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PUNISHMENT ON THE FRONTLINES OF PUBLIC SERVICE DELIVERY:
CLIENT ETHNICITY AND CASEWORKER SANCTIONING DECISIONS
IN A SCANDINAVIAN WELFARE STATE

ABSTRACT
Many public welfare programs give public employees discretionary authority to dispense
sanctions when clients do not follow or comply with the policies and procedures required for
receiving welfare benefits. Yet research also shows that public employees’ use of discretion in
decision making that affects clients can occasionally be marked by racial biases and disparities.
Drawing on the Racial Classification Model (RCM) for a theoretical model, this article examines
how client ethnicity shapes public employees’ decisions to sanction clients. Using Danish
employment agencies as our empirical setting, we present findings from two complementary
studies. Study 1 uses nationwide administrative data. Examining sanctioning activity at the
employment agency-level, we find that agencies with a larger percentage of clients being nonWestern immigrants or their descendants impose a greater overall number of sanctions and
dispense them with greater frequency. Study 2 uses survey experimental data to build on this
finding. Addressing concerns about internal validity and a need for analyses at the individual
employee-level, we present survey experimental evidence that employment agency caseworkers
are more likely to recommend sanctions for ethnic minority (Middle-Eastern origin) clients than
for ethnic majority (Danish origin) clients. Moreover, we investigate how three caseworker
characteristics—ethnicity, gender, and work experience—condition the relationship between
client ethnicity and caseworkers’ decisions to sanction clients. While we find no moderation
effects for ethnicity or gender, work experience appears to diminish the influence of client
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ethnicity on the caseworkers’ sanctioning decisions. Overall, our studies support the likelihood
that ethnic minority clients will be punished more often for policy infractions than ethnic
majority clients—and that caseworker work experience mitigates part of this bias.
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INTRODUCTION
In the wake of neoliberal public policy reforms, public welfare programs worldwide have
become more directive in setting behavioral expectations for clients and more punitive in
responding to client noncompliance (Hood and Peters 2004; Kettl 2005). Social welfare
programs use a range of incentives, monitoring mechanisms, and restrictive regulations and rules
aimed at modifying client behaviors and ensuring that client groups practice appropriate
behaviors (Danziger and Seefeldt 2003; Pavetti, Derr, and Hesketh 2003; Schram 2006). Many
of these programs involve a system for dispensing sanctions—penalties that reduce or terminate
welfare benefits in response to client infractions of policy, that is, noncompliance (Pavetti, Derr
and Hesketh 2003; Schram et al. 2009).
However, the dispensing of sanctions is not an automated process devoid of personal
cognitions or beliefs. Although program rules may allow for and prescribe sanctions under
certain conditions, rules are not self-executing (Blau 1955; Merton 1957): They require
judgments from frontline workers in their application (Hupe and Hill 2007, p. 281). In many
areas of public welfare administration, public employees have substantial discretionary authority
to evaluate and decide whether and, if so, when clients should be penalized for failure to comply
with policy prescriptions and procedures (Brodkin 2011; Hasenfeld, Ghose, and Larson 2004;
Lipsky 1980; Soss, Fording, and Schram 2011a).
Public employees have a responsibility to ensure that all citizens, in their dealings with
public agencies and services, receive fair and equitable treatment, free from discrimination on
the basis of race, ethnicity, or other attributes (Frederickson 1990). In addition to equity as a
normative ideal of democratic administration and a principle of international law, empirical work
suggests that procedural fairness is important in ensuring the legitimacy of public institutions in
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the eyes of citizens (Sunshine and Tyler 2003; Tyler 2003). Thus an understanding of the
potential effects of client characteristics such as race and ethnicity on public employees’
decisions to sanction is of broad societal interest and importance.
This article examines public employees’ decisions to sanction clients, focusing first on
the role of client ethnicity: What are the effects of client ethnicity on public employees’
discretionary decisions to sanction clients? Second, we also consider how the interplay between
client ethnicity and various employee characteristics shapes these decisions: How and to what
extent do public employee characteristics—ethnicity, gender, and work experience—moderate
the potential disparity between sanctioning decisions for ethnic minority clients and for ethnic
majority clients?
