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Abstract 

As street-level bureaucrats, labour inspectors enjoy much autonomy and discretion in the 

performance of their job. To avoid that this freedom is abused, two measures are often taken. 

First, supervisors keep oversight by inspecting their case files. Second, labour inspectors are 

subjected to a competitive system of targets that encourages competition. These two 

measures resemble two subtypes of organisational control in grid-group cultural theory, 

respectively hierarchical and individualistic control. The impact of both types of control has 

been analysed in an ethnographic case study in four field organisations of a West-European 

labour inspection. The overarching grid-group cultural theory framework was particularly 

valuable to illustrate how tensions between hierarchical and individualistic control lead to 

inconsistencies in the enforcement styles labour inspectors apply. However, it did not seem 

sufficient to explain why labour inspectors apply a hierarchical enforcement style in some 

investigations and an individualistic enforcement style in other investigations. This paper 

illustrates how the integration of grid-group cultural theory with two middle-range theories in 

the causal mechanism approach (i.e. moral disengagement and role strain theory) could 

provide such proximate explanations and thus strengthen the exploratory power of grid-group 

cultural theory.  
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Introduction 

As typical street-level bureaucrats, labour inspectors enjoy much autonomy in the performance of 

their job (Lipsky, 1980). This results from the fact that they often conduct inspections on their own, 

keep their own agenda and perform administrative tasks at home. Hence, their supervisors are given 

little opportunity to supervise them. In addition, labour inspectors often have wide discretionary 

powers. These allow them to make a “choice among possible courses of action and inaction” (Davis, 

1969: 4). According to some scholars, discretion of street-level bureaucrats is a necessary evil that 

should be restricted as much as possible (Thompson, 1975; Sabatier & Mazmanian, 1979; Brigham & 

Brown, 1980; Edwards, 1980; Linder & Peters, 1987). They plead for procedural constraints in the 

exercise of discretion. Other scholars, however, think of discretion as ‘inevitable’ (Jowell, 1973), a 

necessary element in tempering law with humanity (Pollock, 1994) or an essential condition for 

efficient and effective implementation of rules and policy (Deutsch, 1985; Lincoln, 1985; Rogers & 

Joung-Imkim, 1985; Handler, 1986; Bakker & van Waarden, 1999). Still, they admit that discretionary 

powers can (and will) be abused. Therefore, the exercise of discretion should be managed properly, 

for example, through direct supervision, standardization of working procedures, performance-

oriented reward systems or attempts to change the organizational culture. 

 

To avoid that labour inspectors abuse the freedom they are granted, supervisors mostly try to steer 

them with two types of measures: keeping hierarchical oversight and setting quantifiable targets. 

These two types of measures resemble two subtypes of organisational control in grid-group cultural 

theory (GGCT), respectively hierarchical and individualistic control (Hood, 1998). The impact of both 

types of control on labour inspectors’ enforcement decisions has been analysed in a case study in four 

field organisations of a labour inspection in a West-European country. This study was aimed at 

analysing and explaining how labour inspectors enforce rules in specific investigations. GGCT was used 

as the main theoretical framework. This theory was particularly valuable to illustrate how tensions 

between hierarchical and individualistic control measures lead to inconsistencies in the enforcement 

styles labour inspectors apply in practice. However, it did not seem to be sufficient to explain decision-

making of labour inspectors in specific situations or, in other words, why labour inspectors apply a 

hierarchical enforcement style in some investigations and an individualistic enforcement style in other 

investigations. Therefore, GGCT was supplemented with two middle-range theories (i.e. moral 

disengagement theory and role strain theory) that identify causal mechanisms, which are able to 

provide proximate explanations of labour inspectors’ decision-making in specific investigations. 

Grid-group cultural theory and causal mechanisms as partners 

Grid-group cultural theory: the basics 

GGCT was originally developed in anthropology (Douglas, 1982), but subsequently applied in other 

research domains (Mars, 1982; Jensen, 1998; Thompson, Ellis, & Wildavsky, 1990; Hendriks, 1999; 

Maesschalck, 2004a; Loyens, 2012a; Loyens, 2013). In this paper, Hood (1998)’s application of GGCT 

on public management will be used. He states that the combination of the two dimensions ‘grid’ (i.e. 

stratification) and ‘group’ (i.e. collectivity) leads to four control types: oversight (high grid, high group), 

competition (low grid, low group), mutuality (low grid, high group) and contrived randomness (high 

grid, low group). Because each control type separately leads to ‘excesses’ (e.g. oversight to rule 

fetishism) a combination of the four types is needed for a managerial system to be effective. 
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GGCT is not only a typology, but also a theory with causal claims. For this paper, three causal claims 

or causal propositions will be identified. First, the compatibility proposition states that the four 

cultural types shape the behaviour and values of staff members or, in other words, “[a]s people 

organise, so they will behave” (Thompson et al., 1990: 97). This central hypothesis of GGCT means that 

staff members’ behavioural style is influenced by organisational factors. Applied to the topic of this 

paper, hierarchical and individualistic control measures will, respectively, lead to hierarchical and 

individualistic enforcement styles. In this study, the hierarchical enforcement style1 refers to labour 

inspectors taking certain decisions because they want to follow orders, rules and procedures that they 

consider just and legitimate, and because they consider it their role and responsibility to follow 

instructions from superiors. In the individualistic enforcement style, labour inspectors take decisions 

in a more opportunistic way, strategically aimed at their own personal benefits. Labour inspectors 

who apply this enforcement style use their discretion to their own advantage, which sometimes 

encourages them to bend rules and sacrifice due process in order to get results. 

Second, the requisite variety proposition implies that the four cultural types are in constant 

competition with each other for dominance, but each type needs the other “to define itself against” 

(Maesschalck, 2004b: 31). In other words, the four types are “self-defined adversarially” (Douglas & 

Ney, 1998: 104). As a result, “all four [cultural] types are at least potentially and usually actually, 

always present” (Maesschalck, 2004b: 31) in a given social unit. 

