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Abstract 

To navigate their daily tasks, frontline workers routinely direct help towards clients they 

perceive as especially deserving. However, exercising help is never cost-free, and so frontline 

workers must cope with a scarcity of personal resources, such as time or cognitive capacities. 

Despite the obvious connection, little work has been done to systematically map out how 

personal costs affect frontline workers’ helping behaviors when facing deserving clients. To 

remedy this gap, we conducted a large-scale preregistered conjoint survey experiment among 

1,507 teachers (number of observations = 5,998). Providing respondents with a number of 

fictive dilemmas under various levels of personal costs, we show that clients’ deservingness 

only matter when costs are in a mid-range. When costs are small, teachers extend themselves 

regardless of clients’ deservingness. When costs are great, the same is true. Our findings enrich 

existing theory on deservingness and personal costs and provide important nuances to the way 

we study and conceptualize state-citizen interactions.  

 

Keywords: Deservingness, personal costs, street-level bureaucracy, helping behavior, conjoint 

experiments 

 



2 

 

1 Introduction   

The question of ‘who should get what and why’ is central to public service delivery because it 

sums up how we should allocate welfare in a world of scarcity (van Oorschot 2000). Studies 

show that a central ‘why’ is whether public servants perceive a client as deserving of help, and 

much research has been devoted to carefully mapping out the specificities of the ‘who’, that is 

what makes deserving clients deserving (Jensen and Petersen 2017; Jilke and Tummers 2018; 

van Oorschot 2006; Petersen et al. 2012). At the same time, surprisingly little attention has 

been offered to systematically mapping out the ‘what’: Do frontline workers respond to 

deserving clients in a similar way across different forms of public service delivery? So far, 

research has been done across a wide number of policy areas and types of individual decisions 

making, yet no studies have attempted a systematic comparison. This leaves an essential part 

of the ‘welfare question’ unanswered and makes it impossible to draw boundaries and 

conditions around the implications of previous studies on deservingness.   

We attempt to remedy part of this gap by studying one particularly important 

component of the ‘what’: the personal costs associated with helping-behaviors born by the 

frontline worker. Researchers should be concerned with the personal costs frontline workers 

pay when helping clients, as most ways of moving towards clients come at a cost for the one 

who is ‘moving’. Do frontline workers simply move towards all deserving clients, regardless 

of the associated costs? Alternatively, is it plausible to expect personal costs to play a part in 

the deservingness-moving towards relationship? We ask the research question: Under which 

levels of personal costs do frontline workers move towards deserving clients? Answering this 

allows us to make one primary contribution and one secondary. 

Our primary contribution is theoretical. We integrate the notion of personal costs into 

the deservingness helping-behavior relationship. This idea is intuitive but has not been 

conceptualized, nor empirically tested before. Even more importantly, it holds wide 
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implications for theory and current knowledge because it suggests that deservingness might 

only have an effect under certain levels of costs. Our study should also be of interest to scholars 

in neighboring fields, such as studies on Public Service Motivation and prosocial motivation. 

These two strands of research have shown that public employees will act to benefit society at 

large and the individual user but also that the ‘willingness to pay’ for that opportunity is not 

without limits (Andersen et al. 2012). Our study adds to that discussion by raising the question 

under what levels of costs, this relationship holds true? For practitioners, our study can assist 

public managers by focusing attention towards the frontline worker-citizen interactions where 

deservingness is most likely to be significant. 

Second, our large-scale conjoint design allows us to disentangle the impact of different 

deservingness cues. That way, we add a number of important nuances to existing knowledge 

about frontline workers’ preferences about clients and, in particular, the role that clients’ 

deservingness attributes play. For instance, previous research points to client motivation as 

essential when caseworkers make decisions about sanctioning (Guul, Pedersen, and Petersen 

2020). However, our findings suggest that the impact of client motivation diminishes in light 

of stronger deservingness cues, such as having shown effort in the past. In sum, our study both 

fosters theory development and, in addition, invites scholar to reconsider previous empirical 

findings on client attributes.  

Our findings suggest that personal costs moderate the influence of deservingness in a 

way best expressed as an inverse u-curve. When personal costs are low, deservingness matters 

little because there is no real need to prioritize between clients. Similarly, when personal costs 

are sufficiently high, deservingness has little impact because personal costs exceeds the 

potential utility of helping out a client. Our findings thus demonstrates that deservingness does 

not matter equally across all forms of public service delivery but that it is in between these two 

extremes deservingness is likely to influence frontline workers’ helping-behavior.   
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2 Theory: Deservingness, Personal Costs, and the Use of Discretion 

Our central argument comes in two parts. First, we draw directly from previous studies by 

arguing that deserving clients will receive better services, and we outline four different types 

of clients, which we hypothesize will trigger a sense of deservingness with frontline workers.  

Second, we depart from previous understandings of the deservingness-helping behavior 

mechanism by proposing that deservingness matters only under certain circumstances. 

Specifically, we argue that frontline workers will take into account the personal costs 

associated with moving towards a deserving client, and that this relationship follows an inverse 

u-shape: when personal costs are insignificant, client deservingness will not matter because 

frontline workers do not face a trade-off between whom to help. Further, when personal costs 

go above a certain threshold, deservingness will cease to matter because costs exceeds frontline 

workers’ ‘willingness to pay’ for helping out clients. Consequently, we argue that client 

deservingness matters only when personal costs fall in a mid-range between these two 

extremes.  

