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Abstract

This study focuses on street-level managers’ (SLMs) compliance with COVID-19 measures in Switzer-
land, Germany, Italy, and Israel, in order to better understand their role during policy implementation. 
Responsible for the direct delivery of public services, street-level organizations serve as the opera-
tional arm of the state in general and as the frontline of government policy in times of crisis. SLMs 
who occupy the top managerial tier within their organization are understudied, although they exert 
a significant influence on everyday public life. The data comprise 399 “compliance stories” based on 
interviews with managers in nurseries, schools, health care and welfare offices, police stations, and 
care homes. Using “codebook thematic analysis,” we identify various levels of (non)compliance and 
several prominent explanatory factors that shape (non)compliance. Data show that even when asked 
about particularly challenging measures, managers reported that their organization had been noncom-
pliant (either full or partial) in only about a quarter of the stories. Three influences emerge as primary 
barriers to compliance—a lack of resources, managers’ relationships with clients, and the perception 
of the measure’s effectiveness. Emphasizing that SLMs often act as local policy entrepreneurs using 
their discretion to solve problems and serve the public, our findings further demonstrate the crucial 
role they play in shaping the face of the government for the people.

Keywords: policy compliance; street-level management; COVID-19

This study focuses on the compliance of street-level managers (SLMs) and the drivers behind it. It brings 
together two understudied aspects in public policy literature. The first is the empirical relevance of SLMs 
(Gassner & Gofen, 2018), who occupy the top position within street-level organizations (SLOs) such as 
hospitals, schools, welfare offices, and police stations. Emerging interest in SLMs signifies their unique 
influence on the direct delivery of services and, in turn, on the daily life of the general public (e.g., 
Gassner et al., 2019; Keulemans & Groeneveld, 2020; Meza & Moreno-Jaimes, 2020; Zhang et al., 2021). 
Second, compliance is an essential element in public policy that not only exists on paper but also has 
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an actual impact, especially when those policies are directed at a “focusing event” (Birkland, 1998), 
such as a pandemic, requiring rapid and extraordinary efforts from policymakers, policy deliverers, and 
policy takers (Davidovitz et al., 2021). Despite SLMs’ significant influence on compliance with policy, 
compliance research often considers the quality of a policy itself. The minimal scholarly attention given 
to the compliance of implementing agents focuses on street-level bureaucrats (SLBs) (e.g., Tummers 
et al., 2015) rather than on SLMs despite their responsibility for constructing on-the-ground policies 
(Gassner & Gofen, 2018).

This study examines SLM compliance and its causes during the COVID-19 pandemic, which due to 
its global nature, provides a unique opportunity to examine SLMs’ compliance. During the pandemic, 
SLMs in different countries and sectors were directed to implement similar, often obligatory policy 
measures, such as social distancing or wearing masks. This setting enhances the comparability of find-
ings, both across countries and across sectors, and allows us to understand how policy-as-written is 
transformed into policy-as-practiced. To give it a broad outlook, the analysis draws on multiple policy 
domains, namely, education, health care, and policing in four countries—Germany, Italy, Switzerland, 
and Israel. Specifically, the analysis seeks to identify nuances in (non)compliance as well as its most 
important determinants. Two research questions guide this study: First, what are the levels and fea-
tures of (non)compliance with public policy exercised by SLMs? Second, what are the key drivers behind 
SLMs’ (non)compliance?

To do this, we employ a “codebook thematic analysis” (Braun et al., 2019) that is characterized by an 
iterative back-and-forth between ideas and evidence. Our analysis draws on interviews with 107 SLMs, 
during which respondents were asked to describe episodes of compliance and noncompliance, result-
ing in 399 “compliance stories.” Focusing on these specific compliance cases allows for a processual 
perspective on SLM actions, which enables us to identify different compliance levels and their most rel-
evant explanatory factors. Methodologically, the analysis relies on descriptive statistics and qualitative 
assessments of compliance stories to demonstrate the mechanisms behind reported compliance and 
noncompliance.

We find that overall, SLMs report compliance more often than noncompliance. The finding also pre-
vails for difficult policy measures, indicating a strong motivation of SLMs to implement COVID-19 policy. 
The data reveal three core barriers to compliance—a lack of resources, managers’ relationships with 
clients, and the perception of the measure’s effectiveness.

This paper is structured as follows: The Street-level management in times of crisis section reviews both 
street-level management studies and compliance literature, with an emphasis on the recent COVID-
19 crisis. Next, the Conceptual framework: compliance levels and compliance antecedents section introduces 
a basic conceptual framework that synthesizes the most prominent factors from the literature. The 
Research design section then outlines the research design. Finally, after presenting the main findings in 
the Results section and discussing them in light of the broader context of the Discussion section, we offer 
some concluding remarks in the Conclusion section.

Street-level management in times of crisis
Both the role and the influence of managers in the public sector—especially within the core adminis-
tration of the state—are well documented in public administration and public management literature. 
Moreover, as the linking tier between strategic and operational ranks of the organization, the role of 
middle management is conventionally referred to as “implementation” (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1994). At 
the local level, managerial decisions outside of the municipal core administration are of great interest 
too, for instance, in hybrid organizations such as municipally owned corporations (Voorn et al., 2020) or 
other public sector organizations (van Wart, 2014).