Third, the socio-cultural viability proposition (6, 2003) states that each cultural type has its own built-

in weaknesses or blind-spots that, taken separately, might lead to negative consequences or 

undesirable excesses (Hood, 1998). Hierarchy could, for example, lead to rule-fetishism and 

individualism to anarchy (Schwartz, 1991: 765). Only by combining them in a settlement, these 

weaknesses can be compensated for by the strengths of other types as necessary voices in the 

discussion (Pollock, Lilie, & Vittes, 1993; Thompson & Rayner, 1998). Applied to the topic of this paper, 

hierarchical and individualistic control measures should be combined to avoid excesses that would 

result from emphasizing only one of them. 

 

As a result of the requisite variety proposition, the four GGCT control types should always be present 

in an organization. The socio-cultural viability proposition suggests that there is constant tension 

between the four types to avoid excesses. However, GGCT fails to explain how staff members deal 

with this tension in particular situations, and thus fails to explain which cultural type has an impact in 

particular situations. In other words, while GGCT can give fundamental and distal explanations for 

enforcement decisions, it is not suitable to provide proximate explanations for behaviour in specific 

situations or to explain why labour inspectors in some cases apply a hierarchical enforcement style 

and in other cases an individualistic enforcement style. For the latter types of explanation, it is 

essential to gain insight into the black box between independent and dependent variables 

(respectively, control type and enforcement style). For this, inspiration will be drawn from middle-

range theories in the causal mechanism approach. 

The causal mechanism approach 

                                                           
1 This paper focuses on enforcement styles and not on particular enforcement decisions of individual labour 
inspectors, because it aims at finding patterns on the organizational and not on the individual level. 



5 
 

The fundamental ambition of the causal mechanism approach is to provide insight into the black box 

between two variables of which the correlation has been determined. One not only attempts to 

specify that a relationship exists, but one also aims to examine exactly why and how this relationship 

exists (Hedström & Swedberg, 1998; Mayntz, 2004) by identifying the causal mechanisms and the 

situational conditions under which they occur. The concept ‘causal mechanism’ can be defined in 

multiple ways (see e.g. Stinchcombe, 1991; Hedström, 2005). The author, however, follows the 

approach of George and Bennett who define causal mechanisms in the tradition of scientific realism 

as: 

[…] ultimately unobservable physical, social, or psychological processes through which agents with 

causal capacities operate, but only in specific contexts or conditions, to transfer energy, 

information, or matter to other entities. In so doing, the causal agent changes the affected entity’s 

characteristics, capacities, or propensities in ways that persist until subsequent causal mechanisms 

act upon it. (George & Bennett, 2005: 137) 

 

The causal mechanism approach is compatible with GGCT in the sense that two types of causal 

mechanisms have already been identified in this tradition: positive and negative feedback (6, 2003: 

396). Positive and negative feedback mechanisms are derived from systems theory, where they 

constitute two basic forces (Jervis, 1997) that explain how a system can be maintained. Positive 

feedback is a process in which, more or less like a virtuous circle, a phenomenon’s characteristics are 

constantly being reinforced, for example bureaucratic organisations that become more and more 

bureaucratic and thus narrow-minded by proliferating rules and procedures (6, 2003: 399). Typical for 

positive feedback is that ultimately a phenomenon radicalizes itself. This could, according to systems 

theory, in the end even lead to the destruction of the system in which the organisation’s capacity to 

perform its core function is eroded. Therefore, positive feedback should be balanced with negative 

feedback mechanisms, where one force resists the other (6, 2003: 399). Negative feedback is 

“transformational […] which indicates that the system is deviating from a prescribed course and should 

readjust to a new steady state” (Kast & Rosenzweig, 1972: 450). Applied to GGCT, this means that 

other cultural types are brought in to control for excesses that could result from positive feedback 

(e.g. hierarchical measures to control for unrestrained individualism or room for individualistic 

decision-making to compensate for extremely hierarchical control measures). Uncontrolled negative 

feedback can, however, become vicious and destructive as well. Hence, both positive and negative 

feedback mechanisms are needed to keep the system balanced. Perri 6 explains it as follows: 

[…] institutional viability must consist in the attempt to institutionalize some kind or kinds of 

settlement between the forces of positive and negative feedback, which gives them some space to 

operate (social systems are inherently dynamic and in disequilibrium, and cannot be made static), 

but which moderates both the violence of their own oscillations and of their destructive dynamics 

and of their encounters with each other. (6, 2003: 402) 

 

These positive and negative feedback mechanisms raise GGCT from a mere taxonomy to being a 

dynamic theory that explains how organisational factors interact by constantly changing positions 

(Verweij et al., 2006: 821). These feedback dynamics are, however, situated at the macro level, 

because the analytic focus is on long-term evolutions of organisational systems that do not change 

overnight (Thompson et al., 1990: 77-78). Therefore, they cannot explain in specific situations how 

certain organisational factors have an impact on the behavioural style staff members apply. In other 
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words, GGCT does not seem to succeed in specifying the precise and proximate causal relationships 

between organisational factors and enforcement style. This is probably due to GGCT’s 

comprehensiveness, because “the more comprehensive a theory the less successful it is at explaining 

specific situations” (O'Riordan & Jordan, 1999: 91). Hence, inspiration will be drawn from middle-

range theories in psychology and sociology, which identify causal mechanisms that can be used to 

explain how certain control measures lead to particular enforcement decisions in specific situations. 

Causal mechanisms in two middle-range theories 

The first middle-range theory that will be applied in this study is Bandura (1990a; 1999)’s theory of 

moral disengagement. The basic argument is that individuals use cognitive mechanisms to reframe 

their behaviour in ways that downplay their ethical content or moral implications. While the theory 

was originally developed to explain why people are able to engage in inhumane conduct without 

apparent distress (e.g. political and military violence), it also operates in individuals’ mundane, 

everyday decision-making (Bandura, 1990b: 43). An important assumption of moral disengagement 

theory is that, even though the mechanisms it proposes operate at the individual level, they are not 

considered stable personality traits. Rather, moral disengagement is conceptualized as a cognitive 

orientation to the world that is influenced by social contexts in an interactive relationship between 

personal and social influences (Bandura, 2002). Sometimes situational aspects or organisational 

factors can even ‘override’ individual values and compel people to engage in actions they would 

otherwise not take part in (Moore, 2008: 131). 

