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Abstract

Caseloads and performance management are important working conditions of workers delivering
public social services in street-level organizations. The literature on these working conditions argues
that high caseloads and performance management have considerable consequences for workers’
performance in terms of the quality of services they provide and the results they realize. This article
empirically investigates and compares these consequences, drawing on the results of a quantitative
study of frontline workers in 14 local welfare agencies in the Netherlands. These workers are
responsible for the delivery of welfare-to-work policies to social assistance recipients. The findings
show that high caseloads do, indeed, have a detrimental effect on workers’ performance, whereas the
impact of performance management is more modest, though confirming some of the findings reported
in other studies on performance management. The results also show that by focusing service
provision on a proportion of their caseload, workers are able to reduce the negative impact of high
caseloads somewhat. Overall, the article finds that the negative impact of high caseloads is more
pervasive than that of performance management. The article concludes that the recent focus in the
literature on performance management and its consequences for public services should not turn
scholars’ attention away from the ‘traditional’ public administration problem of high caseload sizes.
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Introduction

Civil servants’ working conditions exert an important impact on how these
workers actually do their work. In coping with working conditions, civil
servants develop strategies and take decisions that have consequences for the
services they provide and the outcomes they realize. These are important
conclusions of a variety of studies that looked at how social policies and social
services are implemented at the frontlines of organizations responsible for
policy implementation: street-level bureaucracies or street-level organizations

Author Emails: r.vanberkel@uu.nl; e.knies@uu.nl

SOCIAL POLICY & ADMINISTRATION ISSN 0144–5596
DOI: 10.1111/spol.12150

© 2015 John Wiley & Sons Ltd

VOL. 50, NO. 1, JANUARY 2016, PP. 59–78

mailto:r.vanberkel@uu.nl
mailto:e.knies@uu.nl


(Brodkin 2013; Lipsky 2010). Two working conditions have received consid-
erable attention in the scientific literature: the size of caseloads and
performance management (e.g. Jewell and Glaser 2006). Caseloads are a
‘traditional’ issue in street-level organizations where workers are structurally
confronted with a shortage of resources (such as time, money, services) given
the numbers of clients they are supposed to support. Performance manage-
ment is a more recent issue that became increasingly popular in the public
sector against the background of the rise of New Public Management (NPM).
Since the introduction of NPM, the scientific literature has devoted consid-
erable attention to the impact of performance management on civil servants
(and especially on public professionals) (Talbot 2010). Nowadays, in compari-
son, attention on the ‘traditional’ street-level organization problem of high
caseloads remains far behind. One of the reasons for this may be that perfor-
mance management implies a more direct ‘attack’ on the discretion and
autonomy of civil servants than do high caseloads. The introduction of per-
formance management has often been explicitly framed as a political project
legitimized in terms of ‘curbing’ the autonomy of professionals (Clarke and
Newman 1997; Noordegraaf and Steijn 2013), whereas high caseloads are
a less politicized issue, a ‘fact of bureaucratic life’. Furthermore, critics of
NPM often consider the introduction of performance management in the
public sector as exemplary for NPM’s damaging and, according to some,
perverse impact on public services, public organizations and public workers
(Diefenbach 2009).

This article takes up the ‘old’ public management issue of high caseloads
and the ‘new’ public management issue of performance management by
analyzing their consequences for the quality and outcomes of social services.
Based on data from empirical research, we address the following research
question: How are size of caseload and performance management related to
the quality and outcomes of social services? The article seeks to contribute
to the debate about the consequences of high caseloads and performance
management for the frontline delivery of public policies and social services.
In addition, it aims to contribute to the strand of research that considers
conditions of work an important factor in determining how formal policies
translate into policy practices (Jewell and Glaser 2006; Lipsky 2010). Changes
in working conditions can have political implications (Brodkin 2013): they
trigger changes in policy delivery processes that, compared to formal policy
reforms, are far less transparent and subject to democratic decision-making
processes but may still have a considerable impact on what policies look like
in practice.

The type of social services that our empirical research focused on are
services aimed at promoting unemployed people’s employability and (labour-
market) participation: services provided in the context of welfare-to-work or,
in European parlance, activation policies. In the delivery of these policies,
traditional street-level bureaucracies play an important role: benefit agencies,
public employment services agencies, local welfare agencies. At the same
time, the provision of welfare-to-work has been influenced by NPM in most
countries (van Berkel et al. 2011), both in the form of corporate governance
and market governance (Considine 2001). Therefore, we may expect high
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caseloads as well as performance management to play a prominent role in the
frontline delivery of welfare-to-work, making this a relevant context to study.

The next section explores the literature discussing caseloads and perfor-
mance management and their impact on service quality and service outcomes.
This exploration results in a number of hypotheses on the impact of caseloads
and performance management. In the third section, our research project is
described. Then, in the fourth section, we present the findings of our study.
The final section discusses the findings and concludes.

