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Abstract: What drives frontline workers’ categorization of clients in rule-based set-
tings with a large room for discretion? The literature on street-level bureaucracy of-
fers a structural description of discretion that emphasizes working conditions, policy
goals, personal preferences, client pressure and professional norms. However, in
order to explain why frontline workers with the same room for discretion categorize
clients differently, a theory of an epistemic understanding of discretion may contrib-
ute to this literature. Based on a vignette study of 24 interviews with Danish case-
workers, the analysis shows how professional reasoning, rules, and social stereo-
types inform categorization and discretion. The findings indicate that caseworkers’
categorizations of clients are less responsive to clients’ needs and more sensitive to
administrative reasoning when clients are associated with stereotypes of need. In
addition, the analysis contributes to the theory of categorization and discretion in
lower levels of government.
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This article studies what it is that drives frontline workers’ discretion when they
work in rule-bound settings. Do they bend the rules to keep intact what they see as
their professional identity, or do they internalize administrative rules in ways that
compromise how they think about themselves as professional frontline workers?

Discretion designates the space of reasoning used to transform a general rule into
an assessment of a particular individual (Lipsky, 2010). According to the theory of
street-level bureaucracy, the task of discretion poses an individual dilemma in public
service delivery organizations, because frontline workers are cross-pressured by
conflicting policy goals, professional standards, organizational goals, management
and requirements of the target group with which they interact (Hupe & Hill, 2007;
Lipsky, 2010; Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2003; Winter & Nielsen, 2008).
Furthermore, studies on discretion in lower-level government emphasize how
“policy fidelity” can be challenged because frontline workers’ working conditions
alienate them from clients and potentially from the law, leading to lower
responsiveness and quality in their decision-making (Tummers, 2012). The aim of
these studies is to explain how these different sources of influence shape frontline
worker’s assessments of which clients should be granted what, when and why? So
far, background factors, such as gender, experience, ethnicity, education and
demography, have been given priority in studies of discretion, contributing to our
knowledge about the impact of both structural and individual constraints and
capacities on discretion. Adding to this knowledge, the present article examines the
impact of “target group characteristics” on frontline workers’ discretion of clients’
needs, by using the theory of categorization to strengthen the study of discretion as
a social process of reasoning about clients in rule-bound settings.
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Categorization is a social mechanism, the intellectual roots of which can be dated
back to Emile Durkheim and Marcel Mauss’s classification studies of traditional
communities in Australia (Durkheim & Mauss, 1963). Today, sociology scholars use
the theory of categorization to explain forces of segregation, group identity and
solidarity (Guettzkow & Western, 2007; Hochschild & Weaver, 2007; Jenkins,
2000; Lamont, 2000; Mik-Meyer, 2002; Mik-Meyer, 2004; Mgller, 2009; Soss,
Fording, & Schram, 2011; Yanow, 2003). In contrast to a psychological theory about
the impact of cognitive capacities to reason and interpret (see e.g. Goodstein &
Lanyon, 1999), categorization is about understanding how social and symbolic
categories inform how individuals classify themselves and others. Categorization
describes a mental process of social ordering and interpretive classification of things,
phenomena or other individuals. Professionals also categorize. They use knowledge,
experience, and moral standards, when they sort out, distinguish and classify client
characteristics as part of their discretion (Stone, 2002).

In this article, | seek to emphasize the social process of discretion performed by
frontline workers assessing clients within the framework of a given set of rules. The
analysis seeks to uncover what kind of professional and symbolic categories are used
in frontline reasoning about clients, as well as how the law is interpreted. Following
from this, the analysis more specifically examines whether clients’ symbolic
characteristics matter in relation to categorization and discretion.

The article addresses the following two research questions: How do frontline
workers reason about clients, and how do they interpret the law and take action in
relation to clients when they encounter stereotypes of needs?

The area of study is caseworkers’ discretion in social insurance programs in
Denmark when working according to active labor market policy. The main task
performed by caseworkers is to identify unemployed clients’ work barriers, which
in most cases also involves clarification of clients’ health issues. The analysis is
based on qualitative interviews with 24 caseworkers regarding their choice and use
of clarification tools intended to support caseworkers’ discretions of clients’ service
needs. The analysis uses a systematic interpretative method to analyze the semi-
structured interviews, as well as vignettes portraying stereotypes of needs, as a way
of studying whether client characteristics matter to caseworkers’ discretion of
clients’ need of assistance.

The article is structured into the following sections: 1) Theoretical framework of
discretion and categorization, 2) case presentation and data, 3) analysis, and 4)
conclusion.

Theoretical framework: Discretion and categorization

In Lipsky’s seminal work on the dilemmas of the individual in public services
(2010), discretion is described as the space left over for frontline workers’ as “a
matter of some subjectivity” within existing rules and regulations. According to
Lipsky (2010), frontline workers are expected to exercise and be accountable for
their discretion as law-abiding bureaucrats, but sometimes also as knowledge-based
professionals.

Among scholars, there is agreement that room for discretion is both desirable and
inevitable, due to the simple fact that it is impossible to anticipate, and thus regulate,
all the possible events and circumstances a client might experience (Evans, 2011,
Hoybye-Mortensen, 2015; Lipsky, 2010; Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2000;
Meyers & Vorsanger, 2012). Dworkin (1978) has described discretion as being “like
the hole in a donut [that] does not exist except as an area left open by a surrounding
belt of restrictions”. His idea of discretion is that it is always subject to evaluation
against rules. Grimen and Molander (2008) distinguish between structural and epis-
temic discretion and thereby develop this structural understanding of discretion as
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“a room of maneuver”. They argue that discretion is not in contrast to structure, but
has both a structural and an epistemic dimension. Rules, knowledge, and social con-
ventions are always part of a discretionary practice. They define discretion as a mode
of reasoning (see also Molander, 2013) and emphasize that discretion is always ex-
pressed as reasoning, regardless of the “size” of the room of discretion. Following a
similar line of thought, Wageenar (2004) points out that general rules should not be
perceived as simple guidelines but work as sources of abstract thinking that must be
converted into meaningful actions. According to this view, discretion is something
both highly improvisational and creative. Frontline workers have to make things up
as they go along, and they “make things up” by drawing on repertoires available in
the situation, i.e. they draw on different sources of social, professional, and rule-
based categories to describe and make sense of what they encounter at the moment
(Wageenar, 2004).