Three mechanisms of moral disengagement are relevant in this study: moral justification, attribution 

of blame and displacement of responsibility. First, an act can be made to appear less harmful by using 

the cognition of moral justification. Detrimental behaviour is then portrayed as being worthy because 

it serves higher social or moral purposes (Bandura, 1999: 195). This mechanism could, for example, 

explain that despite hierarchical control measures, labour inspectors choose to break the rules to 

achieve effectiveness. The individualistic control measures then have more impact on the 

enforcement style through the mechanism of moral justification. Second, the mechanism of 

attribution of blame restructures cognitions by portraying oneself as being an innocent person driven 

to harmful behaviour by provocation. A case in point is hitting a suspect because he has brought it on 

himself by committing a crime and lying about it. Like in the previous example, hierarchical rules are 

in this case disregarded to obtain results, which is an opportunistic or individualistic enforcement 

style. Third, moral disengagement can operate by displacing one’s responsibility to individuals with a 

higher authority who may have given an explicit order or may have implicitly condoned the behaviour 

(Diener, 1977; Kelman & Hamilton, 1989). A case in point is disregarding the competitive target system 

imposed by the head office (see below), because a supervisor does not consider this target system 

important. 

 

The second middle-range theory that will be applied is role strain theory, which attempts to explain 

how and under which circumstances individuals deal with differing and sometimes even conflicting 

expectations or role strain. Role theorists (e.g. Merton, 1957; Goode, 1960; Biddle, 1986) claim that, 

as in theatre, individuals in organisations perform ‘parts’ or ‘roles’ for which ‘scripts’ were written. 

Scripts can be described as organisationally given role-demands, consisting of “norms, expectations, 

taboos, responsibilities and the like […] associated with a given social position” (Levinson, 1959: 172). 

These expectations or demands are generated by several sources, which can be identifiable persons 
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– for example, supervisors, colleagues, citizens, etc. (Merton, 1957; Peterson & Smith, 2000) – or less 

personalized sources (Levinson, 1959; Peterson et al., 2000) – for example, internal guidelines, the 

law, HRM policy, etc. This combined group of personalized and non-personalized sources of role 

expectations is the ‘role-set’. 

The expectations generated in this role-set do, however, not necessarily lead to a coherent ‘script’. 

There may be differences or even contradictions between expectations generated by several sources 

in the role-set, leading to role strain (Goode, 1960). Interesting in role strain theory is the observation 

that, despite these tensions, “humans are not incapacitated by role strain” (Sieber, 1974: 568), leading 

to the question “which processes are operative to counteract these strains and under which 

circumstances do they (fail to) operate?” (Merton, 1957: 112-113). Several role theorists explicitly 

described the causal mechanisms that explain how individuals manage to cope with the (sometimes 

contradictory) expectations in particular situations, and thus explain the way in which role 

expectations under specific situational conditions impact the actual role behaviour (e.g. Merton, 1957; 

Goode, 1960; Hall, 1972; Thornton & Nardi, 1975). In other words, they list causal mechanisms that 

explain how staff members manage to cope with conflicting demands. 

Five mechanisms of dealing with role strain were relevant in this study. First, differences in power and 

authority can explain why certain role expectations are more influential than others. Merton (Merton, 

1957: 113) argues that not all sources in the role-set are equally powerful or can in the same way 

legitimately assert authority to shape the behaviour of staff members. Hence, the choice between 

incompatible expectations could partly be explained by the degree to which the person considers 

others powerful and their expectations legitimate (Gross, Mason, & McEachern, 1958; Rose, Kahle, & 

Shokam, 2000: 439). When this mechanism is operational, head office’s competitive target system 

would be more influential in a particular investigation than supervisors’ hierarchical oversight, the 

former being higher in power and authority than the latter. 

However, the influence of the power mechanism can be diminished when staff members’ activities 

are insulated from their observation. Merton (1957: 114-115) explains that when staff members’ 

behaviour cannot be observed by powerful actors, the staff members are less subjected to their 

expectations. In other words, if the head office fails to observe whether or not targets are met, then 

the impact of their competitive system might diminish. 

Third, certain expectations are sometimes considered more crucial because staff members consider 

their relationship with those who issue these expectations more important than their relationship 

with others. A case in point is following one’s colleagues’ expectations and not the supervisor’s 

expectations, because the relationship with colleagues is considered more important than the 

relationship with the supervisor. If colleagues endorse the competitive target system, while 

supervisors do not, this mechanism could explain why the individualistic target system still has a 

dominant impact on labour inspectors’ behaviour. 

Fourth, if staff members in an organisation give excessive attention to only a few expectations in the 

role-set, while the actual role expectations are more diverse or balanced, the mechanism of selection 

is operational. Staff members in an organisation are then convinced that this selection of expectations 

is most relevant in the script or that only these expectations exist. Reasons for this selection 

mechanism to be triggered are mostly related to flaws in the communication process, particularly the 

lack of (clear) communication about certain expectations in the organisation. If individualistic control 
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measures are more clearly communicated in an organization than hierarchical control measures, then 

this mechanism explains why the former have more impact on front-line officers’ behaviour. 

Fifth, the mechanism of alteration refers to the fact that certain role expectations are misinterpreted 

by staff members in an organisation. This is often due to ambiguous communication processes and a 

lack of transparency about actual expectations (Rose et al., 2000: 440). Labour inspectors’ 

autonomous work context could also give them the false idea that they are not obliged to follow 

hierarchical orders imposed by the head office that limit their discretion. Their individualistic work 

context then alters their perception of the relevance of hierarchical control measures. 