Recently, street-level management has been distinguished from other public managers in order to 
emphasize its unique and distinct influence (Gassner & Gofen, 2018). Specifically, street-level manage-
ment holds “a critical structural position as overarchingly in charge of the direct-delivery of multiple 
policies to a local target population and as being accountable for SLOs’ outputs and outcomes” (Gassner 
& Gofen, 2018, p. 552). SLMs are responsible and accountable for SLOs’ outputs and outcomes; however, 
they have often been trained and have previously worked as professional frontline workers themselves. 
Consequently, SLMs strongly identify with the local public they serve and are driven by a particu-
larly strong sense of professionalism and the specific ethos of their profession (Gassner & Gofen, 
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2018; Gassner et al., 2019). Thus, they differ from other managers in public organizations and require 
particular conceptual attention.

Furthermore, SLMs influence the direct delivery interactions with the local public in multiple ways. 
Specifically, SLMs translate official policy decisions into daily routines and on-the-ground practices 
during which adaptations are employed to local contexts. In addition, SLMs have a significant influ-
ence on their SLB employees (e.g., Keulemans & Groeneveld, 2020) and on their local public as a 
clientele (Gassner et al., 2019). Lastly, SLMs may use the SLO as an experimental setting that will trig-
ger policy innovation, that is, a policy change process during which adaptations in local street-level 
implementation are later formally adopted as a new policy instrument (Gofen et al., 2023).

Recent studies document the significant influence of SLMs through, for example, translating and 
adapting formal policy directives to street-level implementation (Breit et al., 2024; Gassner & Gofen, 
2018; Oberfield & Incantalupo, 2021) and by shaping the work of SLB employees both during routine 
periods (Keulemans & Groeneveld, 2020; Meza & Moreno-Jaimes, 2020; Zhang et al., 2021) and in times 
of crisis (e.g., Cox et al., 2021; Lotta et al., 2021; Pérez-Chiqués et al., 2021). SLMs are also responsible 
for establishing and maintaining a crucial relationship with the general public, which is the foundation 
of service delivery (Gassner & Gofen, 2018). Moreover, unlike the work of SLBs, which often happens 
behind the scenes, the decisions and actions of SLMs are frequently transparent and, therefore, more 
exposed to criticism. At the same time, the repercussions of their undertakings extend way beyond their 
effects on an individual client (Gassner & Gofen, 2018).

Therefore, SLMs’ influence on policy compliance is different from that of other actors and therefore 
particularly relevant for at least two reasons. First, SLMs determine which implementation actions will 
be carried out on the ground, when, where, and by whom (Gassner & Gofen, 2018). In addition, SLMs 
adapt the often general instructions to meet the needs and the features of the local context. Any such 
decision impacts compliance. Second, SLMs set the organizational and cultural conditions by which 
SLBs act during direct delivery interactions (Wong, 2023), thus significantly shaping the implementation 
actions of their SLB employees (Meza & Moreno-Jaimes, 2020).

During a crisis, street-level management is solely and overarchingly responsible and accountable 
for the functioning of SLOs. Accordingly, SLMs’ compliance with directed policies is more visible to the 
public and to government, as well as more vital to the success of implementation. Therefore, studying 
SLMs’ compliance in times of crises provides us with an opportunity to zoom in on the processes through 
which a directive is transformed into direct delivery of public services. Moreover, due to the global 
nature of the COVID-19 crisis and the necessity for uniform action, policy measures were designed as 
obligatory and were relatively similar across the globe. This setting provides an ideal context to analyze 
compliance across countries, while also offering an opportunity to draw conclusions on the expected 
compliance of SLMs in particular.

Conceptual framework: compliance levels and compliance 
antecedents
Compliance of implementing agents is crucial to the success of policy implementation (Weaver, 2015) 
and hence our focus on SLM compliance. Compliance generally denotes behavior of target groups that 
is consistent with a given policy, whereas noncompliance denotes behaviors inconsistent with policy 
goals (e.g., Bardach & Kagan, 1982; Gofen, 2015; May, 2004). Because public policy, by definition, seeks to 
alter behavior, a policy is only effective if the targets of that policy comply (Schneider & Ingram, 1993; 
Weaver, 2015).

Howlett (2019) points to the well-established fact that for a policy to reach its goals, there is an 
implementation chain that includes a number of consecutive instances of compliance that are all part 
of policy-specific implementation arrangements (Sager & Gofen, 2022). First, the responsible political 
unit—if it is not identical to the government level that decided the policy as is the case in federal 
systems—must decide to implement the policy in line with the original government decision (Thomann 
& Sager, 2018; Wittwer et al., 2022). Second, the responsible implementation agencies must produce the 
outputs of the policy as planned (Lindqvist, 2019; Mavrot & Hadorn, 2023). This organizational com-
pliance regards both SLMs and SLBs as they are both parts of the implementing SLOs (Ritz & Schädeli, 
2022). SLM compliance, however, comes before SLB compliance. That is, before SLBs put policy into prac-
tice, SLMs take the necessary decisions within the SLO to make policy delivery happen. Both SLMs and 
SLBs are subject to a number of reference systems that may collide with the policy (Sager et al., 2020). 
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After SLBs have delivered the policy to the target groups, target group compliance is the final decisive 
instance for the policy to reach its goals (Weaver, 2015).

