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Sireet-Level
Bureaucracy: The
Critical Role of
Streel-Level
Bureaicrals
Michael Lipsky

Public service workers currently occupy a
critical position in American society. Although
they are normally regarded as low-level em-
ployees, the actions of most public service
workers actually constitute the services “de-
livered” by government. Moreover, when taken
together the individual decisions of these
workers become, or add up to, agency policy.
Whether government policy is (o deliver
“goods”—such as welfare or public housing—
or to confer status—such as “criminal” or
“mentally ilI”’—the discretionary actions of
public employees are the benefits and sanctions
of government programs or determine access
to government rights and benefits.

Most citizens encounter government (if
they encounter it at all) not through letters to
congressmen or by attendance at school board
meetings but through their teachers and their
children’s teachers and through the policeman
on the corner or in the patrol car. Each en-
counter of this kind represents an instance of
policy delivery.

Public service workers who interact directly
with citizens in the course of their jobs, and
who have substantial discretion in the execu-
tion of their work are called street-level bu-
reaucrats in this study. Public service agencies
that employ a significant number of street-level
bureaucrats in proportion to their work force
are called sireer-level bureaucracies. Typical

Source: Reprinted trom Street-Level Bureaucracy: Dilenmas
of the Individual in Public Services, by Michael Lipsky.

© 1980 Russell Sage Foundation. Used with permission of
the Russell Sage Foundation,

street-level bureaucrats are teachers, police
officers and other law enforcement personne].
social workers, judges, public lawyers apq
other court officers, health workers, and many
other public employees who grant access o
government programs and provide services
with them. People who work in these jobs tend
to have much in common because they experi-
ence analytically similar work conditions.'

The way in which street-level bureaucrats
deliver benefits and sanctions structure and de-
limit people’s lives and opportunities. These
ways orient and provide the social (and poli-
tical) context in which people act. Thus every
extension of service benefits is accompanied
by an extension of state influence and control.
As providers of public order, street-level bu-
reaucrats are the focus of political controversy,
They are constantly torn by the demands of ser-
vice recipients to improve effectiveness and re-
sponsivencss and by the demands of citizen
groups o improve the efficacy and efficiency
of government services. Since the salaries of
street-level bureaucrats comprise a significant
proportion of nondefense governmental expen-
ditures, any doubts about the size of govern-
ment budgets quickly translate into concerns
for the scope and content of these public
services. Moreover, public service workers
have expanded and increasingly consolidated
their collective strength so that in disputes over
the scope of public services they have become
a substantial independent force in the resolu-
tion of controversy affecting their stamus and
position.

Street-level bureaucrats dominate political
controversies over public services for two gen-
eral reasons. First, debates about the proper
scope and focus of governmental services are
essentially debates over the scope and function
of these public employees. Second, street-level
bureaucrats have considerable impact on peo-
ple’s lives. This impact may be of several kinds.
They socialize citizens to expectations of gov-
emment services and a place in the political
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community. They determine the eligibility of
citizens for government benefits and sanctions.
They oversee the treatment (the service) citi-
zens receive in those programs. Thus, in a sense
street-level bureaucrats implicitly mediate as-
pects of the constitutional relationship of citi-
zens to the state. In short, they hold the keytoa
dimension of citizenship.

Conlflict over the Scope and
Substance of Public Services

In the world of experience we perceive
teachers, welfare workers, and police officers
as members of separately organized and moti-
vated public agencies. And so they are from
many points of view. But if we divide public
employees according to whether they interact
with citizens directly and have discretion over
significant aspects of citizens’ lives, we see that
a high proportion and enormous number of
public workers share these job characteristics.
They comprise a great portion of all public em-
ployees working in domestic affaits. State and
local governments employ approximately 3.7
million in local schools, more than 500,000
people in police operations, and over 300,000
people in public welfare. Public school em-
ployees represent more than half of all workers
employed in local governments. Instructional
Jobs represent about two-thirds of the educa-
tional personnel, and many of the rest are for-
mer teachers engaged in administration, or so-
cial workers, psychologists, and librarians who
provide direct services in the schools. Of the
3.2 million local government public employees
not engaged in education, approximately 14
percent work as police officers. One of every
sixteen jobs in state and local government out-
side of education is held by a public welfare
worker.? In this and other areas the majority of

Jobs are held by people with responsibility for
involvement with citizens.