Towards an integration of GGCT and two middle-range theories 

As explained above, GGCT is useful to give an overall explanation of how tensions between 

organisational control types lead to a variety of enforcement styles that are applied by labour 

inspectors. However, it does not seem to be sufficient to explain why in some investigations the 

hierarchical enforcement style and in other investigations the individualistic enforcement style are 

applied. In other words, GGCT does not suffice to explain how labour inspectors deal with the tension 

between hierarchical and individualistic control in particular situations. This black box can, at least 

partly, be opened by supplementing GGCT with mechanisms of moral disengagement and role strain 

theory (see figure 1). These mechanisms are triggered by situational conditions and accentuate certain 

aspects in the professional context of labour inspectors, particularly aspects of the hierarchical or 

individualistic control type, and by doing so encourage, respectively, hierarchical or individualistic 

enforcement styles. This will in the next part be illustrated on the basis of a case study in a West-

European labour inspection. 

 

-- FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE – 

 

A case study on labour inspectors’ enforcement styles 

The integration of GGCT and the two middle-range theories in the causal mechanism approach, 

discussed above, has been tested in a case study on labour inspectors’ enforcement decisions. This 

section first presents the methodological choices that have been made in this case study and the 

settings in which the study has been conducted. Then, it lists the most important empirical findings. 

Finally, in the discussion, implications of these findings for GGCT will be shown. 

Research design 

In this case study, ethnographic research methods were used, such as observation (almost 300 hours), 

informal conversation and in-depth interviewing (23 respondents during 60 hours) in four field 

organisations, in two judicial districts2, of a West-European labour inspection during 21 months. 

Ethnography is defined in a loose way as a set of methods, which in its most characteristic form 

“involves the ethnographer participating […] in people’s daily lives for an extended period of time, 

watching what happens, listening to what is said, asking questions – in fact collecting whatever data 

                                                           
2 In the first setting (in judicial district A) 12 labor inspectors are employed. The other three settings are smaller 
units (of approximately five to seven labor inspectors), which are physically located at the same office (in judicial 
district B). Each of those units inspects a separate geographic region. They also have a separate regional 
supervisor and will therefore, for this study, be considered separate research settings. 
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are available to throw light on the issues that are the focus of the research” (Hammersley & Atkinson, 

1995: 1). 

During interviews and informal conversations, the labour inspectors were asked to think about 

difficult enforcement decisions they had to make in different investigations. They were asked to give 

a detailed narrative of the event. The interviews were recorded and transcribed literally and the 

informal conversations were summarized in detailed reports. Observations were made to 

complement the narratives, particularly in cases where the discussed event had occurred while the 

researcher was present, and to study the organisational context that is assumed to have an impact on 

the decision-making processes. This resulted in rich data and ‘thick description’ (Geertz, 1973). The 

data were analysed with the qualitative software Nvivo using topic coding and analytic coding 

(Richards & Morse, 2007: 139-143), after which the technique of process-tracing was applied to 

identify the causal mechanisms that underlie decision-making (George et al., 2005). 

 

The respondents in this study are labour inspectors who predominantly do inspections on illegal 

employment, unregistered work violations and the application of legal wage and labour conditions 

(e.g. employers who failed to pay employees the correct wage for their work). Labour inspectors’ 

discretionary powers allow them to respond to these three kinds of violations in a threefold way. First, 

they could give a warning, which implies no consequences for the employer. Second, they could offer 

employers the chance to rectify the violation by paying the employee back the deprived wage or 

compensations (i.e. rectification amount) or by officially registering the employee and paying the 

respective social security taxes in a retrospective way. Third, they could make a formal report of the 

violation after which the public prosecutor at the labour court decides to prosecute the employer or 

to dismiss the case. 

To make these enforcement decisions, labour inspectors are given much autonomy in the sense that 

they often work at home and conduct inspections on their own, leading to limited supervision. To 

avoid the abuse of discretion and autonomy, supervisors and the head office take different measures. 

First, the head office performs oversight, which is central in the hierarchical control type (Hood, 1998), 

by imposing internal guidelines that reduce labour inspectors’ discretion (i.e. ‘Administrative 

Instructions’). Moreover, labour inspectors are required to fill out weekly reports in which all their 

activities are described in detail and to compose case files that contain all decisions concerning an 

investigation, both of which are inspected by their supervisor. Second, the head office applies the 

individualistic control type ‘competition’ (Hood, 1998) by setting up a system of targets in which labour 

inspectors are encouraged to reach certain quantifiable goals for which they are highly valued by their 

supervisors (e.g. number of investigations and total rectification amount). These performance 

indicators are aimed at stimulating competition between different labour inspectors and at preventing 

the abuse of autonomy. Some supervisors even show these individual ‘scores’ during staff meetings 

in so-called league tables to reach that goal. The rectification amounts are considered particularly 

important, probably because these are in the best interest of employees. Moreover, the head office 

highly values these kinds of results, leading to labour inspectors attaching much importance to their 

personal overview of wages and compensations that have been rectified in their investigations. 

However, respondents claim that some supervisors also emphasize the number of investigations and 

therefore encourage them to do many ‘simple’ investigations and avoid the complex ones to make 

the numbers look good, even though the complex investigations often involve serious cases of social 
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fraud. The latter type of decisions is not discussed in this paper, but illustrates possible excesses of 

performance management systems (see also Loyens, 2012b). 

 

Before discussing the results, two methodological remarks need to be made. First, this case study is a 

qualitative, exploratory study in a relatively small number of research settings. The decisions that are 

analysed are thus not necessarily representative for enforcement decisions labour inspectors in 

general make. However, the goal of this qualitative study is not generalization to a wider population 

as in quantitative research, but theory-building by developing hypotheses that can be tested in future 

research (Smaling, 2003; Yin, 2003). Arguably, the findings could lead to more theoretical insight into 

enforcement decision-making. Second, to protect the respondents’ identity, neither the country 

where the organisations are located nor individual characteristics (such as age, sex3 or years of 

experience) of the labour inspectors will be mentioned. 