 

2.1. Deservingness and Street-Level Discretion in Public Service Delivery 

Frontline workers must make decisions on whom to help and how much on daily basis. This 

follows from the simple fact that resources are not unlimited (Lipsky 1980). As an example 

from our context of high schools, teachers often face constraints due to lack of time to spend 

with individual students. Moreover, various scenarios tax teachers’ cognitive and emotional 

capacities. For instance, teachers may sometimes feel compelled to go against their own notion 

of professionalism, bend the rules in favor a student or face students who are angry or sad 

because of a bad grade. Taken together, an ordinary workday poses several burdensome and 

onerous confrontations on frontline workers, requiring some form of personal costs.  
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Public servants cope with strains and scarcities in various ways (Tummers et al. 2015). 

In particular, they frequently make both conscious and unconscious decisions about a 

fundamental welfare question at the street-level: ‘who should get what and why’ (van Oorschot 

2000). This question essentially regards who deserves help, and who does not. The concept of 

deservingness is well-established in the field of political psychology (Jensen and Petersen 

2017; Petersen et al. 2012; Petersen 2012). Essentially, studies have shown that people tend to 

look for even subtle cues of deservingness when asked if they are willing to help someone in 

need. By far, the most prominent of these cues is whether the potential beneficiary is in control 

of his or her own situation. For that reason, studies have found that, in general, people are more 

favorable towards providing social benefits to sick people, as opposed to unemployed ones, 

because unemployment is often seen as something being within one’s control (Jensen and 

Petersen 2017). The exact reason for this cognitive mechanism remains unknown but some 

scholars argue that it can be traced back to our ancestral predecessors: We are willing to share 

our prey only with others, because we trust that they will share their prey with us, should we 

ever need it. Thus, this principle of reciprocity helped protect against parasitic behavior 

(Petersen 2012). 

More recently, the concept has gained attention from scholars in public administration 

as well. In our study, we employ the theoretical model of three ideal types of deserving clients, 

as suggested by Jilke and Tummers (2018), albeit with the addition of an additional client type. 

We now go over these four types in turn.   

 

The Hardworking Client 

For our first ideal type, frontline workers view clients as deserving because they have signified 

effort in some way. This is in line with the reciprocity principle and the idea of protection 

against parasitic behavior. Clients who have worked hard to get out of their bad situation must 



6 

 

be low in control and consequently deserving of help. For instance, a student might signal to 

teachers that (s)he is hardworking by frequently handing in assignments, or by participating 

actively in class. In doing so, the student indicates effort, causing teachers to be more willing 

to prioritize hardworking students as compared to ‘lazy ones’ (Jilke and Tummers 2018). 

 

The Motivated Client 

A central question regarding the hard working client is how an individual can truly signal effort.  

The hardworking client signaled effort through his or her historic effort. However, some studies 

suggest that even signaling intent to put in effort in the future might trigger a sense of 

deservingness. For instance, caseworkers are less likely to sanction clients who seem motivated 

to find a new job (Guul, Pedersen, and Petersen 2020).  

This points to an important conceptual distinction when signaling effort: Whereas the 

hardworking type, figuratively speaking, has put effort into a savings account and now needs 

to withdraw help, the motivated client merely signals that (s)he is willing to ‘pay back the loan’ 

in the future. Combining these two types, we argue, approaches conceptual stretching. Thus, 

we contend that having shown effort in the past and signaling motivation in the present 

constitutes two different forms of displaying effort and, consequently, should be treated as two 

distinct types of deserving clients. We hereby depart slightly from the three ideal types in Jilke 

and Tummers (2018) by suggesting two different sorts of hard working clients: The hard 

working one and the motivated one. Importantly, we still expect both of these types to be judged 

deserving by frontline workers, although through different cognitive mechanisms.   

  

The Needy Client 

The third client type is the needy one. As with hardworking clients, a large body of studies 

suggests that frontline workers put great emphasis on clients’ needs when deciding whether 



7 

 

‘moving towards’ or not  (ref.) In the context of teachers, needed deservingness has been shown 

to be the most effective cue in determining which students to prioritize in terms of extra help 

(Jilke and Tummers 2018). Clients can be needy because of several reasons. They might be 

performing poorly with regards to some bureaucratic criteria, or they could belong to a 

disadvantaged group. The general principle, once again, is that the need should be connected 

to the idea of reciprocity and control of one’s own situation. The client is in need because he 

or she does not possess the resources needed to change their situation for the better. 

Cognitively, neediness triggers a sense of sympathy with the potential help-giver. This is why 

even a cue of suffering will trigger a sense of deservingness. For instance, in a conjoint survey 

experiment Bansak, Hainmueller, and Hangartner (2016) show that people are more willing to 

grant access to refugees who have undergone torture. s 

  

The Resourceful Client 

Finally, clients can be deserving in terms of resources. In that case, clients are seen as deserving 

of investing time and resources in because they are ‘perceived to be successful in terms of 

bureaucratic success criteria’ (Jilke and Tummers 2018, 231). The idea is closely related to that 

of creaming or cream skimming: Frontline workers move towards resourceful clients because 

there is a high chance of succeeding. For example, a teacher might decide to spend more time 

with students who are already doing well academically. In sum, frontline workers may think 

their time and resources are spent in a cost-effective way when helping resourceful clients.   