Other street-level bureaucrats comprise an
important part of the remainder of local gov-
ernment personnel rolls. Although the U.S.
Census Bureau does not provide breakdowns
of other job classifications suitable for our pur-
poses, we can assume that many of the 1.1, mil-
lion health workers,? most of the 5,000 public

service lawyers,* many of the employees of the
various court systems, and other public em-
ployees also perform as street-level bureau-
crats. Some of the nation’s larger cities employ
a staggering number of street-level bureaucrats.
For example, the 26,680 school teachers in
Chicago are more numerous than the popula-
tions of many of the Chicago suburbs.5
Another measure of the significance of
street-level bureaucrats in public sector em-
ployment is the amount of public funds allo-
cated to pay them. Of all local government
salaries, more than half went to public educa-
tion in 1973. Almost 80 percent of these
monies was used to pay instructional person-
nel. Police salaries comprised approximately
one-sixth of local public salaries not assigned
to education.®
Much of the growth in public employment
in the past 25 years has occurred in the ranks of
street-level bureaucrats. From 1955 to 1975
government employment more than doubled,
largely because the baby boom of the postwar
years and the growing number of eldetly, de-
pendent citizens increased state and local activ-
ity in education, health, and public welfare.”
Street-level bureaucracies are labor-inten-
sive in the extreme. Their business is providing
service through people, and the operating costs
of such agencies reflect their dependence upon
salaried workers. Thus most of whatever is
spent by government on education, police, or
other social services (aside, of course, from in-
come maintenance, or in the case of jails and
prisons, inmate upkeep) goes directly to pay
street-level bureaucrats. For example, in large
cities over 90 percent of police expenditures is
used to pay for salaries.®
Not only do the salaries of street-level bu-
reaucrats constitute a major portion of the cost
of public services, but also the scope of public
services employing street-level burcaucrats has
increased over time. Charity was once the re-
sponsibility of private agencies. The federal
government now provides for the income
needs of the poor. The public sector has ab-
sorbed responsibilities previously discharged
by private organizations in such diverse and
critical areas as policing, education, and health.
Moreover, in all these fields government not
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only has supplanted private organizations but
also has expanded the scope of responsibility
of public ones. This is evident in increased pub-
lic expectations for security and public safety,
the extension of responsibilities in the schools
to concerns with infant as well as postadoles-
cent development, and public demands for af-
fordable health care services.®

Public safety, public health, and public edu-
cation may still be elusive social objectives, but
in the past century they have been transformed
into areas for which there is active governmen-
tal responsibility. The transformation of public
responsibility in the area of social welfare has
led some to recognize that what people “have”
in modern American society often may consist
primarily of their claims on government “lar-
gesse,” and that claims to this “new property”
should be protected as a right of citizens. !¢
Street-level bureaucrats play a critical role in
these citizen entitlements. Either they directly
provide public benefits through services, or
they mediate between citizens and their new
but by no means secure estates.

The poorer people are, the greater the influ-
ence street-level bureaucrats tend to have over
them. Indeed, these public workers are so situ-
ated that they may well be taken to be part of
the problem of being poor. Consider the wel-
fare recipient who lives in public housing and
seeks the assistance of a legal services lawyer
in order to reinstate her son in school. He has
been suspended because of frequent encounters
with the police. She is caught in a net of street-
level bureaucrats with conflicting orientations
toward her, all acting in what they call her “in-
terest” and “the public interest.” !

People who are not able to purchase ser-
vices in the private sector must seek them from
government if they are to receive them at all.
Indeed, it is taken as a sign of social progress
that poor people are granted access to services
if they are too poor to pay for them.