A commonly shared insight is that multiple, varied, and interacting influences shape compliance 
and noncompliance (Weaver, 2015). Specifically, previous research has identified many factors associ-
ated with policy compliance and we expect that the reasons for compliance and noncompliance will 
not be identical. This feature is known as “asymmetric causality” and refers to instances in which the 
occurrence of a specific phenomenon has a rather different explanation compared to its nonoccurrence. 
This expectation is in line with previous findings, especially in behavioral research. For instance, when 
referring to the willingness of SLBs to implement public policies, Thomann, van Engen, and Tummers 
pointed out that “the things that motivate people are often different from the things that demotivate 
them. For example, a low salary makes you dissatisfied. However, a high salary does not automatically 
make you satisfied” (Thomann et al., 2018, p. 585).

Owing to the high empirical complexity associated with compliance in times of crisis, we use a flex-
ible and open theoretical framework that builds on implementers and policy properties rather than 
institutional context. Undoubtedly, institutional context is relevant for compliance. The degree of fed-
eralism, for instance, is an important macro-level factor that can influence compliance in SLOs in 
an indirect manner because it determines whether SLMs get COVID-19-related policies from central 
government, subnational governments, or both (Hegele & Schnabel, 2021; Mavrot & Sager, 2024). How-
ever, the pandemic was a period of particularly high problem pressure, high public salience, and high 
politicization: COVID-19 needed to be addressed urgently. This translated into high pressure upon imple-
menting bodies such as SLOs. The pandemic also dominated public life, which resulted in very high 
attention toward the respective policy measures. As these measures were highly contested, COVID-
19 policy implementation took place under conditions of utmost political polarization. At the same 
time, Malandrino and Sager (2021) show how the crisis absorbed administrative capacity at the central 
government level and increased discretion in SLOs. This further mitigated the relevance of different 
federalist structures during the pandemic. Therefore, we argue that this extraordinary situation effec-
tively overshadowed the impact of institutional factors, which allows us to focus on the SLOs and the 
respective SLMs’ compliance in this study.

The following subsections discuss the factors under scrutiny in more detail.

Factors related to SLMs
The first set of factors expected to influence compliance is related to SLMs as the main implementers 
of COVID-19 measures in SLOs. These factors can be distinguished according to whether they pertain 
to SLMs’ capacities, their perceptions, or their political orientation.

First, the capacity of an SLM to comply depends on the availability of material and immaterial 
resources (Winter & May, 2001). If personnel, financial-based, or infrastructure-based resources available to 
SLM are scarce, the level of compliance is reduced (Goodman et al., 2007; Huber & McCarty, 2004). 
The same holds for informational resources: If SLMs are unaware of the measure or do not know how to 
implement it in practice, compliance will suffer. Similarly, a lack of management skills and legal expertise
may adversely affect compliance. At the same time, discretion can be considered an immaterial resource 
expected to influence compliance directly. The independence of SLOs and the difficulty of supervising 
them (Smith, 1965) have been found to provide SLMs with considerable discretionary power—similar 
to SLBs, whose discretion allows them full autonomy during direct delivery interaction (Tummers & 
Bekkers, 2014). Accordingly, discretion may have a differential effect on compliance and is moderated 
by the views of the SLM. This can lead to high compliance when SLMs consider a policy valuable and 
appropriate but leads to low compliance in cases when the policy is evaluated negatively. SLMs may also 
apply a (coping) mechanism called administrative creativity (West & Berman, 1997). This capacity, which 
can be developed individually or in teams, allows them to enhance organizational problem-solving and 
come up with innovative solutions, which eventually help achieve policy compliance.

Second, one needs to consider the perception of SLMs as another important factor when accounting 
for differences in compliance. More specifically, compliance is reduced if the self-perceptions of SLMs do 
not align with the policy goals (Thomann et al., 2023). By contrast, if the SLM perceives the measure 
to be of particularly high saliency (in the context of the broader developments of the pandemic), com-
pliance becomes more likely (Mavrot & Hadorn, 2023). Relatedly, it is often found that the perception of 
the effectiveness of governmental action facilitates or hinders compliance (Gofen et al., 2014; Montpetit, 
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Table 1. Summary of compliance antecedents.

Factors related to SLMs
Capacities and resources • Material resources available to SLMs

• Information
• Management skills and legal expertise
• Discretion
• Administrative creativity

Perception • Self-perception
• Perception of saliency
• Perception of effectiveness
• Client-serving motivation

Political orientation • Party affiliation
• Trust in government

Factors related to policy design
• Policy includes performance rewards
• Policy ambiguity
• Policy complexity
• Incoherent policy
• Compliance costs (administration burdens) related to policy
• Sanctions
• Monitoring

2008; Tyler, 2006). This perception might stem from general (mis)trust in government or a more specific 
individual or collective evaluation of a particular policy. Eventually, this will impact policy receivers’ 
attitudes and implementation intentions (Wang et al., 2021) and determine the extent to which they 
comply.

Previous research has also shown that professional norms that contradict the policy and policy 
alienation where “professionals have difficulty identifying with new policies” (Tummers, 2012, p. 516) 
influence SLM compliance. This may also be the case when SLMs are particularly concerned about the 
interests and well-being of their clients. Such a client-serving motivation may reduce compliance if, for 
example, SLMs do not want to impose a specific measure on those in their care.