Frontline Working Conditions and Performance

Caseload

The street-level bureaucracy literature has paid considerable attention to
street-level bureaucrats’ working conditions and the impact of these condi-
tions on the delivery and implementation of public policies. In his famous
study of street-level bureaucracies, Lipsky (2010) distinguished a variety of
conditions of work structuring frontline policy implementation, such as inad-
equate resources, ambiguous or conflicting goal expectations, working with
non-voluntary clients and, last but not least, large caseloads. Lipsky and other
authors pointed out that what is problematic about high caseloads is not so
much the numbers of clients that workers have per se, but the numbers of
clients relative to workers’ responsibilities and tasks: that is, workers with low
caseloads may experience high workloads (Lee 2009). Because of this, various
authors prefer the concept of workload to the concept of caseload. Jewell and
Glaser, for example, argued that ‘[w]orkload encompasses not only the
number of cases but also the kinds of tasks and decisions each case requires’
(Jewell and Glaser 2006: 341). Some authors use an even broader definition of
workload by including both client-related and non-client-related tasks
(Stevens 2008). But although, theoretically, there is little reason to doubt that
the concept of workload captures the work pressures frontline workers expe-
rience more adequately than the concept of caseload, measuring workload
empirically is difficult, especially in quantitative research designs. Because
of that, our study focuses on caseloads as a proxy of workloads; which is
quite common practice in quantitative studies, as the studies discussed below
illustrate.

One of the major merits of street-level bureaucracy studies is that they not
only investigate how conditions of work are related to workers’ performance,
but also open the ‘black box’ of workers’ agency in coping with working
conditions (Brodkin and Marston 2013). Again, Lipsky’s study has been path-
breaking in identifying several coping strategies, such as creaming, favouritism
(i.e. selecting preferred clients), parking, rubber stamping and client referrals
(Lipsky 2010). Focusing on caseload size, theoretically, workers can cope with
high caseloads in two ways.

First, they can decide to distribute time and resources more or less equally
among their clients. Jewell pointed at this type of strategy when he argued that
high caseloads threaten to reduce professionals to technicians who rely on
informal shortcuts in doing their work and are unable to provide responsive
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services (Jewell 2007). Thus, in this case high caseloads influence the quality of
services clients receive. The strategies of rubber stamping and client referrals
are examples of these shortcuts. Rubber stamping means that workers rely on
judgements (e.g. client categorizations or needs assessments) of colleagues or
workers in other agencies without checking their adequacy; client referrals
mean that workers send clients to other service providers instead of supporting
clients themselves. Several studies corroborate that high caseloads influence
workers’ performance. A US study of the delivery of welfare-to-work found
that although the introduction of welfare-to-work policies increased workers’
discretion, high caseloads restrained them from providing adequate services
(Austin et al. 2009). Another study found a negative correlation between the
size of workers’ caseload and self-reported performance in various of their
core activities (King et al. 2000). High caseloads may also increase the prob-
ability of workers making errors, such as unjust sanctions, because workers
spend less time with clients and have less time for decision making (Godfrey
and Yoshikawa 2012; Ryu et al. 2012). Lastly, workload was found to have an
impact on the weight assigned to client preferences (Fraser and Estabrooks
2008).

Nevertheless, despite evidence of a detrimental impact of caseload size on
workers’ performance, some empirical studies revealed that the relation
between caseload size and performance may be neither linear nor direct. A
limited number of studies investigated the impact of caseload size on outcomes
of welfare-to-work programmes (Bloom et al. 2003; Riccio et al. 1994). The
study of Riccio et al. found no impact of caseload size on programme
effectiveness, but the study by Bloom et al. reached the conclusion that large
caseloads can undercut programme effectiveness. These conflicting results
have been interpreted in two ways. First, lower caseloads do not guarantee
that extra time for clients is used in effective ways (Riccio et al. 1994). In other
words, lower caseloads may be a condition for improved performance but do
not guarantee it. Second, detrimental effects of caseload size may only occur
when a certain caseload size threshold is exceeded (Godfrey and Yoshikawa
2012). These interpretations echo Lipsky’s caution regarding high expecta-
tions of relieving caseload pressures (Lipsky 2010).

Second, instead of distributing scarcity, workers may cope with high
caseloads by deciding to focus their attention on a proportion of their clients.
This strategy effectively reduces workers’ ‘active’ caseload which may improve
performance in terms of increasing the quality of services they provide and the
outcomes they realize – although, as we see above, this does not necessarily
have to be the case. Several studies looked at the issue of how workers select
clients who are serviced and clients who are parked. Selection takes place on
the basis of more or less routine client categorization processes, which distin-
guish between preferred and non-preferred clients (cf. favouritism), or
between clients with whom targets and objectives are easy to realize and the
cases considered ‘difficult’ (cf. creaming). The categorizations of clients do
not merely reflect frontline workers’ attitudes and preferences, even though
these do play a role, but are organizational practices (Møller and Stone 2013;
Rosenthal and Peccei 2006): they reflect organizational and policy priorities,
the availability of services needed by various groups of clients, the available
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time to provide groups of clients with adequate support, etc. What makes the
selection issue politically salient is that even when this frontline strategy is
effective in helping workers to improve their performance, selection, creaming
and parking processes are often far from random and hit particular target
groups harder than others (McDonald and Marston 2006).