Maynard-Moody & Musheno (2000) also see discretion as both epistemic and
practical. However, in contrast to Dworkin (1978) and Grimen and Molander (2008),
who see rules as the constituents of discretion, they associate quality discretion with
rule-bending, as, they argue, there is an inherent conflict between client
responsiveness (client agency) and rule-abidance (state agency) (Maynard-Moody
& Musheno, 2003). However, even though this distinction between citizen agency
and state agency has provided some interesting empirical insights, primarily from
the US context, the distinction blurs the third option of seeing rule-following as a
way of being fair. Rules can also be a means to protect citizens from bias in individ-
ual encounters with the state, as with caseworkers in the Danish context being stud-
ied here, for instance. Therefore, the question of whether rules are used to protect
clients from bias in encounters or to protect caseworkers from clients’ requests will
always be, first and foremost, an empirical question, which should, and will be ana-
lyzed, in the particular context.

As initially pointed out by Lipsky (2010), frontline workers are pressured by con-
flicting requirements from policy rules, their clients’ needs, their professional codes,
their personal values and sometimes by being over-committed to their job (Dahler-
Larsen & Pihl-Thingvad, 2014; Tummers, 2012). As a result, frontline workers reg-
ularly experience stress when delivering public services to clients, and consequently,
struggle to cope with their working conditions. In a systematic review of coping
strategy studies, Tummers et al. (2015) identify three predominant ways of coping:
1) moving towards clients (the use of personal resources), 2) moving away from
clients (rationing resources) and 3) going against clients (rigid rule following). Front-
line workers lack control over the demand for and supply of public service, which
means they need to cope to survive experienced work pressure.

Hence, coping strategies constitute one way of examining how “clients’ needs”
put pressure on frontline workers, though this is clearly not the only way. Categori-
zation is another way of investigating how frontline workers respond, act and reflect
about clients.

Categorization and its sources of influence

The concept of categorization has to do with how the final process of policy delivery
orders clients into separate categories with distinct political rights. Stone (2002) ar-
gues that this social process is rarely unambiguous and that a situational assessment
is needed to determine who belongs to a certain category and where to draw the line
between the various categories. Even the way we construe an apparently clear-cut
category, such as “age”, depends on how we perceive at least two social groups: the
young and the old. Or to take another example: a child suffering from ADHD can be
classified as disabled or as a product of bad parenting, resulting in two very different
sets of rights with regard to welfare support. According to Stone (2002), such a cat-
egorization depends on the way in which the process of categorization is organized,
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but also on the particular group of comparison. Is the child being compared to other
disabled children, for example, children with learning disabilities, or to naughty chil-
dren in general? It is the basis for comparison rather than the specific case that de-
termines the outcome?

Previous studies of how people “put a fix on other people” state that identity,
shared norms, and feelings are strong sources of influence on categorization (Mur-
phy-Berman, Cukur, & Berman, 2002; Van Dijk, Ouwerkerk, Goslinga, Nieweg, &
Gallucci, 2006; Weiner, 1995). Other studies point to dissociation and aversion as
sources for assessment of other people’s values, motives and worthiness (Meoller &
Stone, 2013). In terms of how these associations play out in a rule-bound context,
such as frontline work, it is a matter of studying how the target group is socially
constructed and interpreted by society at large, and how these layers of symbolic
meaning influence the policy design implemented by frontline workers (Kallio &
Kouvo, 2015; Schneider & Ingram, 1993). This source of influence is symbolic in
the sense that it draws more on social stereotypes than concrete experiences. When
people categorize other people from a symbolic informed context, they compare their
appearance, actions, and perceived values to abstract perceptions (Jenkins, 2000; La-
mont, 1992; Skeggs, 2005).

Regarding identifying caseworkers’ professionalism as another source of influ-
ence, Schott, van Kleef and Noordegraaf’s (2016) distinction between “organiza-
tional professionalism” and “occupational professionalism” is used. Hybrid profes-
sionalism includes fields of “education,” “social work,” and “policing” even though
they when compared to the “purified” forms of professionalism such as medicine
and law, lack the same degree of occupational content and institutional control. As
was originally pointed out by Freidson (2001), these professionals hold the key to
better and more accountable control of public service delivery. They represent a
“third logic,” overcoming both consumerism and bureaucracy in legitimate and
effective ways to standardize working procedures and motivate frontline responsive-
ness (Freidson, 2001). In “hybrid professionalism,” professionalism is seen as a co-
product of both occupational and organizational principles and values (Evetts, 1999;
Schott et al., 2016). “Occupational professionalism” refers to a bottom-up approach
to professionalism, whereas “organizational professionalism” describes a top-down
approach to professional control. Here, the source of influence is not occupational
criteria, but the interest of the organization as defined by the manager (see also the
study of lower level management by Evans, 2010).

Area of study, methodology, and material collection

In 2001, the Danish Government reformed the social insurance system. The aim was
to enhance the cooperation between the labor market and public administration by
redefining the aim, the means, and the target groups of social insurance (Ministry of
Social Affairs, 2001). The letter of the law states that the policy intention is to “con-
tribute to an efficient labor market” (Ministry of Employment, 2008). This
emphasizes the client’s right and obligations to contribute to the society. As a part
of the Active Labor Market Policy (aktiv arbejdsmarkedspolitik) reform, a range of
decision-making tools aimed at supporting caseworkers’ discretion of needs were
implemented. The mandatory use of the work capacity method (arbejdsevnemetode)
includes a resource-profiling (ressourceprofilering), where caseworkers collect
specific information about clients regarding social, cultural, economic, and health
resources (Ministry of Social Affairs, 2001).