Third, the political orientations of SLMs may also impact their propensity to comply with public 
policy (see Barbieri & Bonini, 2021; Harper et al., 2021). Previous evidence has suggested that if SLMs 
encounter policies that do not conform to their political views, they are more likely to diverge from policy 
goals. Thus, (party) political affiliation or general trust in governments (subnational or national) might be 
important factors to explain SLM compliance.

Factors related to policy design
The second set of factors is related to the structural features of the policy itself. Generally speaking, 
compliance will be high if the policy is designed in a way that results in low costs and high benefits for 
SLMs (Beckenstein & Gabel, 1986; Capano, 2020). For example, SLMs benefit directly from compliance 
if policy implementation is directly linked to performance rewards (e.g., in performance management 
systems; see Hood & Christopher, 2006).

Policy ambiguity and policy complexity are also potentially relevant structural factors because vague, 
contradictory, or exceptionally complex rules make it more difficult for SLMs to comply. A similar effect 
would be expected from an incoherent policy. Over time, an incoherent policy or changes to that policy 
generate additional costs (requiring the target group to permanently adapt its behavior), ultimately 
boosting noncompliance. Similarly, compliance costs, which are often related to “administrative burdens” 
that create expenses related to information and documentation requirements (Moynihan et al., 2015), 
can be expected to further reduce compliance. Conversely, SLM compliance increases when monitoring
and sanction mechanisms are incorporated into a policy (Lipsky, 1980).

Table 1 provides an overview of the different factors discussed earlier. While we do not (and cannot) 
test the explanatory relevance of each of the factors in a strict sense, these factors guided our inter-
views and functioned as a checklist for the coding of the (non)compliance stories as the central unit of 
analysis. We present our empirical strategy in the next section. 
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Research design
Case selection: moving from country-level to street-level management
The COVID-19 pandemic and the relatively uniform measures adopted across the globe to mitigate its 
effects offer a suitable context to study SLM compliance across countries and sectors. Yet, crises, such 
as global pandemics, are characterized by fast policymaking cycles designed to address extreme uncer-
tainty. This intensifies the dependence on SLOs as a central arm of the state (Brodkin, 2021; Domenig & 
Sager, 2024; Gofen & Lotta, 2021) and makes the work of SLMs highly visible. Consequently, SLMs’ com-
pliance with COVID-19 measures is core to understand the success of these measures. One needs to 
be careful when applying the results directly to instances of SLM compliance in noncrisis times. While 
many factors take into account the characteristics of this extraordinary situation (such as the resources 
available to SLMs or the saliency of a measure), the relative empirical relevance of the different reasons 
for (non)compliance might differ. For the same reason, the focus of this study lies on SLMs rather than 
the macro context.

This study examined SLMs’ compliance in Switzerland, Germany, Italy, and Israel—selected because 
they exhibit different degrees of federalism. Switzerland and Germany are highly decentralized federal 
states with extensive subnational autonomy. Italy embodies a quasi-federalist arrangement, where the 
various regions have certain independence in their decisions to adopt, reject, or modify national policies. 
By contrast, Israel has a highly centralized system with no subnational autonomy.

Two subnational units (SNUs) for each of the three (quasi-) federalist countries were selected. 
To increase sample diversity, our SNU selection was based on regional variation, the severity and 
development of the pandemic, the size, and the economic strength of the SNU. For example, for Ger-
many, we compared the states of Baden-Württemberg (BW)—one of the largest states in south-western 
Germany—and Thüringen (TH)—a smaller state in eastern Germany. In addition, BW was character-
ized by a crisis trajectory (in terms of infection rates and deaths) that is representative of the German 
average, while TH was hit more severely during the first wave.

In Italy, we selected the regions of Calabria and Piedmont. Calabria represents the south of Italy, 
whereas Piedmont is located in the north. The two regions also vary with regard to how the pandemic 
unfolded in Italy, with the virus initially only seriously affecting the north. Moreover, Piedmont is more 
than twice as large in terms of population and has many more economic resources than Calabria.

The Swiss cantons selected were Bern (BE) and St. Gallen (SG). BE is in the center of the country, while 
SG lies in north-eastern Switzerland; BE was affected less than other cantons throughout the pandemic, 
while SG became a hotspot, especially during the second wave. In terms of size and economic capacities, 
Bern has twice as many inhabitants and a slightly higher gross domestic product per capita.

When choosing which SLOs to interview, we limited our investigation to health care, policing, educa-
tion, and social work. Accordingly, we approached the managers of nursing and retirement homes, the 
chiefs of police stations, school principals, and social workers in leadership positions. The interviews 
were conducted between May 2021 and February 2022. During this period, encouraging participation 
was challenging because SLMs were often still in crisis mode and had very little time to spare for non-
core business such as an academic study. Consequently, we made interview appointments with all 
available SLMs and did not introduce additional selection criteria. During the interviews, we sought to 
focus on (non)compliance with social distancing measures and mask-wearing obligations to enable cross-
country comparisons. These two measures were particularly interesting because they were introduced 
in all four countries and affected all sectors. This allowed us to compare the behavior of SLMs in different 
roles and analyze the underlying reasons for their behavior.