Performance management

Performance management is a rather ‘fuzzy’ concept that refers to a variety of
NPM and organizational practices. Diefenbach described performance man-
agement as the ‘systematic, regular and comprehensive capturing, measure-
ment, monitoring and assessment of crucial aspects of organizational and
individual performance through explicit targets, standards, performance indi-
cators, measurement and control systems’ (Diefenbach, 2009: 894). Thus,
performance management can be targeted at organizations as well as at
individual workers. Organizations are subjected to performance management
when they operate in competitive quasi-markets (market governance in
Considine’s [2001] terminology) or when the outcomes they are expected
to realize are defined, measured and evaluated with financial rewards
for out-performers and financial penalties for underperformers (corporate
governance, according to Considine). Performance management as an orga-
nizational human resource management strategy aims at managing the per-
formance of workers, for example through performance appraisal or pay-for-
performance systems (Boselie 2014; Weibel et al. 2010). The literature not
always clearly distinguishes between performance management as part of
governance models and as part of systems for managing workers’ perfor-
mance. However, we may assume that managers whose organizations are
subjected to forms of performance management will in one way or another
send signals to workers about the performance expected from them, even
though these signals do not necessarily include ‘tougher’ types of performance
management such as pay-for-performance.

Several studies concluded that performance management is effective in
steering workers’ actions in the desired direction (Riccucci et al. 2004; Ridzi
2004). By linking performance goals to desirable policy and organizational
objectives, managers help to align frontline workers’ priorities and inform
them about aspects of their work valued by the organization (cf. goal-setting
theory; Locke and Latham 2002), which contributes to implementation integ-
rity. Thus, the ‘measure what you treasure’ principle of performance man-
agement provides signals as to what workers are expected to focus on in their
work. However, many authors come to more critical evaluations of perfor-
mance management and point at its potential perverse consequences. There
is considerable concern about the impact of performance management on
workers’ discretion and their use of discretion. A frequently discussed issue is
that performance management not only incentivizes workers to prioritize the
goals that are measured but also discourages them to focus on other, non-
measured goals (Brodkin 2008; Heinrich and Marschke 2010): under perfor-
mance management workers’ discretion may be broad, but is not deep
(Schram 2012). This becomes especially problematic when non-measured
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goals are nonetheless valued goals: not all that is treasured is actually being
measured, among others because measurement may be difficult. Johnson Dias
and Maynard-Moody (2006) studied a private provider agency working under
a contract that demanded the provider to offer clients case management but
only rewarded job placements. This resulted in a conflict between manage-
ment and workers: managers emphasized the objectives that were rewarded
(i.e. job placements) whereas frontline workers adhered to the case manage-
ment approach that the contract required but did not reward. Apart from the
shift of focus in workers’ priorities from valued to measured performance –
and as we see, the two do not always coincide – studies pointed at another
shift: instead of focusing on client needs, workers focus on meeting perfor-
mance targets and organizational needs (Heinrich and Marschke 2010).
Eventually, this may result in what has been called a performance paradox
(Johnson Dias and Maynard-Moody 2006): workers’ actions aimed at realiz-
ing performance targets may have a negative impact on policy practices and
outcomes.

In the above, we see that high caseloads may encourage frontline workers
to focus attention on part of their clients and in doing so, they develop certain
selection practices. Selection processes may also take place as a consequence
of performance management, although they may take different forms. For
example, performance management may influence which clients are consid-
ered favourite and preferred (Rosenthal and Peccei 2006): it may, compared
to high caseloads, provide stronger incentives to select clients with whom
performance targets are easy to realize (Soss et al. 2011). So although we
may expect similar types of selection processes (such as creaming, parking,
favouritism) under conditions of high caseloads and under conditions of
performance management, the outcomes of these processes may differ as a
consequence of workers’ stricter focus under performance management on
measured results.

In short, performance management is likely to have consequences for the
quality of services and outcomes. It will incentivize workers to provide services
that are expected to realize measured outcomes while services considered
unrelated to these outcomes are less likely to be provided. In addition, per-
formance management may stimulate workers to realize quick wins as it
encourages ‘making the numbers’ (Brodkin 2008) and ‘speed over need’
(Brodkin 2011) strategies. In the context of welfare-to-work, this may imply a
focus on quick rather than sustainable job placements or a focus on increased
sanctioning (Soss et al. 2011). Furthermore, workers may experience strong
accountability pressures that increase the amount of time spent on adminis-
trative work, and workers may develop risk-minimizing rather than risk-
taking strategies, which potentially has negative effects on service quality
(Considine et al. 2011; McDonald and Marston 2008; van Berkel 2014). This
makes clear why several authors point at the political rather than technical
nature of performance management reforms (Brodkin 2006; Larsen 2013):
they not merely encourage workers to do similar things in more efficient ways,
they encourage workers to do different things.