Thus, when social reformers seek to ame-
liorate the problems of the poor, they often end
up discussing the status of street-level bureau-
crats. Welfare reformers move to separate ser-
vice provision from decisions about support
payments, or they design a negative income tax
system that would eliminate social workers
in allocating welfare. Problems of backlog in
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the courts are met with proposals to increase
the number of judges. Recognition that early-
childhood development largely established the
potential for later achievement results in the de-
velopment of new programs (such as Head
Start) in and out of established institutions, to
provide enriched early-childhood experiences.

In the 1960s and early 1970s the modal
governmental response to social problems was
to commission a corps of street-level burean-
crats to attend to them. Are poor people de-
prived of equal access to the courts? Provide
them with lawyers. Equal access to health care?
Establish neighborhood clinics. Educational
opportunity? Develop preschool enrichment
programs. It is far easier and less disruptive to
develop employment for street-level bureau-
crats than to reduce income inequalities.

Inrecent years public employees have bene-
fitted considerably from the growth of pub-
lic spending on street-level bureaucracies.!?
Salaries have increased from inadequate to re-
spectable and even desirable. Meanwhile, pub-
lic employees, with street-level bureaucrats in
the lead, have secured unprecedented control
over their work environments through the
development of unions and union-like associa-
tions.” For example, teachers and other in-
structional personnel have often been able to
maintain their positions and even increase in
number, although schools are more frequently
under attack for their cost to taxpayers. The ra-
tio of instructional personnel in schools has
continued to rise despite the decline in the
number of school-age children. " This develop-
ment supplements general public support for
the view that some street-level bureaucrats,
such as teachers and police officers, are neces-
sary for a healthy society.'s

The fiscal crisis that has affected many
cities, notably New York and more recently
Cleveland and Newark, has provided an oppor-
tunity to assess the capacity of public service
workers to hold onto their jobs in the face of
enormous pressures. Since so much of muni-
cipal budgets consists of inflexible, mandated
costs—for debt service, pension plans and
other personnel benefits, contractually oblig-
ated salary increases, capital expenditure com-
mitments, energy purchases, and so on—the
place to find “fat” to eliminate from municipal
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budgets s in the service sector, where most ex-
penditures tend to be for salaries. While many
public employees have been fired during this
crisis period, it is significant that public service
workers often have been able to lobby, bargain,
and cajole to minimize this attrition.’¢ They are
supported in their claims by a public fearful
of a reduced police force on the street and re-
sentful of dirtier streets resulting from fewer
garbage pickups. They are supported by fami-
lies whose children will receive less instruction
from fewer specialists than in the past if teach-
ers are fired. And it does not hurt their argu-
ments that many public employees and their
relatives vote in the city considering force
reductions.!’

The growth of the service sector represents
the furthest reaches of the welfare state. The
service sector penetrates every area of human
needs as they are recognized and defined, and it
grows within each recognized area. This is not
to say that the need is met, but only that the ser-
vice state breaches the barriers between public
responsibility and private affairs,

The fiscal crisis of the cities focuses on the
service sector, fundamentally challenging the
priorities of the service state under current per-
ceptions of scarcity. Liberals have now joined
fiscal conservatives in challenging service pro-
vision. They do not do so directly, by question-
ing whether public services and responsibilitics
developed in this century are appropriate. In-
stead, they do it backhandedly, arguing that
the accretion of public employees and their ap-
parently irreversible demands upon revenues
threaten the autonomiy, flexibility, and pros-
perity of the political order. Debates over the
proper scope of services face the threat of being
overwhelmed by challenges to the entire social
service structure as seen from the perspective
of unbalanced public budgets.

Conflict over
Interactions with Citizens

I have argued that street-level bureaucrats
engender controversy because they must be
dealt with if policy is to change. A second rea-
son street-level bureaucrats tend to be the focus
of public controversy is the immediacy of their
interactions with citizens and their impact on

people’s lives. The policy delivered by street-
level bureaucrats is most often immediate and
personal. They usually make decisions on the
spot (although sometimes they try not to) and
their determinations are focused entirely on the
individual. In contrast, an urban renewal pro-
gram might destroy a neighborhood and re-
place and substitute new housing and different
people, but the policy was prolonged, had
many different stages, and was usually played
out in arenas far removed from the daily life of
neighborhood residents.