In short, we applied what might be called a “diverse case” selection strategy (Seawright & Gerring, 
2008), which aims to increase the representativeness of our cases and facilitate (careful) generalizations 
in our findings.

Data collection and analytic procedure
We conducted semistructured interviews with a total of 107 SLMs. Each interviewee was asked for spe-
cific examples of particularly challenging regulations they had to implement in their SLO. Each of these 
examples constitutes a compliance story, which served as the unit of analysis in our study. This innova-
tive focus allows us to identify factors relevant to (non)compliant behavior by drawing from everyday 
experiences during the pandemic. Moreover, by asking about specific stories, SLMs could elaborate on 
the motives, challenges, and justifications behind their actions in a nonabstract way since they were 
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Table 2. Distribution of compliance stories across countries and sectors.

Country Education Health care Police Social work Total

Germany 31 22 14 8 75
Switzerland 47 56 28 0 131
Italy 22 33 18 0 73
Israel 74 15 4 27 120
Total 174 126 64 35 399

based on real events. As a result, the insights gained from these stories are of high practical validity as 
well as theoretical relevance.

For data collection and coding, we relied on what has been described as “codebook thematic analy-
sis” (Braun et al., 2019), where we used a codebook with a list of codes, a definition, information on how 
to identify the code, and data examples (Boyatzis, 1998; Braun et al., 2019, p. 847). During this process, 
the different analytic phases identified by Braun et al. (2019, pp. 855–856) served as a broad orientation. 
During the interviews, we first used our conceptualization of compliance to ask respondents how their 
actions aligned with the underlying policy objectives. Whenever possible, we tried to pose the question 
with reference to the challenges related to the specific policy they were supposed to comply with. Sec-
ond, we inquired about the reasons for these challenges and used the factors identified in the literature 
as guidance. Most of the interviews were recorded.

After a phase of “familiarization,” where we got immersed in the data and clustered them as distinct 
stories, these stories were then systematically coded according to a standardized coding grid. The cod-
ing process, which involves “attaching pithy, clear labels (codes) to ‘chunks’ of data, to help you organize 
the data around meaning-patterns” (Braun et al., 2019, p. 853), was closely coordinated between the four 
countries through regular team meetings in which we continuously discussed difficulties and ambigu-
ities to align our coding. Yet, the codes were used not only as analytic inputs that guided our interviews 
but also as analytic outputs that were identified later in the analytic process (Braun et al., 2019, p. 
846). During a phase of “revising and defining themes” (Braun et al., 2019, p. 855), we re-evaluated the 
appropriateness and comprehensiveness of our interview guidelines and the coding grid after the first 
interviews to ensure that the coding covered all the issues raised during the interviews.

Results
In the following sections, we first overview the number of (non)compliance stories collected per country 
and policy sector. We will also present our typology of the different levels of SLM compliance and the 
corresponding classification of compliance stories. Second, we present the main factors mentioned 
in relation to (non)compliant SLM behavior, also providing some illustrations and details about the 
importance of these factors in the various settings.

Different levels of SLM compliance and some illustrative examples
In total, 399 stories were coded, mainly related to education and health care. SLMs in social work (i.e., 
welfare services) were interviewed in Germany and Israel only. Table 2 provides a breakdown of stories 
by country and policy sectors. 

Measuring compliance is not always straightforward since a policy may involve ambiguous instruc-
tions or require multiple actions, blurring the line between compliance and noncompliance. Based on 
previous literature and insights from the interviews, compliance is conceptualized as a scale ranging 
from overcompliance and full compliance through to partial compliance and complementary modifica-
tion and finally to partial and full noncompliance. The conceptual crossover point from noncompliance 
to compliance is where SLM behavior is considered to align with the respective authority’s policy goals. 
Table 3 summarizes these different levels or degrees of compliance among SLMs and the number of 
compliance stories which correspond to the respective level according to our thematic analysis. 

Box 1 describes each level in more detail and gives illustrative examples for each level.
Figure 1 provides a breakdown of compliance levels across countries. The most frequent category 

in most countries is “full compliance,” with Italy having the highest full compliance quota of 56.2%. 
However, in Israel, full compliance was observed only in 16.7% of the stories. Instead, complementary 
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Table 3. Levels of compliance and classification of cases.

Compliance types Compliance level Definition Cases Share

Noncompliance: 
behavior not in line 
with policy goals

Noncompliance SLM behavior is inconsistent with the 
policy obligation

69 17.29

Partial 
noncompliance

SLM behavior deviates from the pol-
icy obligation to the degree that it 
corrupts policy goals

42 10.53

Compliance: behavior 
in line with policy 
goals

Complementary 
modification

SLM behavior complements or adjusts
the policy obligation but expresses 
a willingness to achieve its original 
goal

61 15.29

Partial compliance SLM behavior is partly consistent with 
the policy obligation but expresses 
a willingness to achieve its original 
goal

56 14.04

Full compliance SLM behavior is fully consistent with 
the policy obligation/directives

153 38.35

Overcompliance SLM behavior is more stringent than 
the policy obligation/directives

18 4.51

Total 399 100.00

Note. SLM = street-level manager.

modification was the most frequent category reported there. Compared with the other countries, a 
relatively large share of the stories from Switzerland (30.5%) were about noncompliant SLM behavior 
[Italy (IT): 17.8%, Germany (DE): 14.7%, and Israel (IL): 4.17%]. Figure 1 does not point to a clear pattern 
regarding system context and SLM compliance. The compliance–noncompliance ratio differs among 
both federal countries, Switzerland and Germany, as well as among the centralized systems, Italy and 
Israel. The data confirm our decision not to draw inference regarding the system context and focus on 
SLM and policy factors.