Although the overall picture arising from the literature on performance
management is rather gloomy, several authors emphasize that deterministic
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accounts of performance management should be avoided. Several studies
showed that diversity across countries regarding public management reforms
and performance management systems is significant, which is why the concept
of performance management regimes was introduced (Pollitt and Bouckaert
2000; Rhodes et al. 2012). In addition, workers respond in different ways to
performance management: whereas some experience it as guiding rather than
shaping their work, others experience strong pressures to meet performance
objectives (Fletcher 2011; Morgen 2001). Furthermore, performance manage-
ment systems are designed in various ways and system design is likely to
influence the impact of performance management on frontline work (Foster
and Hoggett 1999).

Conclusions and hypotheses

Based on this discussion, several conclusions can be drawn from which
hypotheses about the impact of caseload size and performance management
can be derived. First of all, the literature on caseloads suggests, despite several
caveats concerning the linearity and directness of the relationship, that high
caseloads are negatively related to workers’ performance, both in terms of
the quality of services they provide and in terms of the results they achieve.
Therefore, our first hypotheses read as follows:

H1a Total caseload size is negatively related to workers’ results.
H1b Total caseload size is negatively related to the quality of services

workers provide.

However, one of the strategies workers can use to cope with high caseloads
is to focus their attention on part of their clients: rather than servicing their
total caseload, they provide services for a reduced caseload. This strategy
intends to improve service quality and results for the clients who receive
workers’ attention. Therefore, the following hypotheses are formulated:

H2a Reduced caseload size is not negatively related to workers’ results.
H2b Reduced caseload size is not negatively related to the quality of services

workers provide.

Whereas our hypotheses on total caseloads imply that we expect a negative
impact of total caseload size on workers’ performance, the literature makes
clear that performance management works in a different way. It incentivizes
workers to focus on the performance targets that are being measured, whereas
it discourages workers to focus on results that are not being measured, irre-
spective of whether non-measured results are valued or not. Although perfor-
mance management often focuses on the results that workers are expected
to realize, we expect a similar impact on the services that are perceived as
contributing to these results. In other words, when performance management
is directed at realizing result A, it will also incentivize workers to provide
clients with services that they believe will make realizing result A more likely.
Against this background, we formulate the following hypotheses:
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H3a Performance management on a specific result is positively related to
workers’ performance on that result.

H3b Performance management on a specific result is positively related to
the quality of services that contribute to realizing that result.

H4a Performance management on a specific result is negatively related to
workers’ performance on other, not-measured results.

H4b Performance management on a specific result is negatively related to
the quality of services that contribute to realizing other, not-measured
results.

Our final hypotheses are based on our observation that performance man-
agement and its impact on service provision received considerably more
attention than did caseloads in the academic literature during the last decades.
In the introduction we mentioned that the politicized nature of the debates on
NPM and performance management (compared to debates about caseload
sizes) might explain this. An alternative explanation is that the impact of
performance management on workers’ performance is more reason for
concern than the impact of high caseloads. One of the ways to investigate this
is to compare the impact of performance management on non-measured
results (and services contributing to these results) with the impact of caseloads
on the same results (and services). If the impact of performance management
is indeed more reason for concern than caseload size, then we should find
support for the following hypotheses:

H5a The negative relationship between workers’ performance management
on a specific result and their performance on other results is stronger
than the negative relationship between caseload size and workers’
performance on those results.

H5b The negative relationship between workers’ performance management
on a specific result and workers’ quality of services directed at other
results is stronger than the negative relationship between caseload size
and workers’ quality of service directed at those results.

Research Context and Methods

The frontline workers in our study are employed at Dutch local welfare
agencies that operate under the responsibility of municipalities. These agen-
cies are responsible for the administration of social assistance benefits as well
as for providing welfare-to-work services for social assistance recipients. Our
research focused on frontline workers in these agencies responsible for the
delivery of welfare-to-work. Currently, about 400,000 people are receiving
social assistance in the Netherlands. Over the years, ever larger proportions of
the social assistance population became target groups of welfare-to-work; by
now, hardly anyone dependent on social assistance who is of working age
is exempted from welfare-to-work related obligations. At the same time,
these obligations themselves have been strengthened, and so have sanctions
(and their practical enforcement) in cases of non-compliance. However,
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municipalities are not obliged to offer social assistance recipients welfare-to-
work services, the only exception being young people under 27 years old.