 

We recapitulate our argument so far with the following hypotheses: 

 H1a: Frontline workers are more likely to exercise helping behavior towards hardworking 

clients than clients who are not hardworking. 
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 H1b: Frontline workers are more likely to exercise helping behavior towards motivated 

clients than clients who are not motivated. 

 H1c: Frontline workers are more likely to exercise helping behavior towards needy clients 

than clients who are not needy. 

 H1d: Frontline workers are more likely to exercise helping behavior towards resourceful 

clients than clients who are not resourceful.  

 

2.2 Personal Costs of Moving Towards Clients 

Going back to the initial question of ‘who should get what and why’, research has shown strong 

patterns regarding the ‘who’ and the ‘why’: certain clients attributes (who) trigger a sense of 

deservingness (why), causing frontline workers to move towards clients. In addition, an 

abundance of literature documents how frontline workers are motivated by providing 

meaningful public service to their clients (Grant 2007; Jensen and Andersen 2015; Vogel and 

Willems 2020; Ritz, Brewer, and Neumann 2016). Still, frontline workers ‘willingness to pay’ 

for having such opportunities as part of their job, for example in terms of salary, is not endless 

(Andersen et al. 2012). The price of moving towards matters.    

When acting to benefit a client, most types of helping behavior is associated with some 

form of personal cost put on the frontline worker. For example, frontline workers might use 

personal resources such as leisure time or money. Or they might deploy cognitive resources 

from risk taking when bending the rules in clients’ favor – a common coping mechanism 

(Tummers et al. 2015). A reasonable question, then, is whether frontline workers will move 

towards deserving clients at any expense on their part. We contend that they do not.  

The literature offers many useful concepts for thinking about costs, including 

administrative burdens (Burden et al. 2012; Moynihan, Herd and Harvey 2015), red tape 

(Bozeman and Feeney 2014), ordeals (Nichols and Zeckhauser 1982), transaction costs 



9 

 

(Shahab and Lades 2021), and sludge (Sunstein 2020) (for an overview and discussion, see 

Madsen, Mikkelsen, and Moynihan 2021). For our purpose here, though, we define ‘personal 

costs’ as any behavioral or psychological effort required to exercise a particular helping-

behavior. By that definition, we intend to capture any personal costs that frontline workers 

experience in interactions with their clients. We do not distinguish between different 

‘currencies’, such as, for instance, time and emotional resources. Instead, we simply intend to 

conceptualize the price of helping out clients. Furthermore, we understand ‘helping-behavior’ 

simply as any type of action taken by the frontline worker to benefit a client.  

Figure 1 sketches our theoretical claim concerning the relationship between personal costs  

and the influence of deservingness. We hypothesize that relationship between personal costs 

and the influence of deservingness is not a linear one. Rather, we argue that the relationship 

follows an inverse u-shape: when personal costs are insignificant, client deservingness will not 

matter because frontline workers do not face a trade-off between whom to help. Moreover, 

when personal costs go above a certain threshold, deservingness will cease to matter because 

costs exceeds frontline workers’ ‘willingness to pay’ for helping out clients. 

In sum, we argue that client deservingness matters only when personal costs fall in the mid-

range between these two extremes, which we express in the following hypothesis: 

 H2a: The influence of deservingness on helping-behavior disappears in situations where 

personal costs are very low 

 H2b: The influence of deservingness on helping-behavior disappears in situations where 

personal costs are very high 
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Figure 1. How the Impact of Deservingness on Helping-Behavior Changes across Personal 

Costs of Helping 

 

 

 

3 Research Design: A Large-Scale Conjoint Experiment among Danish High 

School Teachers  
 

To test our hypotheses in a way that would allow us make causal claims, we conducted a 

conjoint survey experiment among a large sample of Danish high-school teachers. We 

distributed the survey via email to approximately 10,000 teachers from 145 high schools. We 

issued the survey in mid-April 2020 and gave respondents about two weeks to complete it 

before we closed the data collection. In total, 1,507 teachers from 131 high schools responded, 

which resulted in a response rate of roughly 15 percent. The large number of respondents 

provided our study with significant statistical power [insert power analysis + ref.].  

To learn about teachers’ intended helping behavior across situations with varying 

personal costs, we presented respondents with four distinct vignettes of fictive students who 

needed help. We then asked teachers in each dilemma to rate how likely they would provide 

that help. Using a rating-based outcome scale like this provided us with finely grained 
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information about teachers’ preferences in each dilemma. That way we moved beyond a coarse 

dichotomy of whether teachers would simply provide help or not, but also acquired information 

about teachers’ certainty in their decision.  

All student profiles consisted of the same set of student information or ‘attributes’. For 

each student profile, we randomly allocated treatment and control levels. Specifically, we 

provided some teachers with information about students that were highly deserving in some 

regard and some teachers with information about students that were not. Importantly, the same 

student could be deserving on some attributes but not in others. The advantage of this conjoint 

approach is that it gave us the opportunity to estimate the causal impact of each attribute, also 

known as the Average Marginal Component Estimate or AMCE (Hainmueller, Hopkins, and 

Yamamoto 2014). Overall, our experiment consisted of 6,400 unique possible profiles.  

To validate the randomization, we placed a number of items regarding background 

characteristics at the end of the survey. These included gender, ethnicity, age, tenure, and years 

in the labor market. As all of these are fixed, post-treatment bias could not affect any of the 

items.  