These figures show that even when asked about particularly challenging measures, the SLMs 
reported that their SLOs had been fully compliant in more than 38% of cases. When interpreting this 
distribution, however, it is important to note that we explicitly asked about difficulties in implement-
ing COVID-19 measures. Thus, the relative distribution of noncompliance and compliance (and the 
in-between categories) in Table 3 does not correspond to the distribution of measures in the overall 
population. Nevertheless, the prevalence of the different levels is still insightful because it shows the 
relative occurrence of (non)compliance between the various sectors and countries as well as the relative 
importance of individual variables for the occurrence of (non)compliance, which we will discuss in the 
next sections.

Why SLMs do (not) comply
When asking about the motives for their behavior, the interviewees typically mentioned between only 
one and three reasons for their behavior. About half of the respondents gave only two reasons or fewer. 
In the following sections, we build on these insights and outline the most frequent noncompliance 
factors before examining SLM compliance. Then, owing to its ambiguous role in the conceptualization 
of compliance, we finally consider the reasons behind “complimentary modification” to determine if 
the reasons reported differ from compliance and noncompliance.

Reasons for noncompliance
Our interviews show that the most important explanation of SLM noncompliance resulted from prior-
itizing client needs over policy goals. In 57 stories, SLMs chose not to comply with a specific measure 
because they felt that enforcement would disadvantage their clients (see Figure A1 in the Appendix). For 
example, nursing home managers had to consider whether COVID-19 measures would restrict the qual-
ity of life of their residents too much in the final years of life or whether these measures were justified 
to protect their health. Several times, their client-serving motivation led them to opt for the former choice. 
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Box 1. Levels of compliance and examples.

We treat overcompliance as a separate category to account for the empirical possibility that SLM 
behavior may be more stringent than the policy directives. Of course, one may argue that instances 
of overcompliance fall into the category of full compliance. However, our interviews indicated 
that overcompliance during the pandemic might be a relevant and frequent phenomenon deserv-
ing special attention. For this reason, we coded these cases separately to obtain a more nuanced 
picture. However, with a share of 4.51%, it is still comparatively rare behavior.

Full compliance, which is the most frequent behavior of SLM in our study, denotes stories in which 
their behavior is fully consistent with the policy obligation. For instance, when a German youth 
agency was confronted with a challenging directive requiring safe transportation for COVID-19-
positive children in case of an emergency removal from a violent family, they could comply by 
relying on the transportation infrastructure of the German Red Cross.

Partial compliance relates to the 56 instances where SLM behavior was only partly consistent with 
the policy obligation, but the SLM expressed a willingness to achieve its original goal. Delays in 
the reopening of nurseries for children of essential workers after the first lockdown are a good 
example: Even though the decision had an immediate effect and the SLMs were ready to reopen, 
the nursery had to wait for three more days to receive information about the eligibility of children 
and get the further instructions from the local youth agency.

Complementary modification denotes about 15% of the cases where SLMs complemented or altered 
the policy obligation, yet still expressed a willingness to achieve its original goals. During the pan-
demic, many measures had to be adopted under extreme time pressure and they were often rather 
general in character with limited regard for the implementation context. For instance, social dis-
tancing measures were designed in a way that made it sometimes impossible for school managers 
to implement them because of the size of hallways or setup of the building. Thus, SLMs who 
wanted to comply and follow the policy obligation had to modify the initial measure (e.g., by intro-
ducing rotating distance teaching) to allow social distancing in schools and to make compliance 
possible at all (see Malandrino & Sager, 2021). Examples include teaching in a nearby forest and 
opening classes for students with special needs in contravention of closure directives. In another 
healthcare case, the order was given to restrict home visits by healthcare professionals to admin-
istering vaccinations only. Yet, the SLM reported that home visits still occurred in exceptional 
cases, such as when domestic violence was suspected. Therefore, we treat these instances sepa-
rately to reflect their special status and to identify the reasons for such active interpretation and 
complementation of the policy by the SLMs.

Partial noncompliance, which occurs in 10.5% of the cases, happened, for instance, when weekly 
mass testing in a Swiss school was required before school started, but the principal still decided 
to let everyone come to school and, if necessary, inform the positive person in class. This behavior 
is classified as partial noncompliance because it deviates from the policy obligation and corrupts 
the underlying policy goal of preventing a spread of the disease in class. In another school, the 
principal had decided to ignore the policy obligation of mass testing altogether because she said 
that the costs and benefits were out of proportion. This was considered as one of the 69 cases of 
noncompliance.