Results 

The respondents in this study mention 95 enforcement decisions. The individualistic enforcement 

style is dominant in all four research settings with approximately 50% of the cases (i.e. 46 cases). The 

hierarchical enforcement style follows with almost one third of the cases (i.e. 27 cases). Although 

there are also a few examples in which labour inspectors apply egalitarian, fatalistic4 and hybrid5 

enforcement styles (respectively three, five and 14), only the decision-making processes in the 

individualistic and hierarchical enforcement decisions will be discussed and explained below, being 

the central focus of this paper. 

Explaining individualistic enforcement decisions 

Almost half of the enforcement decisions that are discussed in this paper lead to an individualistic 

enforcement style. Labour inspectors then aim at getting high individual results (which is in their own 

benefit) without worrying whether their decision is in the public interest, will effectively tackle social 

fraud or is according to the rules. The respondents mention three different types of individualistic 

enforcement styles: (1) negotiation, (2) anticipation of dismissal and (3) acting for personal gain. This 

part illustrates how GGCT fails to explain why individualistic control measures have a dominant impact 

in these cases, and how the two middle-range theories in this study can provide more understanding 

of the causal processes underlying these enforcement decisions. 

                                                           
3 The respondents will always be referred to with male pronouns, even when they are women. 
4 The findings in this paper result from a larger doctoral study in which the impact of organizational factors on 
various dilemma types was analysed. The fatalistic behavioural style was particularly important in decisions to 
start of stop an investigation. Labour inspectors often decided not to continue a particular investigation because 
they felt powerless to deal with a particular type of social fraud or because there were too many loopholes in 
the laws they had to enforce. The low level of fatalistic behavioural styles in this paper can be explained by the 
fact that these ‘early stop’ decisions were not included in this contribution.  
5 The hybrid enforcement style refers to an enforcement style in which two GGCT types are combined. The low 
level of hybrid enforcement styles can be explained by the fact that the researcher aimed at finding as many 
pure enforcement styles as possible to achieve analytic clarity. This sometimes resulted in splitting up complex 
decisions with combined enforcement styles in various pure types. 
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Implicit and explicit negotiation 

Most individualistic enforcement decisions in this study are part of a negotiation with the employer 

(38 out of 46 cases). This negotiation occurs in an explicit (20 cases) or an implicit way (16 cases)6, but 

is always aimed at looking for a win-win-situation. In such negotiations, employers want to avoid being 

prosecuted and having to pay high rectification amounts, while labour inspectors want to increase 

their individual ‘scores’ in terms of reports or rectification amounts because they will be highly valued 

by superiors for reaching certain quantifiable targets. 

 

In most ‘implicit negotiation’ cases, labour inspectors decide to drop certain charges (and thus not 

make a report) because the employer is willing to come across by paying his employees back 

compensations and wages they have been deprived of. In return for paying a rectification amount, 

employers will thus not be prosecuted. For the labour inspectors, this strategy leads to high 

rectification amounts on their personal overview, which is valued more by their supervisor and the 

head office than the number of reports (see above). This strategy is not only applied when it concerns 

rather small violations, such as the absence of part time labour contracts or internal labour regulations 

codes, but sometimes also when it concerns more serious violations of social law, such as unregistered 

work violations and part time employees who work outside their time-table7. The ‘Administrative 

Instructions’ that are issued by the head office are, however, clear when it comes to serious offenses, 

in the sense that these should always be followed with a report when detected. Negotiation is then 

not permitted. Notwithstanding, labour inspectors often disregard these instructions to obtain a high 

rectification ‘score’. 

In terms of GGCT, the cases above show a tension between two control types. On the one hand, 

supervisors and the head office encourage labour inspectors to obtain as much results in terms of 

rectification amounts, which is an example of the individualistic control type ‘competition’. On the 

other hand, the ‘Administrative instructions’ state that labour inspectors should never drop charges 

for serious offenses, such as unregistered work, which is an example of the hierarchical control type 

‘oversight’. However, GGCT is not able to explain why in the situations discussed above the 

individualistic control type has more impact on labour inspectors’ behaviour than the hierarchical 

control type. In other words, GGCT does not explain why labour inspectors choose to disregard 

hierarchical rules in favour of the competitive target system. There is thus a black box between the 

individualistic control type and the individualistic enforcement style. 

The middle-range role strain theory can open this black box by identifying the causal processes that 

explain the link between control type and enforcement style in these cases. In other words, role strain 

theory offers the mechanisms that explain why the hierarchical control measures of the head office 

and supervisors fail to avoid these questionable individualistic enforcement decisions. First, the 

mechanism of selection is relevant in two research settings, particularly in those settings in which 

most labour inspectors are unfamiliar with the ‘Administrative instructions’ (i.e. part of ‘oversight’). 

Because their supervisors do not clearly communicate about head office’s rules, labour inspectors in 

these settings falsely believe that they can use their discretion by negotiating with employers in order 

                                                           
6 The remaining two decisions are special cases in which labour inspectors give up their attempt to negotiate 
because it will not lead to the desired effects. These special cases will not be discussed in this paper. 
7 This offense is rather serious because these employees could as well be employed full time and only be 
registered as part-time employees, which would be a creative form of tax evasion. 
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to reach their own targets, which is an opportunistic and thus individualistic strategy. Second, 

inspectors in the other settings who are aware of the ‘Administrative instructions’ (e.g. because they 

have read this document on the Intranet) deliberately disregard them in the discussed cases, as a 

result of the insulation from observability mechanism. Particularly, these labour inspectors 

deliberately keep the part time employment violations they drop out of the case file, so their 

supervisor (who would not agree with them dropping these charges) will never know that they have 

made this decision. The implicit negotiation is then not ‘observable’ for the supervisor, making it 

impossible for him to take action. In other words, even though the supervisor has the formal power 

and authority (another mechanism in role strain theory) to keep oversight on labour inspectors, the 

insulation from observability mechanism neutralizes this power. This insulation from observability 

mechanism is also relevant in other cases, particularly those cases in which labour inspectors drop 

unregistered work violations while concealing it from colleagues who are present during the 

inspection. To conclude, while being confronted with both competition and oversight, the latter is in 

these dilemmas consciously or unconsciously disregarded, which can be explained by two mechanisms 

of role strain theory, and not by only applying the overarching GGCT. 