To make dilemmas as comparable as possible, all dilemmas revolved around the same 

basic scenario: A student must hand in an important assignment but has not started writing in 

due time. Thus, the student needs the teacher’s help. Moreover, dilemmas represent increasing 

personal costs from moving towards the student. When designing the specific dilemmas, we 

faced an important dichotomy between lab-like scenarios with personal costs defined according 

to some common metric (e.g. time), as opposed to more realistic scenarios, which often 

comprise several types of personal costs at once (e.g. time as well as cognitive and emotional 

resources). We aimed to strike a balance between the two. Specifically, the four dilemmas were 

as follows (see also Appendix B for an overview and full texts).    
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In the first dilemma, the student has completed the assignment, albeit a few days too 

late. The student approaches the teacher and asks if he or she can hand in the assignment even 

though the deadline has passed. Although personal costs are not null, they are minor, as the 

teacher does not have to dedicate any additional resources to accept the hand-in besides from 

accepting some onerous rescheduling.  

In the second dilemma, the student approaches the teacher a few days before deadline. 

The student has not started working on the assignment and asks the teacher to stay for half an 

hour, after class, in order to discuss the assignment. Importantly, the teacher’s workday is 

supposed to be over by then. The personal costs in this case comes from both onerous 

rescheduling, as well the actual use of leisure time. Consequently, personal costs in the second 

dilemma exceeds the costs of dilemma 1.    

In the third dilemma, the student approaches the teacher on the same day as the deadline 

of the assignment. Again, the student has not begun working on the assignment but asks if the 

teacher could please push the deadline by one week. For this case, the personal cost comprises 

onerous rescheduling, as well as having to bend the rules somewhat in a particular student’s 

favor. As a result, the personal costs in dilemma three exceed those of dilemma one, but cannot 

be distinguished from the personal costs of dilemma two, since cost are made up from different 

‘currencies’. 

Finally, in the fourth dilemma, the student approaches the teacher a few days before 

deadline. Once again, the student has not begun working on the assignment but asks if the 

teacher would be willing to discuss the assignment over the phone, during the upcoming 

weekend. This final dilemma makes up an extreme case, since personal costs consist of both 

onerous rescheduling and the use of leisure time. Further, because leisure time is not placed 

directly after the normal workday, we argue that it is of higher value than the half hour spent 

after class in dilemma 2. Taken together, personal costs in dilemma four are pronounced.  
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Table 1. Four Types of Helping Dilemmas and Associated Personal Costs 

Dilemma Personal Costs 

 Types of Cost Comparative Heaviness 

1: Accept hand-in after deadline Onerous rescheduling Low 

2: Stay half an hour after class Onerous rescheduling 

Use of  ‘low-value’ leisure 

time 

Medium 

3: Push deadline by one week Onerous rescheduling 

Bending the rules in one 

student’s favor 

Medium 

4: Call during the weekend Onerous rescheduling  

Use of ‘high-value’ leisure 

time  

High 

 

 

3.1 Operationalizations and Measurements  

Teachers rated how likely they would help the student on a 10-point scale ranging from “1: 

Definitely not” to “10: Definitely”. We constructed the outcome measure in a generic way so 

that it was transferable across dilemmas. As an example, teachers in dilemma 1 rated their 

willingness to help going from “1: Accept hand-in after deadline, definitely” to “10: Do not 

accept hand-in after deadline, definitely”.  

To provide respondents with information about a student’s historic effort, we included 

a statement about how many previous assignments the student had failed to hand in during the 

school year, as well as how frequently the student had participated in class. For example, we 

operationalized high historic effort as the statement “During the school year never missed an 

assignment and participates actively in class”.  

For student motivation, we provided a more subjective measure in the form of an overall 

statement about the student’s recent motivation. For instance, a student with low motivation 

was described as “Recently seemed unmotivated to do well academically”.  
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Regarding student’s academic performance, we simply provided information about 

how the student ranked comparatively in class. For instance, high-performing student was 

“Academically among the best in class”. This operationalization is very similar to the one used 

by Jilke and Tummers (2018).  

Finally, to provide information about a student’s need, we focused on how well the 

student was doing socially. In line with the theoretical underpinning, we believed this would 

trigger a sense of empathy. Moreover, we avoided conflating with academic performance as 

this attribute also describes a type of need (Jilke and Tummers 2018). The baseline category 

read, “Seems to do really well in class and to be among the most popular students”. In contrast, 

students with medium social needs were described as “Do not seem to be doing well in class 

and might be feeling lonely”.  

In addition to the information of theoretical interest to our study, we provided each 

student with a randomly assigned name. We did so to ensure realism. To avoid any confounding 

with the experiment, we picked the ten most popular names in Denmark within four strata: 

Danish sounding male names, Danish sounding female names, ethnic sounding male names, 

and ethnic sounding female names. Because we assigned names by random chance and with 

equal probability, information about gender and ethnicity could not contaminate experiment. 