Two additional reasons for noncompliance were the perception of SLMs that the measures would not 
be effective if implemented and having insufficient resources to implement these measures. Doubts about 
the effectiveness of a measure were rarely related to the measure itself but to its effective implementa-
tion in a specific situation. For example, noncompliance occurred in a school where the principals did 
not believe that social distancing could be effectively implemented, and the school lacked the neces-
sary infrastructure (large enough common rooms and enough teachers for monitoring) to implement 
the social distancing directive. Finally, measures were often not followed if the self-perception and/or 
the professional norms of the SLMs did not correspond with the policy goals. In the case of health 
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Figure 1. Distribution of compliance levels across countries.

professionals, this also led to stricter rules, which can even be considered noncompliant. For instance, 
at the beginning of the pandemic when a ministerial directive was to not use face masks in order to 
avoid scaring patients, an Israeli SLM’s medical ethos led him and his team to always wear masks and 
other personal protection equipment.

The results also show that reasons for noncompliance differed by policy sector; here, client-serving 
behavior and the perception of low measure effectiveness played a central role, especially in the educa-
tion and healthcare sectors. In the case of SLMs in law enforcement, the needs of target groups played a 
subordinate role in SLM noncompliance, while ambiguous measures, insufficient resources, and exces-
sively high compliance costs were cited as the main reasons for noncompliance. Unfortunately, due 
to the relatively small number of stories available, no trends can be derived from the social work sec-
tor. However, SLMs gave similar reasons for noncompliance as their counterparts in health care and 
education-related management positions. Insufficient resources and high compliance costs were rele-
vant factors for all four policy sectors. Indeed, SLMs often reported a shortage of personnel to monitor 
compliance (e.g., insufficient police staff to check conformity with mask-wearing rules). However, in this 
specific crisis, infrastructure resources were vital for compliance but were sometimes lacking—such 
as insufficiently large rooms to comply fully with the social distancing rules in schools or retirement 
homes.

Reasons for compliance
Why do SLMs comply? The most critical factor mentioned in relation to partial compliance, full com-
pliance, and overcompliance was administrative creativity, namely, the ability of SLMs to find creative 
solutions in difficult situations to implement the political measures in line with the set goals (for a 
summary, see Figure A2 in the Appendix). Related to this, compliant behavior often depended on the 
degree of discretion SLMs were given to implement a particular measure. The interviews also showed 
interesting explanatory patterns behind SLM behavior. For instance, if the issue was highly salient and 
the SLM perceived a measure to be effective, compliance or even overcompliance was likely the out-
come. This was the case in mid-March 2020, when the Center for the Disabled and Blind in Switzerland 
went into lockdown on its own initiative already 3 days before the national lockdown. During this case 
of overcompliance, the entire Center was closed because the SLM saw the urgency of the situation and 
believed in the effectiveness of this measure.
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Another important insight from the interviews, which was not systematically coded, was the rele-
vance of time in explaining compliance. For factors such as the perception of measure effectiveness 
and saliency, we found differences in the frequency with which these factors were mentioned depend-
ing on when a story occurred within the crisis timeline. In particular, the perceived saliency of the crisis 
tended to decline over time as people became increasingly exhausted by the situation and longed for 
normality. Thus, while saliency was very often the reason for compliant behavior at the beginning of 
the crisis, SLMs referred less to this in stories that had occurred toward the end of the pandemic.

Similar to the reasons for noncompliance, results show that SLMs often justified their compliant 
behavior by referring to a client-serving motivation. Overall, we see that other than in the case of non-
compliance, SLMs in law enforcement tended to report similar factors when explaining their compliant 
behavior compared to those in the other three sectors.

As a subcategory of compliance, overcompliance is a particularly intriguing outcome because SLMs 
do more than they would actually be required to do by law. The case of the Center for the Disabled 
and Blind illustrates this behavior. Overall, however, overcompliance is reported in only about 5% of the 
cases and thus not a very prominent outcome (see Figure A1 in the Appendix). Moreover, the reasons 
for overcompliance are largely in line with the explanations given for compliance more generally.

Reasons for complementary modification
We categorized stories as cases of “complementary modification” whenever a policy obligation was 
deliberately complemented or adjusted, but with the explicit aim of achieving its original goal. This 
happened in 15.3% of the stories (see Table 3) and was reported especially in Israel (see Figure 1). The 
most important factors leading to complementary modification were again a motivation based on client 
concerns, perceived measure effectiveness, administrative creativity, discretion, self-perception, the 
perceived saliency of the crisis, and insufficient resources (see Figure A3 in the Appendix).

Especially, the cases where resources are scarce and SLMs show a high client-serving motivation 
often lead to complementary modification. In Israel, for instance, a SLM in the area of social work was 
instructed by the Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs to distribute food packages to people and families 
in need. He had the addresses of those families, but not the necessary personnel resources. After several 
failed attempts to get more staff, the SLM put the packages in his car and did it by himself, although 
the instructions were to work only from home or the office.

Comparing the most important reason for complementary modification with the reasons given for 
compliance and noncompliance provides evidence that complementary modification is indeed a dis-
tinct category and not simply a different degree of compliance. In fact, it covers those cases where the 
entrepreneurial spirit of SLMs was most pronounced.