Caseworkers working under the active labor market policy exercise professional
skills that include both social and legislative dimensions (Ministry of Social Affairs,
2001). This means that caseworkers use their discretion in accordance with legal
standards. Caseworkers are expected to assess clients objectively, leaving subjective
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attitudes aside. In the carrying out of their work, the caseworkers must make sure
that the discretions made in the casework are not due to personal attitudes and values,
but to professional explanations and frames of understanding, as well as reflected
experience from practice (Ministry of Social Affairs, 2001). A professional assess-
ment of a client’s capacity to work is hence defined as:

A professional discretion is a caseworker’s assessment of the information and
documentation collected to evaluate the client’s resources in relation to the labor
market. The assessment is not casual. It is based on the information provided by
the client and the collaborator and is to be analyzed and compared with the case-
worker’s social professional knowledge and experience from practice (Ministry
of Social Affairs, 2001).

In Denmark, active labor market policy is designed and implemented in line with
many other welfare states, such as Holland, France, Sweden, and the UK, emphasiz-
ing national control with local unemployment management through process and case
regulation (Bonoli, 2010). However, in contrast, to at least the UK and Sweden,
Danish frontline workers are generally professionally trained caseworkers with both
occupational and organizational expertise (Baadsgaard, Jergensn, Ngrup, & Olesen,
2014). Danish caseworkers working under active labor market policy constitute a
relatively homogeneous group (the length of their education varies from one year to
three and a half years), which allows for more systematic qualitative studies of how
they draw on their professional background when categorizing clients. In addition,
this policy program includes a wide range of decision-making tools intended to sup-
port (influence) discretion. This provides the opportunity to study how caseworkers
use decision-making tools in their discretion of citizens’ needs, as well as their cat-
egorization of clients. In addition, caseworkers, working under active labor market
policy have a considerable amount of client contact, which makes eye-to-eye cate-
gorization and discretion part of their daily work routine.

Selection of informants

A theoretical sampling strategy was used to select municipalities and interviewees
from job centers (Weiss, 1994). The empirical basis is 24 interviews with casework-
ers from all areas of Denmark. To ensure socio-demographic diversity, caseworkers
were selected from municipalities with more than 50.000 inhabitants. Furthermore,
they were selected based on the criterion of task similarity. All the caseworkers ad-
minister the work capacity method (arbejdsevnemetode) and exercise the discretion
of unemployed clients with disability issues in need of support from the state. The
individual characteristics of caseworkers, in terms of, for instance, work experience,
gender, and educational background, were not part of the selection criteria. Rather,
they were classified according to these characteristics afterward, as part of the anal-
ysis (Table 1). The group of interviewees consists of both men and women, case-
workers with extensive and limited work experience and caseworkers trained as so-
cial workers and as social counselors, which are two comparable education programs
that focus on equipping caseworkers with social pedagogical, administrative, and
economic knowledge. The most common caseworker among the 24 interviewees is
a woman with more than ten years of work experience who is trained as a social
counselor. However, the differences between them suggest that patterns between
categorization, discretion, and social stereotypes identified in the material are un-
likely to be explainable by such individuals’ characteristics.
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Table 1
Caseworker characteristics
Experience (years) Gender Education
Caseworker 0-1|2-5 |6-10 |>10 | Male | Female \?V%?Iflel " gé)l(;lﬁ!*coun-

1 X X X
2 X X
3 X X X
4 X X
5 X X X
6 X X X
7 X X X
8 X X
9 X X
10 X X X
11 X X
12 X X X
13 X X
14 X X X
15 X X X
16 X X X
17 X X X
18 X X X
19 X X X
20 X X X
21 X X
22 X X X
23 X
24 X

Total 3 4 3 14 5 19 8 16

* Socialformidler
** Socialradgiver

Material collection: Semi-structured interviews and vignettes

The data were collected as qualitative interviews in 2007. The interview guide was
structured in three main sections. The first section contains questions about work
routines, use of clarification tools, and professional identity; the second part includes
questions about specific cases and use of clarification tools, and the third part has
questions about the interviewees’ private-collective orientations. The specific cases
were constructed as vignette cases resembling particular client problems of theoret-
ical relevance. Three vignettes resembling stereotypes of need were constructed. The
diagnostic content of the vignettes was developed with the help from a medical doc-
tor in the field of psychiatry and pain (Dr. Med. Lise Gormsen, The Pain Clinic,
Aarhus University Hospital). Three comparable pain conditions with different diag-
nostic profiles were selected and used to describe the health problems of the fictive
cases. This ensured that any differences in the discretion of needs could not be
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explained by objective differences in pain profile. To ensure variation in the
symbolic context informing the fictive cases in the vignettes, a medical sociologist
was consulted (Professor Peter Conrad, Department of Sociology, Brandeis Univer-
sity). All background information was standardized, and the vignettes were
randomly assigned to interviewees as follows: The respondents were split into two
groups, and half of them were presented to vignette A and C and the other half to
vignettes B and C. Even though interviewees were theoretically selected, the
vignette-combinations were randomly assigned by organizing envelopes containing
vignettes A and C and vignettes B and C respectively in advance of the interview.
Vignettes were designed as narratives about contested and non-contested stereotypes
of need. Two vignettes were designed as stereotypes with a positive and a negative
reputation, respectively, expressed as the difference between a contested and a non-
contested pain condition. The third vignette was designed as a social stereotype lean-
ing toward a mix of negative and positive reputation. The contested diagnosis se-
lected was fibromyalgia (vignette A), and the non-contested diagnosis selected was
multiple sclerosis (vignette B), and the control case that could go either way (vignette
C) described phantom pains from the loss of an arm (see Table 2). This provided the
option of comparing how the symbolic meaning of these diagnoses influenced dis-
cretions and categorizations, and how interviewees reasoned about their casework
when addressing the fictive vignette cases.