The decisions of street-level bureaucrats
tend to be redistributive as well as allocative.
By determining eligibility for benefits they en-
hance the claims of some citizens to govern-
mental goods and services at the expense of
general taxpayers and those whose claims are
denied. By increasing or decreasing benefits
availability to low-income recipient popula-
tions they implicitly regulate the degree of re-
distribution that will be paid for by more
affluent sectors.

In another sense, in delivery policy street-
level bureaucrats make decisions about people
that affect their life chances. To designate or
treat someone as a welfare recipient, a juvenile
delinquent, or a high achiever affects the rela-
tionships of others to that person and also af-
fects the person’s self-evaluation. Thus begins
(or continues) the social process that we infer
accounts for so many self-fulfilling prophecies.
The child judged to be a juvenile delinquent de-
velops such a self-image and is grouped with
other “delinquents,” increasing the chances
that he or she will adopt the behavior thought to
have been incipient in the first place. Children
thought by their teacher to be richly endowed
in learning ability learn more than peers of
equal intelligence who were not thought to be
superior.’® Welfare recipients find or accept
housing inferior to those with equal disposable
incomes who are not recipients. !

A defining facet of the working envir-
onment of street-level bureaucrats is that they
must deal with clients’ personal reactions
to their decisions, however they cope with
their implications. To say that people’s self-
evaluation is affected by the actions of street-
level bureaucrats is to say that people are reac-
tive to the policy. This is not exclusively
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confined to subconscious processes. Clients of
street-level bureaucracies respond angrily to
real or perceived injustices, develop strategies
to ingratiate themselves with workers, act
grateful and elated or sullen and passive in re-
action to street-level bureaucrats’ decisions. It
is one thing to be treated neglectfully and rou-
tinely by the telephone company, the motor ve-
hicle bureau, or other government agencies
whose agents know nothing of the personal cir-
cumstances surrounding a claim or request. It
is quite another thing to be shuffled, catego-
rized, and treated “‘burcaucratically” (in the pe-
jorative sense), by someone to whom one is di-
rectly talking and from whom one expects
at least an open and sympathetic hearing. In
short, the reality of the work of street-level bu-
reaucrats could hardly be farther from the bu-
reaucratic ideal of impersonal detachment in
decision making.*® On the contrary, in street-
level bureaucracies the objects of critical deci-
sions—people—actually change as a result of
the decisions.

Street-level bureaucrats are also the focus of
citizen reactions because their discretion opens
up the possibility that they will respond favor-
ably on behalf of people. Their general and dif-
fuse obligation to the “public interest” permits
hope to flourish that the individual worker will
adopt a benign or favorable orientation toward
the client. Thus, in a world of large and imper-
sonal agencies that apparently hold the keys to
important benefits, sanctions, and opportuni-
ties, the ambiguity of work definitions sustains
hope for a friend in court.

This discussion helps explain continued
controversy over street-leve] bureaucracies at
the level of individual service provision. At the
same time, the peculiar nature of government
service delivery through street-level bureaucrats
helps explain why street-level bureaucracies
are apparently the primary focus of community
conflict in the current period, and why they are
likely to remain the focus of such conflict in the
foreseeable future. It is no accident that the
most heated community conflicts since 1964
have focused on schools and police depart-
ments, and on the responsiveness of health and
welfare agencies and institutions.?! These are
the sites of the provision of public benefits and

sanctions. They are the locus of individual de-
cisions about the treatment of citizens, and thus
are primary targets of protest. As Frances Fox
Piven and Richard Cloward explain:

... people experience deprivation and op-
pression within a concrete setting, not as the
end product of large and abstract processes,
and it is the concrete experience that molds
their discontent into specific grievances
against specific targets. . . . People on relief
[for example] experience the shabby wait-
ing rooms, the overseer or caseworker, and
the dole. They do not experience American
social welfare policy. . . . In other words, it is
the daily experience of people that shapes
their grievances, establishes the measure of
their demands, and points out the targets
of their anger.??