A new social assistance Act introduced in 2004 brought radical governance
reforms. Decentralization and deregulation of welfare-to-work intended to
increase the room of local welfare agencies to provide tailor-made services,
and delegated many decisions concerning the nature of these services to the
local level. Deregulation also affected service provision models: although the
agencies are allowed to outsource the provision of welfare-to-work services to
external public or private providers, the last decade saw an increase of the role
of in-house service production. At the same time, the 2004 Act subjected
municipalities and their local welfare agencies to forms of performance man-
agement. Whereas in the past, all local social assistance expenses were paid
by the Ministry responsible for social affairs, nowadays each municipality
receives, annually, a fixed budget for financing social assistance payments.
This provides a strong incentive for municipalities to reduce the numbers of
social assistance recipients. The performance management regime allows
municipalities to spend a budget surplus in whatever way they like; but when
they are confronted with budget deficits they will need to use local funds to
pay for the extra spending. Practically, this performance management regime
incentivizes municipalities to focus on welfare-to-work services that promote
labour-market integration (and independence from social assistance) rather
than on forms of social participation that may support social inclusion but do
not end dependency on social assistance.

Decisions concerning the organization of frontline work in local welfare
agencies are to a large extent a local issue. This includes several job design and
working conditions issues relevant for this article. First, it is up to the munici-
palities to decide whether income support and the provision of welfare-to-
work services are organized in separate, specialized or in integrated tasks.
Second, the municipalities are free to decide whether or not frontline workers
are made responsible for the provision of welfare-to-work to specific target
groups. In the Netherlands, it is common to distinguish three target groups
of social assistance recipients, dependent on their estimated labour-market
distance: social recipients ready to return to work; recipients with a large
labour-market distance who need welfare-to-work services to make them
ready for work; and recipients with a very large labour-market distance who
are considered unable to return to the labour market within the next one or
two years. Although the latter are obliged to participate in welfare-to-work,
labour-market participation is considered a long-term rather than an imme-
diate goal. Third, municipalities are free to decide on workers’ caseloads. As
we see below, workers with clients most distant from the labour market have
relatively high caseloads, which reflects that municipalities prioritize servicing
clients closer to the labour market even though they are not explicitly obliged
to do so. As a matter of fact, this reveals a clear tension between the perfor-
mance management system to which local welfare agencies are subjected,
which completely focuses on labour-market entry and social assistance exit,
and Dutch social assistance policies that emphasize that all social assistance
recipients irrespective of their labour-market distance should be ‘activated’.
Put differently: welfare-to-work services that do not immediately result in
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labour-market participation and social assistance exit but contribute to reduc-
ing labour-market distance and social exclusion are valued but not promoted
through the performance management system. Lastly, whether or not indi-
vidual performance agreements are made with workers is a local decision
as well, as is the nature of the performance agreements. Not all local welfare
agencies define performance targets for individual workers, but when they do,
labour-market entry targets are most common.

Methods and measures

In our study, frontline workers involved in providing welfare-to-work in 14
local welfare agencies were investigated. The study focused on workers
working for clients with a large or very large distance from the labour market,
who are the most important target groups of welfare to work. All workers in
these 14 agencies working with clients with a large or very large labour-market
distance were asked to participate in the study by completing a web-based
survey. The response was 52 per cent (n = 163). Of the respondents, 30 per
cent were male, 70 per cent female. The respondents’ average age was 44
years.

The concepts mentioned in the hypotheses were operationalized as follows.

Total caseload. This refers to the total number of clients for whom workers are
supposed to provide welfare-to-work services. In our study, we used self-
reported caseloads (a continuous variable), which is not uncommon in studies
of the impact of caseload size on services quality and outcomes. Using mul-
tiple data sources could have improved data validity, but we were not able to
get access to administrative data in all agencies involved in our research. In
order to adjust caseload sizes for workers’ weekly working hours, they have
been recalculated using a 40-hour working week as standard.

Reduced caseload. This is the number of clients who are actually being served
by workers, calculated by multiplying workers’ total caseload with the self-
reported fraction of their clients for whom they actually provided welfare-to-
work services. No data were available on the characteristics of clients who are
being served or parked, so that we were not able to investigate what type of
selection workers make when reducing their caseload.

Performance management. This refers to results workers have to realize accord-
ing to performance agreements between workers and their supervisors. Two
types of performance targets are distinguished: targets concerning the number
of clients who need to find a job, or targets concerning the number of clients
who need to start voluntary work. In both cases, dummy variables were
created (targets versus no targets).

Workers’ performance. This was operationalized in two ways: the self-reported
results workers realized, and the perceived quality of welfare-to-work services
they provided. Three types of results were distinguished: the proportion of
workers’ total caseload who found a job during the year in which our survey
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took place,1 the proportion of their total caseload who started voluntary work,
and the proportion of their total caseload who were sanctioned because of
non-compliance with welfare-to-work related obligations. Quality of services
was operationalized in terms of the self-reported diversity of support that
workers offer their clients. Support could be aimed at finding a paid job and
at finding voluntary work. For each of these, respondents were presented with
seven types of support covering support in searching vacancies and support in
mediation. The following types of support were distinguished:

• looking for job or voluntary work vacancies;
• actively contacting employers or voluntary work organizations to find out

whether job or voluntary work vacancies are available or can be created
for clients;

• passing information about job or voluntary work vacancies on to clients;
• supporting clients in preparing for job interviews or introductory inter-

views at organizations providing voluntary work;
• accompanying clients during job interviews or introductory interviews;
• other support in searching vacancies;
• other support in mediation.