 

In the ‘explicit negotiation’ cases, unregistered work violations are also sometimes dropped (which is 

not allowed according to the ‘Administrative instructions’), because employers show their willingness 

to rectify certain violations, either by paying their employees deprived wages or compensations or by 

registering their employers retrospectively. Labour inspectors justify these questionable decisions by 

claiming that the offer to drop these violations is sometimes essential to persuade employers to rectify 

other violations. However, their decision to make this offer is also inspired by opportunism in the 

sense that rectification amounts are important targets for their individual scores. Like in the implicit 

negotiation cases, there is a tension between the competitive target system (‘competition’) and the 

‘Administrative instructions’ (‘oversight’), but GGCT fails to explain why ‘competition’ has more impact 

on labour inspectors’ enforcement style than ‘oversight’. Arguably, the moral justification mechanism 

opens the black box between control type and enforcement style. Labour inspectors consider it more 

beneficial and more in the employees’ best interest that wages and compensations are rectified than 

that reports are made for unregistered work violations, which justifies (in their opinion) the decision 

to disregard head office’s instructions. 

Anticipation of dismissal 

The second type of individualistic enforcement style refers to disregarding certain violations because 

labour inspectors anticipate the likely dismissal of these violations by the public prosecutor or the 

agency that can impose administrative fines. One inspector in this study explains that when he worked 

in another region the public prosecutor almost never prosecuted unregistered work violations, leading 

to those violations being punished with only a small administrative fine. Inspectors in that region, 

therefore, mostly asked the employers to officially register the employees, because then at least the 

detection would lead to the situation being corrected. When this particular inspector just started 

working in one of the research settings in this study, he applied the same logic even though most of 

his colleagues always made a report for unregistered work violations. However, one day he caught an 

employer the second time for the same violation because he had only registered the worker 

retroactively for the day of the inspection. The inspector discussed this with his new colleagues and 
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learned that the public prosecutor in this region mostly prosecutes unregistered work violations, so 

he changed his approach. He, however, adds that if the public prosecutor was to stop prosecuting 

unregistered work violations, he would return to the previous approach. In other words, if the public 

prosecutor was to decide to change his prosecution policy, the inspector would probably start 

breaking the head office’s rules, which is the risk of following the rules not because they are the rules 

but because they lead to beneficial results. 

In GGCT terms there is a tension between hierarchy (i.e. following ‘Administrative instructions’) and 

individualism (i.e. making decisions in an opportunistic way). Although the labour inspector technically 

follows the rules, he only does so because it is in his own benefit and he would change his behaviour 

if the benefit would be absent. GGCT cannot explain why individualism is dominant here, but the 

middle-range moral disengagement theory can. Particularly, the displacement of responsibility 

mechanism is relevant in this case. The inspector would excuse for rule breaking, by displacing 

responsibility to the public prosecutor, who would (in the inspector’s opinion) fail to do his duty by 

dismissing the case. 

 

In another research setting, a similar logic is applied concerning violations linked to the status of family 

members who work as assistants (as opposed to employees). While this is allowed in one-man 

businesses, it is not allowed in companies with limited liability or public limited companies, because 

these cannot have relatives. Hence, the managing director should hire relatives as official employees. 

When labour inspectors detect these kinds of violations, the family members should officially be 

considered unregistered workers and labour inspectors should make a report, because that is 

prescribed by the ‘Administrative instructions’ (part of the hierarchical control type). However, the 

public prosecutor only rarely prosecutes these kinds of violations, leading to many labour inspectors 

deciding not to make a report and thus acting in an opportunistic way. This is an example of an 

individualistic enforcement style, because one only makes a report when it leads to results, 

particularly the prosecution of the violation. GGCT cannot explain why the tension between hierarchy 

and individualism leads to an individualistic enforcement style, but moral disengagement theory can. 

Particularly, by displacing responsibility to the public prosecutor for not doing his job (in the labour 

inspectors’ opinion), the labour inspector excuses for his individualistic behaviour. Because the total 

number of reports is considered less important for most supervisors than the total amount of 

rectifications, labour inspectors sometimes use these kinds of violations in their negotiation process 

with the employers (see above). Only when the detection occurs during joint inspections (i.e. 

inspections that are conducted by different inspections), most labour inspectors make a report, 

because then it counts towards the joint inspection statistics, which are highly valued by the head 

office. 

Acting for personal gain 

In the third individualistic enforcement style, labour inspectors are inspired by self-interest. Only one 

case will be discussed in detail, because it beautifully illustrates an excess of the individualistic control 

type. A labour inspector is conducting an investigation at the end of the year in which wages need to 

be rectified. The ‘Administrative instructions’ prescribe that a retrospective rectification period of 

three years should be applied in such investigations. However, the inspector decides to only impose a 

rectification period of one year, which leads to a much lower rectification amount and thus less money 
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for the employees. The reasoning behind this decision is that the inspector would not be able to finish 

his investigation before the end of the year if he would have to calculate the rectification amount for 

a period of three years, while it would be feasible if the rectification period was only one year. Finishing 

the investigation before the end of the year is important because then the rectification amount will 

be included in the individual inspectors’ statistics for that year. However, the supervisor has already 

told the inspectors in his field organisation repeatedly that they should let the social secretary’s office8 

calculate the rectification amount because it takes too much time to do it themselves. This particular 

inspector does not agree with that rule, because (in his opinion) social secretary’s offices often make 

mistakes that afterwards need to be corrected by the inspector, leading to loss of time. He therefore 

takes the rather opportunistic decision to do the calculations himself (albeit for a rectification amount 

of only one year) because only then he can add the rectification amount to his personal statistics for 

this particular year.  