Our analyses help explain the ways that bureaucratic discretion may lead to disparate
treatment of comparable citizens of different races or ethnicities in their dealings with
government and public administration. Research reveals that citizen or client race may affect
public employees’ decision making and exercise of discretion in the judicial system (Johnson
2014; Pager 2007), law enforcement (Pickerill, Mosher, and Pratt 2009; Wilkins and Williams
2008), incarceration (Olson 2016), education and schooling (Atkins and Wilkins 2014; Grissom,
Nicholson-Crotty, and Nicholson-Crotty 2009; Meier and Stewart 1992; Meier 1993b; Okonofua
and Eberhardt 2015), and other public agency settings (Bertrand and Mullainathan 2004; Hindera
1993; Selden 1997; Selden, Brudney, and Kellough 1998). This research provides valuable
insights into both racial disparity in public services provision and representative bureaucracy
(Krislov 1974; Meier 1993a). However, systematic studies of how client race or ethnicity may
affect the micro-level decisions of frontline workers are few (see Bradbury and Kellough 2011).
Little empirical research—using individual-level data and research designs that can allow for a
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causal interpretation of the results—has examined racial or ethnic bias in individual-level welfare
sanction decisions.
One exception is a study by Schram et al. (2009; see also Soss, Fording, and Schram
2011b). In terms of theory, they draw on the Racial Classification Model (RCM) developed by
Soss, Fording, and Schram (2008), and examine how implicit racial bias shapes employment
caseworkers’ decisions to dispense sanctions for clients. With the United States as their empirical
setting, the results indicate differences in the treatment of female clients of different races. Both
Latina and black clients are more likely to be recommended for sanctions than white clients.
Moreover, Schram et al. (2009) show that two other client characteristics—family size and
sanctioning history—may widen these racial disparities.
Our study extends Schram et al.’s (2009) work and the RCM with new insights.
Specifically, our study expands scholarly understanding of racial or ethnic disparity in public
service provision in at least three ways. First, using the Scandinavian welfare state of Denmark
as our empirical setting, we provide insights into the applicability and generalizability of both the
RCM and Schram et al.’s (2009) findings outside of the U.S. context. Does the RCM predict
employment caseworkers’ decisions to sanction clients in a non-U.S. country setting? As we
elaborate later on, Denmark is radically different from the United States in terms of public
welfare services, racial/ethnic composition, and the historical development of race/ethnicity as a
salient policy issue.
Second, we consider the role of the employment caseworkers’ ethnicity, gender, and
professional work experience as important moderators, by drawing from different streams of
behavioral economics (Chen, Moskowitz, and Shue 2016; Kahneman and Frederick 2002), social
psychology (Eagly et al. 2004; Rand et al. 2016; Schwartz and Rubel 2005; Tajfel and Turner
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1986), and public administration research (Bradbury and Kellough 2008, 2011; DeHart-Davis,
Marlowe, and Pandey 2006; Downs 1967; Flyvbjerg 2001; Meier 1993a; Selden 1997). In doing
so, we take an important step in unlocking both the micro-foundations of representation on the
frontlines of public service and the importance of work experience in minimizing the possible
consequences of cognitive biases affecting the distribution of public benefits. Our examination
also constitutes a theoretical extension of the RCM. Whereas Schram et al. (2009) theorize and
test how various client markers interact with client race in shaping caseworkers’ sanctioning
decisions—and thus extend the RCM with insights into the moderating effects of client
characteristics—we examine and expand our knowledge about the moderating effects of
caseworker characteristics. By identifying how caseworker characteristics moderate disparity in
sanctioning decisions for clients of a different ethnicity, we expand scholarly understanding of
when and why welfare programs involving systems for dispensing sanctions may (or may not)
produce racial and ethnic disparities.
Third, we advance current public administration research by examining disparities in
sanctioning activity based on ethnicity using both agency-level administrative data and
individual-level experimental data. Study 1 uses nationwide administrative data from the national
employment program. We look at three sanctioning indicators at the employment agency-level
and test for differences between agencies with different percentages of clients being non-Western
immigrants or their descendants. Study 2 uses individual-level experimental data from a national
survey among Danish employment caseworkers to build on the findings from Study 1. We
present the respondents with a vignette containing a violation of program rules by a client. In the
vignette, the client’s ethnicity (majority/minority) is randomly assigned.1 Specifically, client

For the purpose of this study, ‘ethnic minorities’ refers to non-western immigrants having settled in Denmark and
their descendants (the ‘second’ or ‘third’ generation). Statistics Denmark classifies an individual as a native Dane, or
1
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ethnicity was either blinded (unknown to the respondents) or cued as either ethnic Danish or a
non-Western ethnic minority (of Middle-Eastern origin). After having read the vignette, the
respondents were asked whether they would impose a sanction. The two studies thus
complement each other in important ways. Study 1 relates to agency-level sanctioning decisions
as they naturally occur in real-life cases and work environments and, therefore, complements
Study 2 in terms of ecological validity. Study 2 relates to individual-level sanctioning decisions
and allows for causal inferences and, therefore, complements Study 1 in terms of internal validity
and findings at the individual employee-level.