Appendix A encloses a full list of attributes and their corresponding levels, and Figure 2 shows 

an example of a student profile.      
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Figure 2. Example of a Profile Description 

 

Estimation procedure  

We estimated the effects of each attribute level using linear regression models with 

organizational fixed effects. While teachers in treatment and control groups balance on all 

background characteristics, some schools are overrepresented in our sample, while some are 

underrepresented. That means that organizational factors could bias the estimation procedure, 

if we did not take those into account by using fixed effects. Put differently, fixed effects allow 

us to compare teachers in the treatment group with teachers in the control group within the 

same high school. A further advantage is that using fixed effects in our case allows us to obtain 

a more efficient estimation of the treatment effects (Petersen, Laumann, and Jakobsen 2019)  

Because we assign treatments with equal probability, estimating the AMCE is 

straightforward. We calculate the difference between each attribute level and a control. In line 

with our theoretical framework, we set the lowest level of deservingness to be the baseline 
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within each attribute. Finally, we also conduct a number of robustness checks to see if our 

results change if we, for instance, include various control variables.   

 

4 Findings 

Before turning to our main findings, we examine if the four dilemmas actually follow the order 

we suggested in the previous section. That is, we would expect that across treatment and control 

groups, teachers’ average score on the outcome ranks in the following order: (1) Accept hand-

in, (2) Stay after class, (3) Push deadline, and (4) Call during weekend. Table 2 confirms that 

this is the case. All means lie at the higher end of the 1-10 spectrum, indicating that teachers in 

general tend to move towards students across dilemmas. However, differences are statistically 

significant at the .01 level: dilemmas with lower associated personal costs (e.g. accept a hand-

in a few days after deadline) invite more moving towards behavior, on average, than do 

dilemmas with higher personal costs (e.g. allow a student to call during the weekend).   

 

Table 2. Analysis of Variance for the Helping-Behavior across  

 the Four Dilemmas  

Dilemma Mean Rating SD of Rating 

Accept hand-in 9.17 1.8 

Stay after class 7.94 2.31 

Push deadline 6.83 3.02 

Call during weekend 6.09 3.37 

Note. Higher scores indicate greater willingness to help. SD is 

the standard deviation of each distribution. Groups are 

statistically significant from each other at p<0.01. (n = 5,998) 

 

 

We now turn to the causal impact of deservingness cues in each of the four dilemmas. 

Figure 2 displays the results. The figure is facetted by type of deservingness on the vertical axis 

and type of dilemma on the horizontal axis. Reading from left to right, dilemmas have been 

arranged in terms of personal costs with low costs furthest to the left and high costs furthest to 
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the right. Each dot represents the difference in means when comparing with a baseline group 

within each type of deservingness (i.e. the coefficient in the regression or the AMCE). Dots 

have been color coded to easily distinguish between statistically significant and statistically 

insignificant estimates (at the .05 level). Horizontal lines are the corresponding 95 percent 

confidence interval for each estimate. As an example, in the top-left facet we see the casual 

effect on accepting a hand-in of increasing historic effort. For high historic effort, we would 

predict teachers to rate their helping behavior .25 points higher on our 10-point rating scale, on 

average. This difference is statistically significant at the .05 level. In addition, the facet visually 

illustrates the expected trend: estimates grow in magnitude as historic effort increase.  

 

 

 

Figure 2. The Causal Effect of Student Attributes on Helping-Behavior by Teachers across 

Dilemmas with Increasing Personal Costs  

 
Note. Ordinary least squares with organizational fixed effects. Dots are estimates and horizontal lines the 

corresponding 95 percent confidence interval. Solid dots are statistically significant at the 95 percent level, 

whereas dots in light grey are not. N ranges from 1,497 to 1,507 observations for each dilemma, totaling 5,998 

data points. The small difference is due to attrition.  
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How do our theoretical expectations hold up against data? Beginning with the dilemma 

with the lowest associated personal cost, we see that most deservingness cues have no 

significant impact on teachers’ willingness to accept a hand-in a few days after deadline. This 

finding is in line with our expectations, as accepting the hand-in has very low personal costs 

and consequently we did not expect the influence of students’ deservingness to kick in. Turning 

to the second column, we see a slightly different story. Increasing historic effort as well as 

increasing social need causes teachers to move towards students and stay after class to discuss 

an important assignment. For both types of deservingness, this effect increases with the dose 

of deservingness. Yet, for student motivation and academic performance, we see no effects. 

Proceeding to the third column, the story continues: The causal effect of historic effort is 

statistically significant, as is the case for two out three doses of social need. Moreover, student 

motivation also matters here. Two out of three estimates are statistically significant. At the 

same time, student performance does not seem to have any effect on the outcome. Finally, we 

turn to the forth column: allowing a student to call during the weekend. Here, we see that most 

estimates are no longer significant, although the high-doses treatment of historic effort and 

social need lie close to the border. Importantly, the highest dose of social need (“the student 

seems to be having trouble at home”) does cause teachers to allow a weekend phone call. For 

motivation and academic performance, we see no effect.  

Reading across the four dilemmas, we see a story in line with our theoretical 

expectations: when personal costs are very low, student deservingness has no significant effect. 

Yet, when personal cost increases, so does the impact of deservingness. This increase is only 

up to a certain point, however. When personal costs become too high, we reach a 

‘deservingness tipping point’ where teachers willingness to pay flattens. In our experiment, 

one dose of social need did continue to have an impact.  



19 

 

Figure 3. Simulation of Differences in Teachers’ Helping Behavior for Lowly and Highly 

Deserving Students, across Dilemmas 

 

 
Note. Simulated differences between students with minimum levels across all types of deservingness and students 

with maximum levels, across all types of deservingness. Each dilemma is represented by a density curve 

(smoothed histogram) reflecting the estimation uncertainty. The figure shows that when dilemmas require either 

low or high personal costs, the impact of deservingness approaches zero. N=9,998. 