While people may experience these bureau-
cracies as individuals, schools, precinct houses,
or neighborhood clinics are places where pol-
icy about individuals is organized collectively.
These administrative arrangements suggest
to citizens the possibility that controlling, or
at least affecting, their structures will influ-
ence the quality of individual treatment. Thus
we have two preconditions for successful
community organization efforts: the hope and
plausibility that individual benefits may ac-
crue fo those taking part in group action and
a visible, accessible, and blamable, collective
target.?

Community action focused on street-level
bureaucracies is also apparently motivated by
concerns for community character. The domi-
nant institutions in communities help shape
community identity. They may be responsive to
the dominant community group (this has been
the traditional role of high schools in Boston)
or they may be unresponsive and opposed to
conceptions of community and identity favored
by residents, as in the case of schools that
neglect the Spanish heritage of a significant
minority. Whether people are motivated by
specific grievances or more diffuse concerns
that become directed at community institu-
tions, their focus in protesting the actions of
street-level bureaucracies may be attributed to
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the familiarity of the agency, its critical role in
community welfare, and a perception at some
level that these institutions are not sufficiently
accountable lo the people they serve.
Finally, street-level bureaucrats play a criti-
cal role in regulating the degree of contem-
porary conflict by virtue of their role as agents
of social control. Citizens who receive public
benefits interact with public agents who require
certain behaviors of them, They must antici-
pate the requirements of these public agents
and claimants must tailor their actions and de-
velop “suitable” attitudes both toward the ser-
vices they receive and toward the Slreet-level
bureaucrats themselves. Teachers convey and
enforce expectations of proper atlitudes toward
schooling, self, and efficacy in other interac-
tions. Policemen convey expectations about
public behavior and authority. Social workers
convey expectations about public benefits and
the status of recipients.
The social control function of street-level
bureaucrats requires comment in a discussion
of the place of public service workers in the
larger society. The public service sector plays a
critical part in softening the impact of the eco-
nomiic system on those who are not its primary
beneficiaries and inducing people to accept the
neglect or inadequacy of primary economic
and social institutions, Police, courts, and pris-
ons obviously play such a role in processing
the junkies, petty thieves, muggers, and others
whose behavior toward society is associated
with their economic position. It is a role equally
played by schools in socializing the population
to the economic order and the likely opportuni-
ties for different strata of the population. Public
Support and employment programs expand to
ameliorate the impact of unemployment or re-
duce the incidence of discontent: they contract
when  employment  opportunities improve,
Moreover, they are designed and implemented
lo convey the message that welfare status is
to be avoided and that work, however poorly
rewarded, is preferable to public assistance.
One can also see the two edges of public pol-
icy in the “war on poverty” where the public
benefits of social service and community ac-
tion invested neighborhood institutions with
benefits for which potential dissidents could

compete and ordinary citizens could develop
dependency.

What to some are the highest reaches of the

welfare state are to others the furthest extension
of social control. Street-level bureaucrats are
partly the focus of controversy because they
play this dual role. Welfare reform founders on
disagreements over whether to eliminate close
scrutiny of welfare applications in order to re-
duce administrative costs and harassment of re-
cipients, or to increase the scrutiny in the name
of controlling abuses and preventing welfare
recipients from taking advantage. Juvenile cor-
rections and mental health policy founder on
disputes over the desirability of dismantling
large institutions in the name of cost effective-
ness and rehabilitation, or retaining close
supervision in an effort to avoid the costs of let-
ting unreconstructed “deviants” loose. In short,
street-level bureaucrats are also at the center of
controversy because a divided public perceives
that social control in the name of public order
and acceptance of the status quo are social ob-
Jectives with which proposals to reduce the role
of street-level bureaucrats (climinating welfare
checkups, reducing parole personnel, decrimi-
nalizing marijuana) would interfere,

Public controversy also focuses on the
proper kind of social control. Current debates
in corrections policy, concerning automatic
sentencing and a “hard-nosed” view of punish-
ment or more rehabilitative orientations, reflect
conflict over the degree of harshness in manag-
ing prison populations. In educational practice
the public is also divided as to the advisability
of liberal disciplinary policies and more flexi-
ble instruction or punitive discipline and more
rigid, traditional approaches. The “medicaliza-
tion” of deviance, in which disruptive behavior
is presumed cause for intervention by a doctor
rather than a disciplinarian, is another area in
which there is controversy over the appropriate
kind of social control.