Table 2
Differences between salient features in the three vignettes

Vignette

A Imagine a 34-year-old woman with fibromyalgia. She is married and has two
children living at home. She has been on sick leave for six months from her job
as a social and health care assistant, mainly because of chronic pain in her joints
and muscles. She wishes to apply for an early retirement pension because she does
not see herself as being capable of doing her job properly. She now uses support
bandages almost all the time, and she has tried all kinds of treatments without
getting any better. In addition to her pain, she has trouble sleeping, along with
memory and concentration problems. Her situation now is that if she goes to work
or does housework, she ends up in bed for several days.

B Imagine a 34-year-old woman with multiple sclerosis (MS). She is married and
has two children living at home. She has been on sick leave for six months from
her job as a social and health care assistant, mainly because of chronic pain in her
joints and muscles. She wishes to apply for an early retirement pension because
she does not see herself as being capable of doing her job properly. She now uses
a wheelchair almost all the time, and she has tried all kinds of treatments without
getting any better. In addition to her pain, she has trouble sleeping, along with
memory and concentration problems. Her situation now is that if she goes to work
or does housework, she ends up in bed for several days.

C Imagine a 35-year-old woman, who lost an arm in a traffic accident. She is
married and has three children living at home. She has been on sick leave since
the accident 1% years ago from her job as a childcare worker, mainly because of
chronic pain in her back and head, as well as severe phantom pain in her
missing arm. She wishes to apply for an early retirement pension because of her
handicap. Since the accident, she no longer sees herself as being capable of doing
her job properly, since she generally has a lot of trouble just trying to handle the
extra pain and extra difficulties in her everyday routines stemming from her
loss of an arm. In addition to her pain, she has trouble sleeping, along with
memory and concentration problems.

* Vignette: No highlighting: The same in all three vignettes. Bold text: Different in all three vignettes.
** Regarding the display: Small differences such as the number of children are not highlighted.
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This case selection applies a Most Similar System Design (Landman, 2008). All re-
spondents encounter the same target group, work under similar work conditions in
similar organizations (job centers), and have a similar educational background. This
means that any patterns in the material are less likely to be due to these identical or
similar factors. The use of vignettes ensures similarity in objective client character-
istics, such as gender, education, marital status, and variation in symbolic context by
exposing the interviewees systematically to different stereotypes of need. In addition,
the vignettes provide the opportunity to talk about specific subjects and not least to
compare their responses across the material (Ejrnaes & Monrad, 2012).

There are obvious limitations to a vignette study, as they force caseworkers to
reason about and categorize fictive clients. A way of addressing this has been to ask
questions about their own experience with clients, in order to ascertain whether their
reasoning differs and how it differs between real client cases and fictive cases.

Data analysis

Data analysis was carried out as a combination of inductive and deductive coding of
interviews to ensure saturation and avoid forcing data into predefined categories
(Charmaz, 2006; Gibbs, 2007; Glaser, 1998). Finally, and as the basis of the analysis,
all material was combed according to a closed code list developed from the initial
coding (Lofland, 2006). Data was systematically coded using both within-case and
cross-case analysis, to gain an understanding of internal causality in each interview,
as were patterns and correspondences across interviews (Miles, Huberman, & Sal-
dafa, 2014). In the following analysis, both condensed analysis and in-depth inter-
pretive analysis are presented. All quotes have been translated from Danish to Eng-
lish, and interpretations and coding summaries have been inter-reliability tested.

Professionals’ reasoning about clients’ needs

The first analysis of the material examines how the caseworkers reason about their
clients in their everyday work. The analysis is based on the entire interview material,
and it will be made clear whether quotes are responses to questions about the fictive
vignette cases or caseworkers’ OWn experience.

Administrative reasoning

A significant characteristic of caseworkers’ administrative reasoning is the use of
references to administrative categories, that is, to match groups or target groups. An
extract from interview 16, in which the caseworker predominately used
administrative reasoning, is presented below. Here the caseworker explains her gen-
eral approach to clients:

Basically, we’re the promoters of a system, where we say: ‘You have these op-
tions to choose between.” Obviously, we have to be able to present this in a decent
way. And then there’s the possibility that you don’t choose. And if you don’t
choose, then I’ll choose for you ... because this is what I’'m hired to do. (Interview
16)

The quote illustrates a high degree of accountability to “the system,” as well as a
commitment to management.

The caseworker perceives the willingness of clients to internalize the values of
assuming responsibility for oneself and active citizenship based on a desire to be
responsible as a precondition for her practicing of what Evetts (1999) describes as
organizational professionalism. The caseworker appears to be more concerned about
upholding the rules than occupational criteria for exploring the client’s reasons for
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requesting assistance.

She presents the client with a number of concrete activation opportunities and
evaluation strategies. In doing this, she expresses both loyalty with regard to uphold-
ing the intention of the policy as well as loyalty to the concrete rules. However, she
does not mention any occupational perspectives on the client’s capacity to work.
This is interpreted as an example of a caseworker who identifies more with being
part of a professional organization than with the role of being an occupational pro-
fessional.