Control variables. We included the client group workers work with as well as
number of years of work experience in providing reintegration services as
control variables in our regression analyses.

Results

Descriptives

On average, respondents in our study have 11 years of work experience in
providing reintegration services. Workers’ average caseload is 105 clients.
However, workers’ caseloads differ considerably. Workers working for clients
with a large labour-market distance (25 per cent of respondents) have 77 clients
on average, those working for clients with a very large labour-market distance
(26 per cent of respondents) have 170 clients. Workers with a mixed client
group (49 per cent) have 84 clients on average. When we look at reduced
caseloads, differences in caseload size are considerably smaller: reduced
caseloads are 60, 75 and 63 clients respectively, with an overall average of 65
clients. Although focusing service provision on a proportion of clients occurs
irrespective of the client group workers work for, this strategy is specifically
helpful in reducing caseloads of workers with the largest caseloads: in this case,
workers working for clients most remote from the labour market.

Of all respondents, 76 per cent had performance agreements with their
supervisors. Of these workers, 70 per cent had performance agreements
concerning the number of clients who should find a job; 21 per cent had
performance agreements concerning the number of clients who should start
voluntary work.2 The first type of performance agreements is dominant
among workers working with people with a large labour-market distance or
with mixed client groups, whereas the second type of performance agreements
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is most common among workers working with clients with a very large
labour-market distance. Performance agreements are most common among
workers working with people with a large labour market distance (72 per cent),
followed by workers working with a mixed client group (60 per cent). Of
workers working with clients with a very large labour-market distance, 51 per
cent does not have performance agreements. Combining descriptive data on
caseloads and performance management we see that workers having perfor-
mance agreements on the number of clients who should start paid or volun-
tary work have a much lower average caseload than workers without these
types of performance agreements (86 versus 132).

In terms of results we found that on average, 26 per cent of workers’ total
caseload found a job during the year in which the survey took place (SD =
23.5), 17 per cent started voluntary work (SD = 21.5) and 9 per cent were
sanctioned due to non-compliance with welfare-to-work related obligations
(SD = 10.5). In terms of service quality, workers offer their clients on average
2.6 types of support in finding a paid job (SD = 1.8) and 2.0 types of support
in finding voluntary work (SD = 1.7).

Correlation matrix

The correlation matrix of all variables in our study is displayed in Table 1.
Table 1 shows that the total caseload is negatively and significantly related

to all results and service quality indicators. The total caseload is most strongly
related to the quality of services aimed at finding a job (r = −.299, p < .01). The
reduced caseload is significantly related to only two of the five performance
variables. Three out of five performance variables are non-significantly
related to reduced caseloads (i.e. proportion of clients who were sanctioned,
and the quality of services aimed at both finding a job and finding voluntary

Table 1

Correlation matrix

Performance Total
caseload

Reduced
caseload

Performance
management:

no. of paid jobs

Performance
management: no.
of clients starting
voluntary work

Results: paid job −.281** −.177* .263** −.200*
Results: voluntary work −.210* −.173* −.193* .067
Results: sanctions −.258** −.063 .156 −.155
Quality of service:

aimed at job
−.299** −.155 .241** −.053

Quality of service: aimed
at voluntary work

−.182* −.120 −.111 .210**

Notes: * p < .05; ** p < .01.
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work). This provides some support for hypothesis 2a, which stated that
reduced caseload size is not negatively related to workers’ results; and support
for hypothesis 2b, stating that reduced caseload size is not negatively related
to service quality.

Performance targets concerning the number of clients who have to find a
job are significantly related to three performance variables. As expected, these
targets are positively related to the proportion of clients who found a job (r =
.263, p < .01) and to the quality of services aimed at supporting clients to find
a job (r = .241, p < .01). These targets are negatively related to the proportion
of clients who found voluntary work (r = −.193, p < .05). Performance targets
concerning the number of clients who have to find a job are non-significantly
related to the proportion of clients who have been sanctioned and the quality
of services aimed at supporting clients to find voluntary work.

Performance targets concerning the number of clients who have to find
voluntary work are significantly related to two performance variables: the
proportion of clients who found a job (r = −.200, p < .05) and the quality of
services aimed at supporting clients to find voluntary work (r = .210, p < .01).
The other outcome variables are non-significantly related to this type of
performance targets.

Regression analyses: workers’ results

Table 2 displays the results of the regression analyses including both total
caseload and performance management as independent variables and the
three types of results as dependent variables.

The table shows that, when we control for client group and work experi-
ence, neither total caseload size nor performance management is related to
the proportion of clients who found a job; 28.2 per cent of the variance is
explained in this analysis.