Discussion
On balance, SLMs tended to comply with COVID-19 measures in the four countries investigated rather 
than not comply, even though they were explicitly asked for instances of noncompliance in our study. 
Specifically, 28% of the stories referred to noncompliance or partial noncompliance, whereas 72% 
reflected some degree of compliance. Some factors, such as a client-serving motivation, were impor-
tant to explain both compliance and noncompliance behaviors. As expected, we also found evidence 
of asymmetric causality. For example, administrative creativity was most significant for compliance, 
but not mentioned in noncompliance stories. Another reason was “professional norms,” mentioned in 
noncompliance reports but not in compliance stories—even though the case of the Israeli health pro-
fessional following his medical ethos shows that noncompliant behavior does not mean not taking the 
disease seriously. Besides a general tendency to comply and the fact that conducting a separate analysis 
for compliance and noncompliance was crucial, two additional insights emerge from this study.

First, comparing policy sectors revealed differences between SLMs in education, health care, law 
enforcement, and social work. In particular, SLM motivations for noncompliance in policing differed 
from those for noncompliance in education, health care, and social work. Specifically, client-serving and 
appreciation of measure effectiveness were much more prominent in education, health care, and social 
work. In contrast, senior police officers cited a lack of resources and ambiguous or incoherent policies 
as triggers for noncompliance. In other words, law enforcers tended to follow the rules when able to 
do so, that is, when they had the necessary resources and could interpret the directives. This finding 
shows that the “law and order rationale” was more relevant in policing than the other sectors. For SLMs 
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in health care and education (and social work to a lesser degree), client-serving was the common factor 
affecting both compliance and noncompliance. In general, SLMs in education, health care, and social 
work prioritized the well-being of their clients when making decisions and resorted to noncompliance 
if they felt that those in their care would suffer unduly.

Second, the results show that administrative creativity was a key factor driving compliance in all four 
sectors. SLMs reported that the nature of this fast-developing crisis with considerable uncertainty led 
to measures being adopted (too) quickly by policymakers—often without evaluating their suitability in 
the field. SLMs were often confronted with difficult-to-apply directives that required creative solutions 
to implement them. This applied creativity is also clearly visible in the instances of “complementary 
modification,” where SLMs deliberately complemented or adjusted a policy to achieve the end goal. 
Hence, our results show that the SLMs’ capacity to adapt the policies creatively was helpful in fighting 
the virus. A sufficient degree of SLM discretion was also a central condition for compliant behavior.

Conclusion
What made SLMs implement COVID-19 measures during the pandemic and what did not? Based on 399 
(non)compliance stories of SLMs from various policy sectors in Germany, Israel, Italy, and Switzerland, 
we find that SLMs reported compliance more frequently than noncompliance. SLMs complied because 
they were committed to their clients and responded to the intense problem pressure during the pan-
demic. Motivation for compliance differs among policy sectors: While SLMs in education, health, and 
social policy primarily aimed for clients’ well-being, police SLMs reported noncompliance due to a lack 
of resources and incoherent policy design. SLMs in all four fields displayed creativity in the face of dire 
implementation conditions in that they adapted and complemented service delivery to meet needs.

Four main contributions emerge from approaching SLMs as policy targets of COVID-19 measures 
in four countries and four policy sectors. First, challenges in conceptualizing, operationalizing, and 
explaining (non)compliance are well documented and often ascribed, among other reasons, to the 
current siloed compliance literature. Compliance studies—especially quantitative inquiries—tend to 
focus on a predefined set of motivations and barriers for compliance or noncompliance (e.g., May & 
Winter, 2009). In contrast, this study considers a predefined set of motivations combined with determi-
nants that emerged in data collection, which draw on the rich and extensive compliance literature and 
interviews. This allows a more comprehensive understanding of what triggers compliance and non-
compliance, stressing that the determinants of compliance and noncompliance are not identical. Our 
findings also emphasize that multiple, coexisting motivations and barriers can trigger both compliance 
and noncompliance.

Second, another tendency in the current literature is to examine compliance in terms of one policy 
requiring a simple yes/no action, such as paying taxes or respecting speed limits. By distinguishing 
between levels of compliance, this study suggests a fruitful path for operationalizing (non)compliance 
in future research, allowing the examination of policy compliance that requires a complex response 
or repeated action. Moreover, examining compliance in this way enables better generalizations of the 
findings.

Third, current street-level literature overlooks variance, mainly across professions, states, or coun-
tries (Gofen & Lotta, 2021; Hupe & Buffat, 2014). Considering SLMs from various sectors and countries 
offers new insights, including the policy sector similarities and differences between the four countries.

Fourth, although occupying a structural position in transforming formal policy directives to daily 
delivery actions, street-level management has only recently started to gain scholarly attention (Gassner 
& Gofen, 2018; Gassner et al., 2019). Research findings have also revealed how SLMs, as middle man-
agers (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1994), translate and adapt formal, general directives into daily direct delivery 
practices. These findings also emphasize the clientele-agency perspective, which reflects a deep under-
standing and profound commitment to the general public at the local level (Gassner & Gofen, 2018; 
Gassner et al., 2019).

Future research is required to better understand the contributions and implications of street-level 
management for policy implementation, for example, in additional aspects of an SLM’s role and in other 
policy sectors. Future research is also required to advance the conceptualization of (non)compliance and 
uncover nuances in its determinants.
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Appendix

Figure A1. Frequencies of key reasons for noncompliance. Noncompliance includes noncompliance and partial 
noncompliance stories.

Figure A2. Frequencies of key reasons for compliance. Compliance includes partial, full, and overcompliance 
stories.
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Figure A3. Frequencies of key factors explaining complementary modification.
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