The following quote provides an example from another interview of how admin-
istrative reasoning entails identification with the existing rules, instead of with the
particular problems of the client. Here the caseworker responds to the vignette A
describing a woman with fibromyalgia:

She wants an early retirement pension ... but she will be refused. No [laughing],
it’s just because it’s so difficult today to get a pension. So, even before we get to
the clarification. Of course, she must know the criteria for early retirement pen-
sion. And then we need to find out if she can return as a healthcare assistant.
(Interview 9)

The above quote is selected to illustrate how accountability sometimes comes before
client responsiveness when caseworkers draw on organizational professionalism to
reason about clients’ needs. Here, the caseworker chooses to initiate the interaction
with the client by clarifying the criteria for granting an early retirement pension in-
stead of starting by clarifying the extent of the problem. The following quote pro-
vides a similar example of rule-based reasoning. The caseworker responds to a ques-
tion about how they deal with chronic pain patients in general and not to the specific
contested vignette case in question. She sees herself as administering a set of rules
instead of utilizing a set of tools for client-assistance:

Especially the people who have been here for many years and don’t understand
that the rules have changed. Now you have to [work]. A lot of them have received
social welfare without ever showing their faces at the municipality [office] be-
cause they didn’t have to. Now, they have to come ... at least every three months,
right? ... So it’s difficult to make them realize. ‘So, this is the way things are now.
The rules are different.” (Interview 11)

This caseworker emphasizes how clients first and foremost have to adapt to the new
rules in order to continue to be eligible for social welfare, rather than this being based
on their capacity to work. This client approach also demonstrates an example of cop-
ing with working conditions by “moving away from clients” and hiding behind rules
instead of using them to be client-responsive (as described in Tummers et al., 2015).

As exemplified by the quote above, there were often hints of resistance against
clients when caseworkers used an administrative reasoning about casework. The
reason seems to be that when a caseworker draws on professional principles
concerning how well (s)he follows the letter of the law and the principles of
management and organization, (s)he then sees any case in which (s)he has to deviate
from management policy as an attack on her professional integrity. (S)he copes by
moving away from or going against clients to avoid what she interprets as bending
the rules in favor of client responsiveness. This seems to cause a lot of frustration
towards clients, who are perceived as not showing the required level of cooperation
and motivation to get better. In this sense, the more ardently the caseworker endeav-
ors to follow the rules, the less room there is for exercising comprehensive discretion.
The following analysis illustrates an example of categorization, where administra-
tive reasoning shapes a curtailed discretion of clients. The quote is from a caseworker
responding to a question about what she imagines she would do in the case of a
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woman with fibromyalgia described in vignette A. The quote exemplifies how the
rules for documentation reduce discretion as a room of maneuver for the caseworker,
though not the act of actually making an assessment. The first line is also the quote
used in the title of the article.

[S]he isn’t someone | associate with a pension in any way. [Interviewer: Why
not?] Simply because, well... exactly because there has to be something medical.
There must be something medical documenting that she really can’t move her-
self—her arms or her legs at all. In other words, really not capable of doing any-
thing. And | simply just don’t think this is the case. There must be something
she’s capable of doing. Yes. (Interview 24)

If you follow the letter of the law, there are no exceptions as to when treatments and
work testing should stop, because the law states that all options must be exhausted
before a supportive effort is even considered. In practice, there will always be an-
other job and another treatment to try. The initiation of supportive efforts, therefore,
depends on the caseworker’s discretion as to when “enough is enough.” Determining
when that is, however, is far from an objective, clear-cut decision. On the contrary,
and as explained by Stone’s (2002) notion of categorization as an ambiguous process,
there are different interpretations of where this boundary lies, and one of these dif-
ferences seems to be reflected in different symbolic contexts, as we will see in the
next analysis.

It appears that when caseworkers draw on the administrative reasoning in a cate-
gorization, they let “common sense knowledge” influence their discretion regarding
when to make exceptions from the rule. The categorization thus becomes a matter of
identification with clients based on personal feelings and commonalities regarding
social stereotypes rather than a comprehensive discretion of the specific case. In
other words, the material suggests that when caseworkers primarily draw on organ-
izational professionalism and use administrative reasoning they lack principles for a
responsive client approach, and discretion as to when “enough is enough” is based
on what associations they have with the particular client. What ultimately becomes
the defining source of influence in discretion is the symbolic context of the client
rather than a professional occupational principle.

When clients are categorized based on administrative reasoning, caseworkers
tend to associate the client with a stereotype even before the assessment of ability to
work begins. This exemplifies a curtailed discretion because clients are perceived as
not meeting the criteria for assistance beforehand. Moreover, those who do not meet
such criteria are typically regarded as the main target group of a more strict evalua-
tion compared to a more lenient evaluation, namely those believed mainly to have
an attitude problem. This contrast between strict and lenient evaluation is the center
of attention in the next analysis.

Comprehensive reasoning

As opposed to the administrative reasoning about casework, some caseworkers draw
on more occupational knowledge as a source of reasoning. One important aspect was
when clients’ actions and motives were interpreted without adding an administrative
layer to the discretion. However, the strongest signifier of occupational reasoning
was the tendency to use an assistance-based principle to justify the actions taken in
relation to clients. The following quote from a caseworker responding to one of the
opening questions about her main work tasks illustrates this: “They may have a hard
time returning to something similar. And then you have to help them get started with
something else” (Interview 14). In contrast to caseworkers’ administrative reasoning,
she refers to “help” instead of to a “rule.” These differences in types of reasoning
resonate with Grimen and Molander’s (2008) emphasis on discretion as also epis-
temic and never just fixed by the structure. Even though some caseworkers insist on
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understanding their discretion as fixed by rules, the differences between administra-
tive and comprehensive reasoning demonstrate why this is not the case.

The question of who is perceived as being responsible for solving “the situation”
is another aspect that distinguishes organizational from occupational professional-
ism (Evetts, 1999). In the former, the tendency for the caseworker was to adapt to a
discourse of “self-responsibility” embedded in decision-making. Within this discur-
sive framing of social problems, the client was perceived as being responsible for
solving the problem of disability and unemployment with the exception of highly
specific situations in which clients have a detailed diagnosis and prognosis for the
development of their disability (e.g. terminal cancer patients or patients with speci-
fied recovery plans). Caseworkers drawing on occupational principles about social
work appear to hold an expanded view of who and what can be responsible for “solv-
ing the case,” in the sense of helping a client return to the labor market or apply for
appropriate social insurance. They see the client from a bottom-up perspective in the
sense that they prioritize “treating” the client before complying with management
goals, as described both by Schott et al. (2016), and also in Maynard-Moody and
Musheno’s description of what constitutes the difference between state-agency and
citizen-agency (2003).