Table 2

Regression analyses performance outcomes as dependent variables

Results:
paid job

Results:
voluntary work

Results:
sanctions

Total caseload −.148 −.251** −.188
Performance management: no. of jobs .105 −.231** .131
Performance management: no. of clients

starting voluntary work
−.095 .076 −.083

Client group (1 = large distance) −.123 −.004 −.144
Client group (1 = very large distance) −.389** −.024 −.250*
Work experience .134 −.054 −.127

R2 .282 .102 .170

Notes: standardized regression coefficients are reported. * p < .05; ** p < .01.
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In case of the proportion of clients who found voluntary work, both
caseload size and performance management concerning the number of clients
who need to find a job are negatively and significantly related (β = −.251 and
β = −.231, p < .01 respectively); 10.2 per cent of the variance is explained in this
analysis.

Lastly, in case of the proportion of clients who were sanctioned, only one of
the control variables was significant. This means that, when controlled for
client group and work experience, neither caseload nor performance man-
agement has a significant relationship with this result variable.

These results provide moderate support for hypotheses 1a and 4a. In one of
the three analyses, caseload had a negative effect on results (H1a). In one
analysis, we found support for the hypothesis that performance management
on a specific result is negatively related to workers’ performance on other,
not-measured results (H4a): performance management on the number of
clients who need to find a job is negatively related to the number of clients who
start voluntary work. At the same time, we have to reject hypothesis 3a: we
found no evidence that performance management on a specific result is
positively related to workers’ performance on that result. We also found no
evidence supporting hypothesis 5a. Performance management concerning the
number of clients who need to find a job has a weaker negative relationship
with performance on one of the other, not-measured results (proportion of
clients starting voluntary work) than total caseload size. In the case of perfor-
mance management concerning the number of clients who need to start
voluntary work, neither performance management nor total caseload size
were significantly related to one of the other, not-measured results (proportion
of clients entering paid jobs).

Regression analyses: workers’ service quality

In table 3 the results of the regression analyses including the two service
quality indicators as dependent variables are displayed.

The table shows that, when we control for client group and work experi-
ence, total caseload as well as performance targets concerning the number of
clients who need to find a job are significantly related to the quality of services
aimed at supporting clients to find a job (β = −.187, p < .01; β = .153, p < .05
respectively). 22.6 per cent of the variance is explained in this analysis. A quite
similar picture emerges when we look at the quality of services aimed at
supporting clients to find voluntary work. Both caseload size and performance
targets concerning the number of clients who have to find voluntary work are
significantly related (β = −.225, p < .01; β = .207, p < .05 respectively); 11.9 per
cent of the variance is explained in this analysis.

The results provide full support for hypothesis 1b: total caseload is nega-
tively related to service quality. We also found full support for hypothesis 3b,
which states that performance management on a specific target is positively
related to workers’ quality of service directed at that target. We have to reject
hypothesis 4b as we found no evidence that performance management on a
specific target is negatively related to workers’ quality of service directed at
other targets. We also found no support for hypothesis 5b: performance
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management on a specific result is not stronger negatively related than
total caseload to the quality of services directed at other, not-measured
results.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study set out to answer the question of how the size of caseloads and
performance management relate to the quality and outcomes of social ser-
vices. The findings of our analyses concerning total caseload size show that it
is negatively related to three out of five performance variables: the number of
clients who start voluntary work and the two service quality variables. If we
assume that these relationships can be interpreted as causal relationships and
that performance can be conceived as an effect rather than a cause of caseload
size (which seems plausible from a logical point of view), our findings show
that high caseloads are reason for concern where performance is concerned.
Our study also revealed that focusing service provision on a proportion of
workers’ total caseload is somewhat effective. Interestingly, though, this effec-
tiveness is most clear when we look at service quality: when looking at reduced
instead of total caseload, we no longer find a negative and significant relation
between caseload size and service quality. In terms of results (job entries and
starting voluntary work), the negative relation between caseload size and
performance becomes smaller but remains significant. Thus, focusing atten-
tion on part of their caseload helps workers to improve the quality of services
they provide but the impact of this strategy on the results they realize seems to
be less strong.

As far as our findings concerning performance management are concerned,
we found that performance management is not related to the results
workers need to realize. In other words, performance management does not
improve workers’ results on their targets. These findings could bring us to the

Table 3

Regression analyses service quality as dependent variable

Quality of services
aimed at job finding

Quality of services aimed
at starting voluntary work

Total caseload −.187* −.225**
Performance management: nr of jobs .153* −.131
Performance management: nr of

clients starting voluntary work
.030 .207*

Client group (1 = large distance) −.164* −.024
Client group (1 = very large distance) −.338** .086
Work experience .026 .064

R2 .226 .119

Notes: standardized regression coefficients are reported. * p < .05; ** p < .01.
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conclusion that performance management has little added value as a goal-
setting device, for example because workers know what is expected from them
anyhow or because performance management regimes in Dutch local welfare
agencies are relatively mild in terms of the quantitative targets that are set
or in terms of the consequences of not meeting targets. However, the
picture changes when we look at the impact of performance management on
the quality of services: performance management on a target is positively
related to the quality of services directed at realizing that target. Thus,
performance management seems to affect workers’ efforts to realize their
targets even if it does little to improve their actual results. Performance
management does, however, affect results in another way: performance man-
agement on job placements directed attention away from voluntary work
placements. The same does not happen when workers have performance
targets on voluntary work placements. A possible explanation may be that
workers know that job placements are more valued than voluntary work
placements by policymakers and by their agencies, irrespective of the nature
of their performance targets.