 

 

The trend across dilemmas can be difficult to grasp when looking at the faceted 

coefficients plot in Figure 2. Figure 3 illustrates the story in a different way. Here we have used 

the model from Figure 2 to simulate so-called first differences between two values of our 

predictors of theoretical interest (Healy 2018, King, Tomz, and Wittenberg 2000). Each of the 

four density curves illustrates 1,000 Monte Carlo simulated differences between a student who 

is only at a minimum level of deservingness for all types and a student who is at a maximum 

level of deservingness for all types. The position of each curve represents the estimated 

difference, and the dispersion of each curve the estimation uncertainty.   

The two curves furthest to the right show that for medium-level personal cost, the 

expected difference is between 1.5 - 2 points on our 10-point outcome scale (given by the mode 

of the curves). Conversely, the two curves furthest to the left demonstrate that dilemmas with 

low and high personal costs share the common feature we suspected from looking at Figure 1: 
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Both curves are centered around zero, which means that the expected difference between lowly 

and highly deserving students is insignificant. Only for dilemmas with midlevel personal costs 

does deservingness have an effect.  

 

5 Discussion and Conclusions 

Frontline workers must navigate a variety of complexities in their daily work. Among the most 

prominent are the fundamental trade-off due to resource scarcity and choosing whether to move 

towards or away from clients. Several studies within political psychology and public 

administration have shown that in order to navigate, frontline workers often look for subtle 

cues of client deservingness when answering the basic welfare question of ‘who should get 

what and why’. Our study has contributed to this growing body of literature in two ways.  

Our main contribution to the literature is that we advance theory development 

concerning deservingness and state-citizen interactions at the street-level. Our study has taken 

an important first step in systematically carving out how the ‘who’ varies across helping-

behaviors associated with different levels of personal costs on the help-giver. Specifically, we 

have shown that frontline workers are mostly prone to act on deservingness cues when the 

personal costs of doing so fall ion a mid-range. Our study implicates that the vast literature on 

frontline workers’ motivation to benefit clients might gain from incorporating a cost-

perspective into future studies. Though our findings confirm that frontline workers are willing 

to help their clients, their ‘willingness to pay’ is not unlimited.  

Our secondary contribution is that our empirical findings both validate and nuances 

existing studies on deservingness and frontline workers’ behavior to benefit clients. For 

instance, in a similar study set among US teachers, Jilke and Tummers (2018) showed that 

needed deservingness was the strongest causal predictor of prioritization intentions. However, 

our study suggests that the influence of earned deservingness should not be dismissed. Across 



21 

 

dilemmas, hardworking students caused teachers to move towards them in several ways. Our 

study does not allow us to fully explain these different findings. They could be due to the 

difference between prioritization and the types of behavior we examine here, or they could be 

because of differences in the US case as compared with the Danish one.  

As another example, our study speaks to the literature on client motivation. Previous 

studies have found client motivation to be an important predictor in explaining frontline 

workers’ behavior. However, our study suggests that the influence of motivation could 

disappear in the presence of stronger effort cues. Specifically, we have shown that when 

previous hard work is taken into account, the effect of merely signaling motivation diminishes.  

Our study employed a conjoint survey experiment, allowing us to disentangle the causal 

effect of multiple deservingness cues across four dilemmas, each with different corresponding 

personal costs. We provided a large sample of Danish high school teachers with realistic 

dilemmas related to daily practice, each of which involved a credible trade-off between moving 

towards clients and paying a personal price. Still, no study is without limitations, and we 

believe that critics may point to a least two important ones: First, as is the case for any survey 

experiment, critics may question the external validity of our findings. How well do our findings 

travel outside the experimental setting? Such critique is warranted, although our study does 

takes a number of steps to accommodate concerns. For one thing, Hainmueller et al. (2015) 

utilize a unique opportunity to compare preferences mapped out form a conjoint survey 

experiment with actual behavior in a Swiss referendum. The conjoint experiment performs 

“remarkably well” (p. 2400).  

 [Second…] 

 

5.1 Where to Go From Here: Suggestions for Future Research  
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1. What features besides personal costs might systematically affect the impact 

deservingness has on helping-behavior? Suggestions: Frontline workers perceptions of 

the utility clients gain from being helped  

2. What is the exact tipping point where personal costs exceed utility and helping behavior 

becomes ‘too expensive’? Our study chose to err on the realistic side of the lab-realism 

dichotomy. But future research could study dilemmas with similar ‘currencies’ of 

personal costs to more precisely identify exact tipping points.   

3. How well do results from survey experiments on deservingness and helping behavior 

apply to real-world settings? By now, we have lots of studies on frontline workers’ 

willingness to provide better service to deserving clients. But none that show that this 

is actually the case in real-world interactions. Future studies should employ 

observational data to validate results.  

4. What factors might lower the costs of exercising helping behavior? As a reference point 

for inspiration, research on balance models show that some factors could provide 

personal support, easing the overall trade-off between moving towards and personal 

costs.  

  



23 

 

References  
Andersen, Lotte Bøgh, Tor Eriksson, Nicolai Kristensen, and Lene Holm Pedersen. 

"Attracting public service motivated employees: How to design compensation 

packages." International Review of Administrative Sciences 78, no. 4 (2012): 615-

641. 