Resistance was also a significant trait of occupational reasoning, which is when
a caseworker expressed resistance against the formal rule of social welfare. The re-
sistance against the rule was against the purpose of assessing only labor-related as-
pects of clients. This kind of resistance is not surprising because ignoring the client’s
non-labor-related conditions beforehand contradicts the perception embedded in so-
cial work professionalism. One caseworker, when describing his work in general
terms in relation to one of the opening questions, expresses his resistance as follows:

Or they’11 get social problems precisely of the disease.... Soit’s hard to stay away
from, for example, guiding advice about relationships and everything else and
economy without that we need to talk about their cash benefits.... However, fi-
nancial problems, family problems, audit issues ... housing problems.... So the
property is indeed essential for all people to hold jobs.... So, it’s hard to get
around. (Interview 15)

Here, the caseworker expresses a comprehensive reasoning regarding what (s)he
believes influences the ability of the client to perform in the labor market. Moreover,
the quote illustrates a categorization where the functional reasons for unemployment
are examined before any conclusion about eligibility for social insurance is made.

In general, the pattern in the material shows how occupational reasoning leads to
comprehensive categorization. In the following quote, a caseworker presents his
reasoning when asked to compare the non-contested vignette describing a woman
with Multiple Sclerosis (vignette B) and the vignette portraying a woman who has
lost her arm in a car accident (vignette C):

[M]any women—or some women—if they’re involved in a divorce or something
like that, where the woman becomes a single provider with one, two or three
children, then obviously it matters that you’re a single mother with three children
... inrelation to what she thinks she can manage.... So, we don’t approach it so
concretely and say: ‘Well, you have three children, so you can’t manage.’ ... We
do actually have the same requirements. But still, you can have an understanding
of this because you have three children, and you’re alone with them, and then you
have plenty to do ... including on the home front, but also in your free time....
Under such conditions, I think this could matter. (Interview 6)

For this caseworker, the relationship between professional reasoning and discretion
is not a matter of making an exception from the general rules for some deserving
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clients as much as it is a question of treating individuals in relation to their problems,
in order to be able to have the same requirements. In this case, (s)he is bound to the
greater purpose of the rule and not to its technocratic dimensions that characterize
caseworkers’ administrative reasoning.

Moreover, this way of reasoning about having the same requirements, while sim-
ultaneously extending individual consideration, also defines what can be interpreted
as “comprehensive categorization”, which the caseworker demonstrates by stating
that: “Under such conditions, I think this could matter.” Here the client’s “other”
conditions become part of the categorization though these are usually excluded from
administrative reasoning. “Conditions” are perceived as being circumstances that re-
move focus from the labor-directed effort, which causes the caseworker to focus on
the client’s problems instead of “rigid rule-following.”

Another caseworker explains, with reference to her own client experience how
she justifies making an extra effort even though it contradicts the exact letter—buit,
according to her, not the spirit—of the law:

I had someone with urinary tract problems. She had had this inflammatory con-
dition in her body for almost a year and a half. Well, in her case, we know that
she’ll recover and that it won’t be permanent.... But she’s simply dead tired after
this year and a half, so her body can’t cope with me saying ‘Go sign up for un-
employment benefit’... Instead, | say: “Well, let’s do some easy training to get
back into the labor market,” because after such a long sick period, not because I
think it’s permanent because she’ll get better.... So, this is not a permanent case.
Therefore, | also described how her employability is not permanently reduced but
is reduced right now due to her long-term sickness. So, a case does not have to
be completely stationary before we make an effort. (Interview 14)

This quote provides an example of how the caseworker follows the “spirit” of the
law rather than following it literally. In the quote, there is no trace of resistance
against the spirit of the law. On the contrary, the caseworker uses the law as a tool
to empower the client to re-enter the labor market, though does not follow the terms
of it literally. This exemplifies how categorizing clients comprehensively draws on
reasoning grounded in occupational professionalism about social work, as also em-
phasized by Evetts (1999). In other words, the crucial justification in this type of
argument is based on a long-term perspective of satisfying the intention of the policy
instead of a short-term perspective. This is crucial because, in the short-term per-
spective, the exemption from, for example, the “duration rule” is considered rule-
bending, while in a long-term perspective, the exception work is regarded as a pre-
condition for actually empowering a client to get back into the labor market.

In general, the analysis shows how caseworkers think professionally about their
discretions. However, they do so in very different ways. Some caseworkers curtail
discretion by reducing what Grimen and Molander (2008) refer to as the epistemic
dimension of discretion to rigid rule following while others exercise discretion based
on comprehensive assessments of needs. When caseworkers explained their catego-
rization during the interview, they tended to prefer either to reason according to man-
agement and the principles of their organization or according to occupational
knowledge about social work. In the case of the former, they used a technocratic and
administrative reasoning about clients being more accountable “upwards” than
“downwards” than in the case of the latter. Here, they also moved towards the clients
using personal resources of engagement and responsiveness, whereas they moved
away from, or against, clients to align with management and organizational profes-
sionalism.

Table 3 shows that all 24 caseworkers use professional reasoning in their catego-
rization of clients and that many use both organizational and occupational reasoning.
However, even though both types of professional reasoning appeared in almost all
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the interviews, the dominance of these varied, organizational professionalism being
the most dominant. Here clients were categorized according to administrative cate-
gories, and caseworkers primarily see themselves as gatekeepers of “the system.” In
contrast, caseworkers who reasoned according to occupational principles of social
work were more inclined to categorize clients according to which economic and so-
cial resources conditioned clients’ general well-being, and they perceived them-
selves more as the citizens’ advocates than promoters of a set of administrative rules.