Lastly, in the context of our research, total caseload size seems to be a more
important determinant in affecting performance negatively than performance
management. In other words, our study provides no indications that in
terms of the potential impact on performance, performance management
deserves more attention than caseload size. Therefore, on the basis of our
study, we recommend researchers interested in the quality and results of social
services to focus attention to the impact of both caseloads and performance
management.

Our study has some weaknesses that should make us reserved in drawing
firm conclusions, and that result in suggestions for future research. First,
for reasons elaborated above we looked at caseload which is at best an
acceptable proxy of workers’ actual workload. As our research shows, distin-
guishing between total and reduced caseload is useful to come to more
nuanced conclusions regarding the impact of caseload size. However, further
refinements to bridge the gap between measuring caseloads and workloads,
especially in quantitative studies, are highly desirable. Second, our
operationalization of service quality has its limitations, as we only looked at
service diversity and at two types of services: services aimed at finding a paid
job and services aimed at finding voluntary work. Especially in the context of
services for the most difficult to employ groups of unemployed, including a
broader set of social services in studies of the impact of caseload size and
performance management is recommendable. Third, our operationalization
of performance management was dichotomous (workers made or did not
make performance agreements with their supervisors) without including more
qualitative aspects such as the size and feasibility of performance targets, the
enforcement of performance management agreements, consequences of real-
izing or failing to realize agreed targets, etc. Given the contested nature of
performance management, future research should preferably avoid state-
ments about performance management without including these qualitative
aspects. Fourth, our data does not provide insight into the consequences of
reduced caseloads in terms of what groups of unemployed people are being
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served and what groups excluded from services. Even though our study
showed that caseload reductions may improve service quality, the conse-
quences for people excluded from services should be included in the evalua-
tion of effects of caseload reductions as well. Lastly, the sample used in this
study is rather small (n = 163). This could have resulted in Type II errors (i.e.
false negatives). We suggest that larger samples are collected in follow-up
studies to overcome this drawback.

In the introduction, we raised the issue of the political implications of
decisions concerning working conditions in agencies delivering social poli-
cies. Some indications of these implications were found in our study. In
Dutch local welfare agencies, working conditions seem to affect clients with
a very large labour-market distance specifically. Workers who work for this
group have relatively high total caseloads and, as we see, this has a negative
impact on services and voluntary work placements. We may assume that
this target group needs more complex and multifarious types of support, but
as our findings show, workers’ services aimed at finding paid work are more
diversified than those aimed at finding voluntary work. Workers respond to
high caseloads by focusing attention on part of their caseload, but this
excludes considerable proportions of their total caseload from any welfare-
to-work support whatsoever. So even though Dutch formal social assistance
policies do not prioritize some client groups over others, this is exactly what
happens in practice. The funding system for social assistance expenses (see
above) stimulates municipal and organizational decisions that direct
resources to clients considered close to the labour market and lead to high
caseloads for workers working for the most vulnerable client groups, result-
ing in selection processes, reductions of service quality and deteriorating
results.

In addition, we saw that performance management on the number of
clients who need to find a job is negatively related to the number of clients who
start voluntary work. This could be an indication that workers work more
effectively, since job placements are preferred to voluntary work placements.
But it could also indicate that workers – for example workers working with
mixed target groups – focus attention on those clients who are closest to the
labour market, whereas clients who could benefit from participating in vol-
untary work (as a form of social participation or a stepping-stone towards paid
work) are parked. Thus, performance management may have similar negative
effects as caseload size on services provided for people with a very large
labour-market distance. And although performance agreements regarding the
number of people who should start voluntary work are positively related to the
quality of services directed at this target, this type of agreement is not common
among workers working with mixed target groups or those working for clients
closer to the labour market.

The political implications of working conditions and how they affect front-
line work often remain unnoticed in public and political debates. At the same
time, our study contributes to the increasing number of studies pointing at
these political implications. Therefore, social scientists’ attempts to investigate
these working conditions and their impact on the frontline provision of social
services deserve continuation.
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Notes
* Corresponding author.
1. The survey took place at the end of 2012.
2. A group of workers made performance agreements concerning the number of

clients who should be in welfare-to-work activities. As this is an output rather than
an outcome target, we did not include this performance target in our analyses.
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