In GGCT terms this case shows a tension between two hierarchical control measures, being head 

office’s rules and supervisor’s orders, and the individualistic target system. However, GGCT does not 

explain why individualism is dominant here. Role strain theory can fill this gap. Particularly, the 

mechanism insulation from observability counteracts the power mechanism. In other words, despite 

the hierarchical power of the head office and the supervisor to limit labour inspectors’ discretion, 

neither of them can in practice observe how the inspector makes this specific decision as a result of 

the large autonomy labour inspectors enjoy in the performance of their job. The supervisor checks the 

case file afterwards when the decision has already been made. Hence the impact of the hierarchical 

measures is diminished by the fact that certain aspects of labour inspectors’ work are not directly 

observable for hierarchical actors. 

Explaining hierarchical enforcement decisions 

In 27 cases, the labour inspectors in this study apply a hierarchical enforcement style. These decisions 

can be divided into three types: (1) following orders from judicial authorities, (2) following orders from 

supervisors and (3) basing one’s decision on fairness and equal treatment. In some of these cases 

there is a tension between hierarchical and individualistic control measures, which results in the 

application of hierarchical enforcement styles. We will illustrate how both middle-range theories can 

explain why ‘competition’ is less of influence in these cases. In other cases, labour inspectors are 

confronted with various and even conflicting hierarchical orders. GGCT is not able to explain in these 

specific situations why individuals choose to follow certain orders and disregard others. The findings 

of this study show that middle-range theories can provide such proximate explanations. 

Following orders from judicial authorities 

The first hierarchical style is basing one’s decision on orders from judicial authorities. Two different 

labour inspectors mention an investigation in which they adapt their decision to what they think the 

public prosecutor wants. Both investigations are linked to violations concerning deprived wages and 

compensations. Although the labour inspectors know that trying to rectify these violations would be 

more beneficial for their personal ‘score’ (rectification amounts being valued more than the number 

of reports), they decide to make a report. They do so because the investigations are initiated by the 

                                                           
8 A social secretary’s office is an organization that can be hired to arrange calculation and payment of wages and 
other HR activities. 
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public prosecutor, which leads the labour inspectors to believe that they cannot avoid making a report. 

This is, however, a false perception that can be explained by the alteration mechanism in role strain 

theory. Particularly, labour inspectors sometimes believe that their discretionary powers are 

restricted when investigations are initiated by the public prosecutor, which is not the case. The tension 

between hierarchical and individualistic control measures can thus sometimes be explained by a false 

perception. This case illustrates that not only a control measure as such but also the perception of a 

control measure has an impact on behaviour, an idea which is not explicitly adopted in GGCT. 

 

In some other cases labour inspectors are confronted with conflicting hierarchical orders. As 

mentioned above, GGCT does not provide the tools to explain why inspectors prefer following one 

order and disregard the other. In the first case, a labour inspector decides to follow the public 

prosecutor’s request to ask the employer to rectify wages of certain employees, but not of others. 

Although the instructions of the head office state that all employees should be treated equally, the 

suggestion of the public prosecutor is followed. This can be explained by the importance mechanism 

in role strain theory that counteracts the power mechanism. In other words, the labour inspector 

considers the relationship with the public prosecutor more important than the relationship with the 

head office, even though the latter is higher in authority than the public prosecutor. The head office 

is able to formally restrict labour inspectors’ discretionary powers, while the public prosecutor is not. 

However, the labour inspector is aware that he will need the ‘goodwill’ of the public prosecutor to 

prosecute violations for which he will make reports in the future and therefore considers this 

relationship more important than the relationship with the head office. 

A similar logic applies in the following case in which a labour inspector makes a report because the 

public prosecutor asks it, even though he himself wants to give a warning. The role strain mechanism 

importance explains why this labour inspector decides to allow the public prosecutor to restrict his 

legal discretion, as illustrated in the following quote: 

 

I never asked myself that question [whether the public prosecutor is legally entitled to give orders]. 

It is in fact a restriction of our discretionary powers, but public prosecutors claim umm think that 

we work for them (coughs significantly to indicate that this is not the case), even though we are 

independent… you know, but […] I am not planning to get into a tussle with them (laugh). I just do 

what they ask to avoid trouble. 

Following orders from supervisors 

In seven cases, labour inspectors use a hierarchical enforcement style, because they follow orders 

from their supervisor, even when following them does not lead to the best results. In GGCT, the 

tension between hierarchical control and individualistic control leads to applying a hierarchical 

enforcement style. In all these cases, the power mechanism in role strain theory explains why 

hierarchical control is more influential than individualistic control. In the first case, an inspector 

imposes a very small rectification amount (i.e. 12 euro) because the inspector thinks the supervisor is 

going to send the file back if he decides to disregard it. The labour inspector (who is still an intern) 

does not consider it worthwhile to spend much time in this investigation, because it will not 

significantly increase his personal ‘score’. He explains: 
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[…] in my opinion, if you have to send that letter by registered mail, then I don’t consider it 

worthwhile, but I did it anyway. […] If I could have decided it myself (laugh) I would never have 

done it, especially because it was just an error and not malicious intent of the employer. […] But 

because X is my supervisor, I sent the letter. But when I think of it, I consider the cost for society 

higher than what has come out of it. 

 

In the second case, the same inspector does not drop certain monetary violations (except for a few 

insignificant compensations for clothing, etc.), because he knows his supervisor wants all wages and 

compensations to be rectified, giving him little negotiating room. However, he argues that if he cannot 

come across with a few concessions, the employer will never agree with paying the rectification 

amount. The inspectors follow the hierarchical order anyway, because the supervisor is considered an 

authority that can impose his will (which illustrates the power mechanism in role strain theory). In 

addition, the hierarchical decision is facilitated by the moral disengagement mechanism of rendering 

the supervisor responsible for a possible failure of the negotiation. 

In the other cases, labour inspectors change their decision concerning unregistered work detections 

because the supervisor asks for it. The inspectors prefer to impose a period during which the employer 

can rectify the violations by paying social security taxes for the period the employees have been 

working on the side, so the inspectors can add these amounts to their statistics. However, their 

supervisor wants unregistered work violations to be responded with a report at all times and the 

inspectors comply because the supervisor has, in their opinion, the authority to give orders. The 

insulation from observability mechanism does not operate here, because the supervisor carefully 

reads the case files that contain the labour inspectors’ decisions. 