From the citizen’s viewpoint, the roles of
street-level bureaucrats are as extensive as the
functions of government and intensively expe-
rienced as daily routines require them to in-
teract with the street ministers of education,
dispute settlement, and health services. Collec-
tively, street-level bureaucrats absorb a high
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share of public resources and become the focus
of society’s hopes for a healthy balance be-
tween provision of public services and a rea-
sonable burden of public expenditures. As indi-
viduals, strect-level bureaucrats represent the
hopes of citizens for fair and effective treat-
ment by government even as they are posi-
tioned to see clearly the limitations on effective
intervention and the constraints on responsive-
ness engendered by mass processing.

1.

These definitions are analytical. They focus
110t on nominal occupational roles but on the
characteristics of the particular work situa-
tions. Thus not every street-level burcaucrat
works for a street-level bureaucracy [for
example, a relocation specialist (a type of
street-level bureaucrat) may work for an ur-
ban renewal agency whose employees are
mostly planners, builders, and other techr-
cians]. Conversely, not all employees of
street-level bureaucracies are street-level bu-
reaucrats (for example, file clerks in a wel-
fare department or police officers on routine
clerical assignments).

The conception of street-level bureau-
cracy was originally proposed in “Toward a
Theory of Street-Level Bureaucracy,” a pa-
per prepared for the Annual Meeting of the
American Political Science Association in
1969. Tt was later revised and published in
Willis Hawley and Michael Lipsky, eds.,
Theoretical Perspectives on Urban Politics
(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall,
1977), pp. 196-213.

U.S. Bureau of the Census, Public Employ-
ment in 1973, Series GE 73, no. 1 (Wash-
ington, D.C.: Government Printing Office,
1974), p. 9, presented in Alan Baker and
Barbara Grouby, “Employment and Payrolls
of State and Local Governments, by Func-
tion: October 1973, Municipal Year Book,
1975 (Washington D.C.: International City
Managers Association, 1975), pp. 109-112,
table 4/3; Marianne Stein Kah, “City Em-
ployment and Payrolls: 1975 Municipal
Year Book, 1977 (Washington, D.C.: Inter-
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national City Managers Association, 1977y
pp. 173-179. These figures have been ad:
justed to represent full-time equivalents. F,
purposes of assessing public commitmenyg
to providing services, full-time equivaleng
are more appropriate statistics than total ey
ployment figures, which count many peyt.
time employees.

Jeffry 1. Galper, The Politics of Social Sey.
vices (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hal
1975), p. 56. ’
Lois Forer, Death of the Law (New York:
McKay, 1975), p. 191.

The New York Times, April 4, 1976, p. 22.
Baker and Grouby, op. cit.
The New York Times, July 10, 1977, p. F13,

Of four cities with populations over one mil-
Lion responding to a Municipal Year Book
survey, the proportion of personnel expendi-
tures to total expenditures in police depart-
ments averaged 94 percent and did not go
beyond 86 percent. Cities with smaller popu-
lations showed similar tendencies. These ob-
servations are derived from David Lewin,
“Expenditure, Compensation, and Employ-
ment Data in Police, Fire, and Refuse Collec-
tion and Disposal Departments,” Municipal
Year Book, 1975, pp. 39-98, table 1/21.
However, the variation was much greater in
the less populous cities because of smaller
base figures and the fact that when cities
with smaller bases make capital investments,
the ratio of personnel to total expenditures
changes more precipitously.
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