Bansak, Kirk, Jens Hainmueller, and Dominik Hangartner. "How economic, humanitarian, 

and religious concerns shape European attitudes toward asylum seekers." Science 

354, no. 6309 (2016): 217-222. 

Borrelli, Lisa Marie. "Should (S) he Stay or Should (S) he Go?–Street-level Suspicion and 

the Construction of the ‘(Un) deserving Migrant’." Geopolitics (2020): 1-24. 

Bozeman, Barry, and Mary K. Feeney. Rules and red tape: A prism for public administration 

theory and research: A prism for public administration theory and research. 

Routledge, 2014. 

Burden, Barry C., David T. Canon, Kenneth R. Mayer, and Donald P. Moynihan. "The effect 

of administrative burden on bureaucratic perception of policies: Evidence from 

election administration." Public Administration Review 72, no. 5 (2012): 741-751. 

Cohen Zamir, Avner, Adam Lefstein, and Yariv Feniger. "‘He doesn’t deserve to be in the 

higher track’: teachers’ justifications in student tracking discussions." Discourse: 

Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education (2020): 1-13. 

Glyniadaki, Katerina. "Mixed services and mediated deservingness: access to housing for 

migrants in Greece." Social Policy and Society (2021): 1-11. 

Grant, Adam M. "Relational job design and the motivation to make a prosocial 

difference." Academy of management review 32, no. 2 (2007): 393-417. 

Guul, Thorbjørn Sejr, Mogens Jin Pedersen, and Niels Bjørn Grund Petersen. "Creaming 

among Caseworkers: Effects of Client Competence and Client Motivation on 

Caseworkers’ Willingness to Help." Public Administration Review 81, no. 1 (2021): 

12-22. 

Hainmueller, Jens, Daniel J. Hopkins, and Teppei Yamamoto. "Causal inference in conjoint 

analysis: Understanding multidimensional choices via stated preference 

experiments." Political analysis 22, no. 1 (2014): 1-30. 

Hainmueller, Jens, Dominik Hangartner, and Teppei Yamamoto. "Validating vignette and 

conjoint survey experiments against real-world behavior." Proceedings of the 

National Academy of Sciences 112, no. 8 (2015): 2395-2400. 

Healy, Kieran. Data visualization: a practical introduction. Princeton University Press, 2018. 

Jensen, Carsten, and Michael Bang Petersen. "The deservingness heuristic and the politics of 

health care." American Journal of Political Science 61, no. 1 (2017): 68-83. 

Jensen, Didde Cramer, and Line Bjørnskov Pedersen. "The impact of empathy—explaining 

diversity in street-level decision-making." Journal of Public Administration Research 

and Theory 27, no. 3 (2017): 433-449. 

Jensen, Ulrich Thy, and Lotte Bøgh Andersen. "Public service motivation, user orientation, 

and prescription behaviour: Doing good for society or for the individual 

user?." Public Administration 93, no. 3 (2015): 753-768. 

Jilke, Sebastian, and Lars Tummers. "Which clients are deserving of help? A theoretical 

model and experimental test." Journal of Public Administration Research and 

Theory 28, no. 2 (2018): 226-238. 



24 

 

King, Gary, Michael Tomz, and Jason Wittenberg. "Making the most of statistical analyses: 

Improving interpretation and presentation." American journal of political 

science (2000): 347-361. 

 

Lipsky, Michael. Street-level bureaucracy: Dilemmas of the individual in public service. 

Russell Sage Foundation, 2010. 

Lukac, M. & Stefanelli, A. (2020). Conjoint Experiments: Power Analysis Tool. Retrieved 

from https://mblukac.shinyapps.io/conjoints-power-shiny/ 

Madsen, Jonas K., Kim S. Mikkelsen, and Donald P. Moynihan. "Burdens, sludge, ordeals, 

red tape, oh my!: A user's guide to the study of frictions." Public 

Administration (2021). 

Moynihan, Donald, Pamela Herd, and Hope Harvey. "Administrative burden: Learning, 

psychological, and compliance costs in citizen-state interactions." Journal of Public 

Administration Research and Theory 25, no. 1 (2015): 43-69. 

Nichols, Albert L., and Richard J. Zeckhauser. "Targeting transfers through restrictions on 

recipients." The American Economic Review 72, no. 2 (1982): 372-377. 

Oorschot, Wim van. "Making the difference in social Europe: deservingness perceptions 

among citizens of European welfare states." Journal of European social policy 16, no. 

1 (2006): 23-42. 

Oorschot, Wim van. "Who should get what, and why? On deservingness criteria and the 

conditionality of solidarity among the public." Policy & Politics 28, no. 1 (2000): 33-

48. 

Petersen, Michael Bang, Rune Slothuus, Rune Stubager, and Lise Togeby. "Deservingness 

versus values in public opinion on welfare: The automaticity of the deservingness 

heuristic." European Journal of Political Research 50, no. 1 (2011): 24-52. 

Petersen, Michael Bang. "Social welfare as small‐scale help: evolutionary psychology and the 

deservingness heuristic." American Journal of Political Science 56, no. 1 (2012): 1-

16. 

Petersen, Niels Bjørn G., Trine V. Laumann, and Morten Jakobsen. "Acceptance or 

disapproval: Performance information in the eyes of public frontline 

employees." Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory 29, no. 1 (2019): 

101-117. 