Table 3
Distribution of professional reasoning in material

Code Content Coding refe- | Number
rences of cases
Main | Organizatio- Captures  expressions  where 152 23
code | nal professio- | caseworkers reason about cate-
nalism gorization ~ and  discretion
through rules and administrative
practice and classify clients as
administrative cases
Administra- Captures use of administrative 23 13
tive match match group categories in rea-
group catego- | soning, such as group 1,2 and
ries three according to means testing
scales
é Professional Captures expressions  where 32 16
S identity as ga- | caseworkers talk about them-
.g tekeeper selves as gatekeepers of the sys-
%) tem, to prevent fraud and misuse
of public money
Willingness Captures expressions  where 21 14
to adapt caseworkers express willingness
to adapt with reference to man-
agement accountability as a core
professional value
Main | Occupational | Captures expressions where 129 18
code | professiona- caseworkers reason about cate-
lism gorization and discretion
through a comprehensive identi-
fication of clients’ challenges
2 Social work Captures use of social work 42 13
g categories categories in reasoning, such as
S economic and social conditions
3 Professional Captures  expressions  where 14 3
identity as cit- | caseworkers talk about them-
izen advocate | selves as the citizen’s advocate
In total 413 24>

* All 24 cases were coded according to professional reasoning.

In the following, the analysis will focus on the caseworkers’ responses to the fictive
cases presented as stereotypes of needs. The analysis seeks to specify how the sym-
bolic context of clients shapes how caseworkers reason about clients, and whether
this influences their discretion of needs.
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Caseworkers’ use of clarification tools and discretion of needs

To specify caseworkers’ categorization and discretion of clients’ needs, the analysis
focuses on their use of mandatory tools to clarify clients’ ability to work. First, the
range of tools used by caseworkers will be presented, along with the analysis of the
purposes that caseworkers use as arguments for choosing to use a particular tool.

Although it is mandatory for the caseworkers to use the work capacity method
(arbejdsevnemetode), they can choose among a range of clarification tools. A clari-
fication tool is an activity or treatment that can help the caseworker to assess clients’
need of assistance. In the following, the distribution of their uses of clarification tools
is presented, ordered according to a systematic interpretation of whether the tool is
used with a “hard” or “soft” purpose. A soft use of a tool corresponds to a positive
response to the client’s request for a pension, whereas a hard use of a tool corre-
sponds to a negative response. In the case of the former, the tool is used to document
the request’s validity and in the latter to question it.

Table 4
Caseworkers’ use of clarification tools

Hard Soft
Clarification seminar 1 0
Means of assessing work capacity 4 4
Work testing 23 13
Exemption from work testing 0 4
Home visits 0 2
Gathering of medical documents 7 13
Job advisor 0 1
Crisis management 1 3
Lifestyle/competence center 3 0
Medical consultant 3 2
Medical test center 1 0
Mentor program 0 1
Motivation program 14 1
General practitioner 3 3
Psychiatrist 3 0
Psychologist 7 3
Resource profile 5 5
Rehabilitation institution 15 11
Conversation 2 1
Pain treatment and management 11 4
Medical specialist 10 10
Corporate trainee position 5 2
Total use of clarification tools 87 65

*Cell content: Number of coding references in 24 interviews.

As Table 4 shows, caseworkers may use the same tools, but with different purposes.
When a caseworker uses a tool for a “hard” purpose, the tool is used to question a
client’s request for a pension. Here the tool becomes part of the caseworker’s strat-
egy to cope with a client’s claims regarding needs. In general, the coding of what
purposes caseworkers use the various tools for shows that “hard” use often corre-
sponds to an attempt to hide behind rules to protect the caseworker from more client
contact than desired.

In contrast to what | classify as a “hard” use, some caseworkers use tools, even
the same tools, in a “soft” manner. A tool being used in a “soft manner” refers to use
in which the purpose is to demonstrate how much a client is in need of service, that
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is, here the tool is used to document a lack of ability to work rather than to question
the client’s claim of inability to work. Based on the coding of “soft use,” the material
shows that when caseworkers use tools “softly” they bend the rules by using them
strategically to document, for instance, no work capacity.

This resembles the difference in coping strategies identified by Tummers et al.
(2015) between going against and moving towards clients. In situations where case-
workers use tools with a “soft” purpose, they also move towards clients and their
claims by drawing on personal resources, such as empathy.

One issue is the notion that caseworkers reason in particular ways when they talk
about their experiences, another issue is whether the flavor and the tendency of pro-
fessional reasoning are influenced by the symbolic context of the client encountered.

Table 5

Stereotypes of need and purpose of clarification

Soft use of clarifica-
tion tools

Hard use of clarification
tools

Vignette B (strong, non-con-
tested, positive stereotype of
need)

“This is really a diag-
nosis which can give
a pension.” (interview

0 11
Vignette A (strong, contested, This recks of her having
negative stereotype of need) cons_lderable barriers in
relation to the labor mar-
ket.” (Interview 16)
13 0

positive stereotype of need
primed by strong, non-contested,
positive stereotype of need)

7
Vignette C(a) (weak, contested 8 3
o ’ ' “She has lost a lot
positive stereotype of need (...), so she may end
primed by strong, contested, neg- u.b.réceiving a gen—
ative stereotype of need) sion.” (Interview 11)
Vignette C(b) (weak, contested, 2 11

“You don’t get a pension
for a one-arm disorder.”
(Interview 7)

*Cell content: 48 vignette cases (2 vignette cases from each of the 24 interviews).

