptimal conditions to ensure all applicants are adequately served. 

To address resource constraints and increased demand, officers at Pinrang Police Resort implement rationing 

and routinization strategies. They manage queues and prioritize applicants with the most pressing needs, such 

as those with urgent requirements or those who have been waiting excessively long. Officers also initiate services 

earlier and directly complete applicant forms to expedite the process. Additionally, they develop structured work 

routines where each officer focuses on completing their task before assisting colleagues, enhancing service 

efficiency. 

However, this high work pressure and routinization also impact officer behavior. In extremely busy situations, 

they tend to exhibit favoritism or rely on stereotypes when serving applicants, potentially leading to inequities. 

Rigid routines also make officers less flexible and less sensitive to individual applicant needs, resulting in more 

formal and less cordial interactions. Furthermore, the pressure to meet service targets can cause officers to feel 

alienated from their primary job objective of serving the public effectively. This sense of alienation may diminish 

service quality as officers become less enthusiastic and work merely to complete tasks. 

In this case study provides empirical evidence of how SLBs navigate the challenges of increased service demand 

and limited resources. It underscores the complex dynamics of street-level policy implementation and the 

potential unintended consequences of coping strategies. The findings suggest a need for organizational policies 

that not only address resource allocation but also support SLBs in maintaining service quality under pressure. 
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Future research could explore interventions to mitigate the negative impacts of high workload on SLB behavior 

and service outcomes, contributing to more effective and equitable public service delivery. 

The challenges posed by escalating demand at Pinrang Police Resort resonate with prior research on the 

pressures faced by street-level bureaucrats. Tummers et al. (2015) and Kras et al. (2017) found that high 

workload can lead to coping behaviors like rationing services and relying on routines. The current study 

contributes by highlighting the potential unintended consequences of these strategies, such as favoritism and 

decreased responsiveness to individual needs. These findings underscore Lipsky's (2010) argument that coping 

mechanisms can undermine service quality and equity. Addressing these issues may require interventions at 

both the organizational and individual levels, such as workload management (Baviskar & Winter, 2017) and 

training in adaptive service provision (Zacka, 2017). 

Policy Ambiguity 

In his theory of Street-Level Bureaucracy, Michael Lipsky posits that the ambiguity of goals set by institutions 

or organizations constitutes a significant challenge faced by street-level bureaucrats (SLBs). According to 

Lipsky, organizational objectives that are often formulated in broad, abstract, or even conflicting terms can 

create confusion for SLBs in determining appropriate actions, leading to variations in policy implementation. 

However, findings from research conducted at the Pinrang Police Resort reveal contrasting results. Based on 

interviews with eight informants comprising employees and officers in the Driver's License (SIM) service unit, 

no ambiguity was found in the organization's goals or applicable regulations. 

The informants stated that objectives, rules, and work targets have been clearly communicated by the 

organization, eliminating confusion in executing their duties. They possess a sound understanding of what is 

expected and the specific steps required to achieve institutional goals. The organization has also provided 

detailed guidelines regarding procedures and steps to be followed, leaving no room for divergent interpretations. 

Effective communication between management and officers, through regular meetings, roll calls, and briefings, 

ensures that all team members share the same understanding. This enables SLBs to work more focused and 

efficiently, without concerns about conflicts or inconsistencies in goal interpretation. 

These findings highlight the importance of clear and transparent communication in the management of public 

institutions and organizations. When objectives and rules are clearly communicated and supported by concrete 

guidelines, SLBs can work more effectively and consistently, ultimately enhancing the quality of services 

provided to the public. The research results also indicate that in certain contexts, Lipsky's theory may not fully 

apply, especially when an institution has successfully created a supportive work environment with clear 

objectives and structured guidelines. As exemplified by Lipsky, in situations where resources are sufficient and 

the political culture is relatively homogeneous, goal ambiguity may not pose a significant problem. 

The absence of policy ambiguity at Pinrang Police Resort contrasts with much of the literature on street-level 

bureaucracy, which emphasizes the prevalence and challenges of goal ambiguity (Lipsky, 2010; Tummers & 

Bekkers, 2014). However, some studies have found that clear policies and effective communication can mitigate 

ambiguity and improve SLB performance (Keiser, 2010; Thomann et al., 2018). The current findings support 

this perspective, suggesting that organizations can create conditions that reduce ambiguity through structured 

guidelines and regular communication. Future research could explore the organizational factors and practices 

that contribute to clarity and consistency in policy implementation (Møller, 2021). 

Difficulties in Performance Measurement 

Michael Lipsky posits that measuring the performance of street-level bureaucrats (SLBs) in achieving 

organizational goals is often challenging, if not nearly impossible. This difficulty arises from factors such as 

overly broad objectives, immeasurable workloads, and resource constraints faced by SLBs. According to Lipsky, 

SLBs frequently work under high-pressure conditions, with ambiguous institutional goals and high task 

complexity, making performance measurement a distinct challenge. Moreover, assessments of SLB performance 

success are often subjective, lacking objective standards to evaluate the effective implementation of policies or 

services in the field. 

However, research findings from the Pinrang Police Resort demonstrate that performance measurement in the 

context of Driver's License (SIM) services is significantly more structured and transparent. Based on interviews 
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with eight informants, all stated that performance measurement is conducted in a transparent and quantifiable 

manner. Every employee involved in SIM services has clear performance standards. The Pinrang Police Resort 

implements a technology-based performance management system, namely the SMK (Performance Management 

System) website, which enables supervisors and colleagues to evaluate individual SLB performance based on 

established indicators. Additionally, the Pinrang Police Resort employs performance measurement methods 

through public satisfaction surveys, where citizens can provide direct assessments of the service quality they 

receive. 