Ritz, Adrian, Gene A. Brewer, and Oliver Neumann. "Public service motivation: A 

systematic literature review and outlook." Public Administration Review 76, no. 3 

(2016): 414-426. 

Shahab, Sina, and Leonhard K. Lades. "Sludge and transaction costs." Behavioural Public 

Policy (2021): 1-22. 

Sunstein, Cass R. "Sludge audits." Behavioural Public Policy (2020): 1-20. 

Tummers, Lars LG, Victor Bekkers, Evelien Vink, and Michael Musheno. "Coping during 

public service delivery: A conceptualization and systematic review of the 

literature." Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory 25, no. 4 (2015): 

1099-1126. 

Vilhena, Susana. "Is it because you can’t, or don’t want to? The implementation of frontline 

sanctions in Norwegian social assistance." European Journal of Social Work 24, no. 3 

(2021): 418-429. 

https://mblukac.shinyapps.io/conjoints-power-shiny/


25 

 

Vogel, Dominik, and Jurgen Willems. "The effects of making public service employees 

aware of their prosocial and societal impact: A microintervention." Journal of Public 

Administration Research and Theory 30, no. 3 (2020): 485-503. 

Aarøe, Lene, and Michael Bang Petersen. "Crowding out culture: Scandinavians and 

Americans agree on social welfare in the face of deservingness cues." The Journal of 

Politics 76, no. 3 (2014): 684-697.  



26 

 

Appendix A. Attributes, Levels, and Treatment Doses  

Attribute Levels Treatment Dose 

Historic effort During the school year never missed an assignment and participates actively in class High historic effort 

During the school year never missed an assignment but rarely participates actively in class Medium historic effort 

During the school year missed one assignment and rarely participates actively in class Low historic effort 

During the school year missed some assignments and hardly ever participates actively in class 

 

Baseline category  

Motivation Recently seemed very motivated to do well academically High motivation 

Recently seemed motivated to do well academically Medium motivation 

Recently seemed unmotivated to do well academically Low motivation 

Recently seemed very unmotivated to do well academically 

 

Baseline category  

Academic performance Academically among the best in class High academic performance 

Academically somewhat above average in class Medium-high academic performance 

Academically on average in class Medium academic performance 

Academically somewhat below average in class Medium-low academic performance 

Academically among the worst class 

 

Baseline category 

Social need 

 

 

 

 

Seems to be having trouble at home High social need 

Do not seem to be doing well in class and might be feeling lonely Medium social need 

Seems to do well socially in class and to get along with the other students Low social need 

Seems to do really well in class and to be among the most popular students Baseline category 

Note. Attributes are the theoretical constructs. Levels are the specific wordings in the vignettes. Treatment doses signify the strength of the deservingness cue.   
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Appendix B. Full Text of All Dilemmas  

 

Dilemma A: Stay half hour extra? 

Your students have an important assignment due Monday, that they have been working on for 

weeks. However, the preceding Friday one of your students, [student name], comes to you. 

[Student name] has not really started the assignment and asks if you could discuss the 

assignment, hereby staying half an hour extra – after your workday was supposed to end.  

About the student: 

 [Student’s historic effort] 

 [Student’s motivation]  

 [Student’s academic performance] 

 [Student’s social need] 

How likely is it that you will stay the extra half hour?  

[Rating scale 1-10, with “1: Do not stay half an hour extra, definitely” – “10: Stay half an hour 

extra, definitely”] 

 

Dilemma B: Call during the weekend?  

Your students have an important assignment due Monday, that they have been working on for 

weeks. However, the preceding Friday one of your students, [student name], comes to you. 

[Student name] has not really started the assignment and asks if you could discuss the 

assignment over the phone during the weekend.  

About the student: 

 [Student’s historic effort] 

 [Student’s motivation]  

 [Student’s academic performance] 

 [Student’s social need] 

How likely is it that you will let the student call during the weekend?  

[Rating scale 1-10, with “1: Do not let the student call during the weekend, definitely” – “10: 

Let the student call during the weekend, definitely”] 

 

Dilemma C: Hand in after deadline?  

Your students have had a deadline on an important assignment Friday afternoon. However, the 

following Monday, one of your students, [student’s name], comes to you and apologizes for 

not having handed in. [Student’s name] has been busy and forgot all about the assignment and 

asks you if it is possible to hand in today, even though the deadline has passed. 

About the student: 

 [Student’s historic effort] 
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 [Student’s motivation]  

 [Student’s academic performance] 

 [Student’s social need] 

How likely is it that you will let the student hand in today, even though the deadline has passed?  

[Rating scale 1-10, with “1: Will not let the student hand in, definitely” – “10: Will let the 

student hand in, definitely”] 

 

Dilemma D: Push deadline by one week? 

Your students have had a deadline on an important assignment Friday afternoon. However, on 

the very day they were supposed to hand in, one of your students, [student’s name], comes 

to you and apologizes for not having completed the assignment. [Student’s name] has been 

busy and forgot all about the assignment and asks you if it is possible to push the deadline by 

one week. 

About the student: 

 [Student’s historic effort] 

 [Student’s motivation]  

 [Student’s academic performance] 

 [Student’s social need] 

How likely is it that you will push the deadline by one week?  

[Rating scale 1-10, with “1: Do not push the deadline by one week, definitely” – “10: Push the 

deadline by one week, definitely”] 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 