In response to the contested stereotype of need (vignette A), all caseworkers pre-
ferred a hard use of clarification tools, whereas they preferred a soft use of the non-
contested stereotype (vignette B). This pattern supports the expectation that sym-
bolic context matters in the discretion of needs because all cases were comparable
on all other dimensions than the reputation of the diagnosis of fibromyalgia and Mul-
tiple Sclerosis, respectively. In relation to their preferred use of clarification tools
towards the vignette describing phantom pain from a lost arm, an interesting pattern
appears, namely that this preference is primed by the first vignette. In Table, five
quotes from the typical relationships are displayed. In response to the question of
what she would do with a client portrayed through a non-contested stereotype, the
caseworker from interview 7 narrows it down to being “a diagnosis, which can give
a pension.” In contrast, in relation to the one-armed woman portrayed in vignette C,
the same caseworker states that: “you don’t get a pension for a one-armed disorder.”
Even though both phantom pains and multiple sclerosis involve considerable pain,
clarification tools are used very differently. In the case of the former, tools are used
for the purpose of documenting the client’s inability to work, and in the latter
situation, the caseworker uses the tools to question the client’s service needs. These
patterns characterize 24 out of the 48 vignette responses (each interview contains
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two vignette cases). However, the other majority (8 out of 11) came to a different
conclusion regarding this client. They emphasized the loss of the arm as something
that goes beyond the loss of the actual arm, as one caseworker puts it: “She has lost
a lot, so she may end up receiving a pension” (Interview 11). This group all re-
sponded in this way after explaining why they preferred a hard use of clarification
in relation to the contested stereotype of need (A), for instance in saying “but she
will be refused. No [laughing], it’s just because it’s so difficult today to get a pension.
So, even before we get to the clarification” (Interview 9).

So, in terms of examining the effect of symbolic context, the reactions show how
socially shared stereotypes of need wander into professional discretion of needs.

As was argued for in the theoretical framework, discretion can be analyzed as an
outcome of a social process of categorization, which highlights how caseworkers are
influenced not only by rules and professional context but also by client characteris-
tics. The analysis indicates that reasoning and categorization may be conditioned by
symbolic context. This points to an impact of symbolic categories, as the vignettes
used were comparative functionally but different symbolically. Client characteristics
function as a source of influence, the flavor of which depends on which symbolic
context the caseworker associated with a particular client.

Caseworkers who responded to the contested stereotype of need (vignette A por-
traying fibromyalgia) were inclined to cope by going against the client. They pre-
ferred using an administrative reasoning to “hide behind rules” to protect them from
clients’ claims about being in need of service. The dominant way of using clarifica-
tion tools were “hard,” as they used them to question clients’ service needs. Case-
workers who responded to a non-contested stereotype (vignette B portraying multi-
ple sclerosis) were inclined to cope by moving towards the client. They preferred
using comprehensive reasoning to follow the spirit, rather than the letter, of the law.
The dominant way of using clarification tools was “soft”, as they used them to doc-
ument discretion of needs. Finally, caseworkers who responded to vignette C were
inclined to move towards or go against the client, depending on whether they were
primed by a contested or a non-contested stereotype. Their interpretation of a case
involving the loss of one arm followed the opposite pattern of the priming vignette,
which indicates how the symbolic context matters even in cases where the client in
question does not represent a typical stereotype.

Conclusions

| find that caseworkers’ discretion of clients’ needs is systematically related to cate-
gorization practice, either as comprehensive practice—as in reflective and empiri-
cally based categorization—or as rule-bound categorization practice, as in routinized
and stereotyped categorization. Even though the interviewed caseworkers share ed-
ucational status and administrative tasks, and are part of comparable organizations
and demographic surroundings, the data show that some are more driven towards
stereotyped categorization practices than others. The analysis finds that the stereo-
types of needs associated with client characteristics contribute important insights
into this relationship.

One implication of the analysis can be related to the theory of “hybrid profes-
sionalism” (Schott et al., 2016). Almost all caseworkers used both organizational
and occupational reasoning in the interviews, and this supports the tenet that front-
line professionalism is indeed different from purified professionalism. The analysis
adds to this theory by linking curtailed discretion to organizational professionalism,
and client-responsive discretion to occupational professionalism.

A second implication of the analysis confirms classic studies of categorization
(Jenkins, 2000; Lamont & Molnar, 2002; Stone, 2002; Yanow, 2003). They add
knowledge about the significance of categorizing in a rule-bound setting and indicate
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why curtailed discretion is associated with client characteristic loaded with contested
stereotypes of need.

A third implication of the analysis is that even when the symbolic context is weak,
clients are compared to other strong stereotypes, which primes the categorization
and discretion. This ties in with the general wisdom in street-level bureaucracy,
where discretion is described as inevitable and clients themselves as a source of in-
fluence on discretion (Lipsky, 2010).

Stereotypes work through over-determined associations of either a positive or
negative nature and hence always trump the particular experience and specific eval-
uation of the client. This way of assessing contradicts fundamental principles of
equal access to treatment in the political system, as well as an objective evaluation
of—in this case—the client’s ability to work. Many clients’ complaints and reasons
for unemployment are fuzzy, and their personal reasons for seeking assistance hard
to measure. The potential consequences of being ascribed such negative values may
give the client quite a different course through the system compared to the client that
is associated with a positive stereotype. Seen in the light of the empirical findings
presented here, stereotypes of needs affect both the use of clarification tools and the
kind of professionalism that caseworkers draw on when categorizing clients’ needs.

In sum, studies of discretion should not ignore its social process, but directly ad-
dress the impact of categorization on discretion and its sources of influence, in order
to qualify core dynamics at the frontline. This article finds that the symbolic context
of clients’ shapes how frontline workers reason about their discretion.

There are obvious limitations to this study, related to the constructed setup of
using vignettes to control the influence of client characteristics. These force case-
workers to reason and categorize on ‘unnatural’ terms. This means that conclusions
should not be made beyond analytically similar situations. This calls for further stud-
ies, perhaps applying a more quantifiable design across policy programs to examine
the extent to which the conditional influence of symbolic context applies beyond the
policy program of active labor market policy, in a larger empirical setting and out-
side of Denmark.
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