These findings indicate that with clear rules and procedures, a structured evaluation system, and the use of 

technology in performance measurement, this process becomes far more manageable and transparent at the 

Pinrang Police Resort. Each SLB clearly understands the standards they must achieve and can monitor their 

performance periodically through the existing system. Public involvement in assessing service quality also adds 

an accountability aspect to performance measurement, providing a more comprehensive picture of SLB 

performance, both in terms of quantity and quality of service. The research results demonstrate that the 

implementation of the performance management system at the Pinrang Police Resort operates effectively, 

diverging from the portrayal of performance measurement difficulties described in Lipsky's theory, while 

Lipsky's theory provides valuable insights into the challenges of street-level bureaucracy, the case of the Pinrang 

Police Resort demonstrates that some organizations have developed effective strategies to address these 

challenges. This underscores the need for ongoing research to refine and update our understanding of street-

level bureaucracy in contemporary public service contexts. 

The structured performance measurement system at Pinrang Police Resort diverges from the challenges typically 

associated with evaluating SLB performance (Lipsky, 2010). Previous studies have highlighted the difficulties 

of measuring complex, discretionary work (Hupe & Hill, 2007) and the potential for performance indicators to 

distort behavior (Brodkin, 2011). However, the current findings suggest that technology-based systems and 

public feedback can enable more comprehensive and accountable performance assessment. These approaches 

align with recommendations from scholars like Møller (2021) and Zacka (2017) to develop multi-dimensional 

evaluation frameworks that capture both quantitative and qualitative aspects of SLB performance. 

Nonvoluntary Clients 

In his theory, Michael Lipsky posits that clients in public services typically do not come voluntarily, but rather 

are compelled by specific needs or obligations. Lipsky explains that these nonvoluntary clients are often viewed 

as obstacles or problems to be overcome by street-level bureaucrats (SLBs). This condition creates challenges 

in interactions, as nonvoluntary clients tend to feel trapped in a rigid system, are less cooperative, or even hostile. 

Consequently, the relationship between bureaucrats and clients is often tense, with bureaucrats tending to adopt 

a more formal and rigid approach to maintain control. 

However, research at the Driver's License (SIM) service unit of Pinrang Police Resort reveals a different 

situation. Here, citizens come to the SIM service unit voluntarily, out of their own awareness of the need to 

possess a driver's license, whether for work reasons, legal compliance, or other personal needs. The SIM 

application process is participatory, where citizens take the initiative to come without coercion. Although there 

are challenges related to queues or service times, these complaints are more related to technical operational 

aspects rather than a sense of injustice or coercion from the system. The majority of applicants demonstrate 

cooperative attitudes and understand that they come due to their own needs. Interactions between officers and 

applicants are generally more humanistic and empathetic, with a more responsive and adaptive approach to client 

needs. 

Although the findings at the SIM unit of Pinrang Police Resort do not fully align with Lipsky's theory, his views 

on the challenges faced by bureaucrats in serving nonvoluntary clients remain relevant in the context of public 

services in general. In more mandatory services, bureaucrats often face situations where clients feel burdened 

and unwilling to engage with the system. A rigid, procedure-focused bureaucratic approach can further alienate 

clients, affecting the quality of interactions and service outcomes. To address these challenges, bureaucrats need 

to be equipped with communication skills, conflict management strategies, and more flexible policies. With a 

balanced approach between procedural compliance and responsiveness to client needs, it is hoped that 
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bureaucrats can provide more equitable and human services while reducing dissatisfaction and tension in service 

interactions. 

The voluntary nature of SIM services at Pinrang Police Resort contrasts with Lipsky's (2010) emphasis on 

nonvoluntary clients in public services. However, even in voluntary contexts, SLBs may face challenges related 

to client expectations and satisfaction (Tummers et al., 2015). The current study highlights the importance of 

responsive, adaptive approaches in managing these challenges and maintaining positive interactions. These 

findings resonate with recent work emphasizing the role of SLB communication and interpersonal skills in 

shaping service experiences (Bartels, 2013; Møller, 2021). Future research could explore how SLBs navigate 

the tensions between procedural compliance and responsiveness in different service contexts (Kras et al., 2017). 

4. Conclusion 

Research findings from the Pinrang Police Resort reveal distinct characteristics in the working conditions of 

street-level bureaucrats (SLBs) in Driver's License (SIM) service compared to Michael Lipsky's theory. Despite 

resource constraints and increased service demand, SLBs successfully mitigate challenges through access 

regulation strategies, routinization, and collaboration. Contrary to Lipsky's theory, policy ambiguity and 

performance measurement difficulties were not observed due to clear communication, detailed guidelines, and 

a structured evaluation system. Moreover, SLB-client interactions were more humane and responsive than 

Lipsky's depiction of nonvoluntary clients. While Lipsky's perspective remains relevant in broader public service 

contexts, this study emphasizes the importance of balancing procedural compliance with client responsiveness 

to enhance service quality. Based on these findings, several recommendations are proposed: prioritizing clear 

organizational communication, implementing structured performance evaluation systems, developing adaptive 

strategies for resource optimization, emphasizing client-centered approaches in SLB training, considering local 

contexts in policy design, integrating technology where feasible, and fostering continuous improvement through 

regular assessments. These recommendations aim to enhance public service delivery by addressing key aspects 

of SLB working conditions and organizational practices, ultimately contributing to improved service quality and 

client satisfaction across various public service contexts. Future research could also explore the long-term 

impacts of the strategies employed at Pinrang Police Resort on service quality and SLB job satisfaction, as well 

as investigate how these findings might apply to other types of public services with varying degrees of client 

voluntariness. 
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