Fairness and equal treatment 

In the third hierarchical enforcement style labour inspectors disregard orders from hierarchical actors, 

because they are not considered fair. In GGCT terms, there is a conflict between two hierarchical 

control types, being the paternalistic attitude of treating all clients in an equal and fair way, on the 

one hand, and following orders from hierarchical actors, on the other. One specific example will be 

describe in detail to illustrate this type of hierarchical enforcement style. A labour inspector explains 

that in a particular investigation, he decided not to make a report for certain violations, even though 

the public prosecutor asked him to do so. Particularly, the public prosecutor requested him to make a 

report against the current business manager of a firm which committed certain violations, while 

previous business managers of this firm who committed the same violations were not prosecuted. The 

labour inspector disregards this order because he does not consider it fair. GGCT does not explain the 

dominant impact of the fairness or equal treatment principle, while role strain theory can. Particularly, 

the importance mechanism leads to the power mechanism being counteracted. In other words, the 

authority and formal power of the public prosecutor are not considered strong enough to change the 

inspector’s decision, because fair treatment is considered more important. 

Discussion 

The findings in this study show that GGCT is useful to illustrate the tensions labour inspectors 

experience between hierarchical control measures (i.e. ‘Administrative instructions’ of the head 

office, oversight by supervisors, etc.) and individualistic control measures (i.e. competitive target 

system). These tensions sometimes lead to the application of a hierarchical enforcement style in which 
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rules are applied because they are considered just and legitimate, or the application of an 

individualistic enforcement style in which opportunism and personal benefits (e.g. in terms of 

quantifiable results that increase the personal score) are the central motives. As argued above, the 

mechanisms of positive and negative feedback in GGCT can explain long-term evolutions or shifts in 

organizational control systems and enforcement styles. However, GGCT is not able to explain in 

particular situations why individuals apply a hierarchical or an individualistic enforcement style. In 

other words, GGCT does not offer proximate explanations for decision making in specific situations, 

leading to a black box between control type and enforcement style. Middle-range theories can open 

this black box by providing causal mechanisms that can explain the underling decision making 

processes between control type and enforcement style. These mechanisms thus explain why in some 

situations labour inspectors decide to follow the rules, while in other situations they decide to 

disregard them for individualistic reasons. 

For the topic of this study, two middle-range theories proved to be particularly useful to explain 

decision making processes. First, moral disengagement theory was useful because it is closely related 

to the general topic of dealing with moral dilemmas, which was the overall theme of this study. 

Second, role strain theory was useful because it beautifully captures the idea of various and 

sometimes conflicting expectations with which front-line officers are confronted and between which 

they have to choose in making decisions on the job. However, for other topics different middle-range 

theories in sociology, cognitive psychology and adjoining domains might be used to provide black box 

explanations and thus to supplement the comprehensive, but underspecified GGCT. The middle-range 

theories should thus not be used to replace GGCT, but merely to strengthen its explanatory power by 

providing building blocks that can explain how the theory works in particular situations. 

Conclusion 

This paper combined GGCT with two middle-range theories to gain insight into the black box between 

independent and dependent variables. Particularly, two middle range theories (i.e. moral 

disengagement theory and role strain theory) were used to supplement GGCT and to look for 

proximate explanations for enforcement decisions. This newly developed conceptual framework, an 

integration of GGCT and the two middle-range theories, was applied in a case study in a West-

European labour inspection to explain when and how hierarchical and individualistic control measures 

have an impact on labour inspectors’ enforcement decisions. 

The individualistic enforcement style was mostly part of a negotiation process with employers. 

Although the practice of negotiation is restricted by hierarchical rules of the head office, labour 

inspectors sometimes broke these rules to reach higher results (mostly in terms of rectification 

amounts). This was explained by the alteration or the selection mechanism in role strain theory. 

Particularly, the ‘Administrative Instructions’ were, respectively, looked at from an altered perspective 

or not selected as guiding principles. Orders from the head office and supervisors were sometimes 

also neglected as a result of the insulation from observability mechanism, which can operate as a 

result of the high degree of autonomy labour inspectors have and which sometimes even overrules 

the power mechanism. In some cases, labour inspectors seemed to follow the head office’s 

instructions, but not necessarily because they were considered hierarchical instructions, but because 

following them led to interesting results for the labour inspector, such as high rectification amounts 

that count for one’s individual statistics. Following the instructions was then considered an 
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opportunistic strategy, linked to the head office’s pressure for numbers. Although the motive behind 

following the instructions does not seem to be very relevant as long as the instructions are followed, 

this opportunistic strategy can be very risky. This is particularly the case when instructions are 

changed, because then the opportunistic labour inspectors would probably not change their 

behaviour. 

Despite the dominance of the individualistic enforcement style, hierarchy was also very important in 

enforcement decisions. The hierarchical role of the public prosecutor was, for example, crucial in the 

decision-making processes in a few cases. Individual discretion was in these cases disregarded in 

favour of following orders from the public prosecutor, as a result of the importance mechanism. Also 

the supervisor sometimes managed to overpower the labour inspector’s individual discretion, 

especially when labour inspectors were still in their internship. In other cases, hierarchical orders were 

disregarded, because applying them did not seem fair according to the labour inspectors. 

 

These results should, however, be treated with caution, because this ethnographic study was not 

aimed at generalization towards a population but at theory-building. Another limitation of this study 

is that the causal mechanisms in the conceptual framework cannot be used to predict behaviour, but 

only to explain it afterwards. This is, however, not uncommon in social research, where prediction is 

rarely feasible (Elster, 1998). This paper rather aims at illustrating how GGCT can benefit from being 

supplemented with middle-range theories in the causal mechanism approach. Moreover, it aims to 

encourage future research in which both the conceptual framework and empirical findings in this 

study are tested. 
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