The article proceeds as follows. First, we describe our application of the RCM in the
Danish context, and hypothesize on the nature of the relationship between client ethnicity and a
caseworker’s decision to sanction a client. Second, we develop hypotheses on the moderating
effects of caseworker characteristics—ethnicity, gender, and work experience–on the decision to
sanction. Third, we review the rules and procedures of the Danish unemployment program
regarding citizens’ rights and entitlements to unemployment benefits and caseworkers’ decisions
to sanction. Fourth, we present the results of our empirical analyses. Finally, we discuss our
findings and their implications for both policy and future research.

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES
The Racial Classification Model (RCM) and the Danish Context

immigrant (‘first-generation immigrant’), or a descendant of immigrants (‘second-generation immigrant’) (Statistics
Denmark 2015, pp. 11-12). A person is classified as native Danish if at least one of the person’s parents was born in
Denmark and holds Danish citizenship. Individuals born outside of Denmark are considered first generation
immigrants, whereas individuals with parents born outside of Denmark are classified as descendants (second
generation immigrants). We also follow Statistic Denmark in terms of classifying non-western immigrants and their
descendants as those individuals not originating in the EU-28, Iceland, Norway, Switzerland, the European microstates, the United States, Canada, Australia, or New Zealand (Statistics Denmark 2015, 11-12).
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To understand how client ethnicity may shape employment caseworkers’ decisions to sanction
clients, we turn to Soss, Fording, and Schram’s (2008) RCM. In brief, the RCM explains how the
race or ethnicity of policy targets (clients) affects the policy implementation decisions of public
employees. The RCM represents “a cognitive model of policy decision making built on the
necessity of social classification and consequences of group reputation […] specifying how and
when racial classifications should affect target group constructions and, hence, officials’ choice
regarding policy design and implementation” (Soss, Fording, and Schram 2008, p. 539). While
Soss, Fording, and Schram (2008) discuss the RCM in terms of race, they explicitly state that the
RCM may also apply to social classifications defined by race or ethnicity (p. 540).
According to Soss, Fording, and Schram (2008), the RCM rests on three premises: (1) To
be effective at designing and applying policies to specific target groups, policy actors must rely
on salient social classifications; (2) when racial (or ethnic) minorities are salient in a policy
context, race or ethnicity is more likely to provide a basis for classifications of targets; and (3)
the likelihood of racially or enthnically patterned policy outcomes will be positively associated
with the degree of contrast in policy actors’ perceptions of targets. The extent to which policy
actors differentiates among target groups and treats them differently is a function of the
perceived contrasts among the groups. The RCM has been the basis for empirical inquiry into
how the racial characteristics of a population affect social welfare policy choices by legislatures
(Soss, Fording, and Schram 2008) as well as disparities faced by African-Americans and Latinas
in the United States with respect to sanctions for policy noncompliance (Schram et al. 2009).
Relative to Schram et al. (2009), our study covers a different employment policy and a
different country, Denmark, with a setting that is radically different from that of the United
States in terms of the racial and ethnic majority and minority composition. Ethnic Danes
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constitute the large majority of the Danish population (88%), whereas non-Western ethnic
minorities constitute a much smaller but growing group (1% in 1980, 5% in 2000, and 8% in
2016).2 The four most common countries of origin among non-Western ethnic minorities in
Denmark are Turkey, Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon,3 with Islam the most prevalent religion among
them (Jacobsen 2012).
In seeking to extend the RCM, we apply the model and its underlying assumptions to the
Danish context. The Scandinavian countries, including Denmark, are typically viewed as more
collectivist and homogenous than the United States, with their preferences for universal and
more generous social welfare policies (Caswell, Eskelinen, and Olesen 2011; Esping-Andersen
1990). Scholars root the historical development of the Danish welfare state in a social democratic
ideology originating from a strong sense of community and social solidarity among Danes as a
homogenous ethnic group (Christiansen et al. 2006), starting in the 1870s and predating the first
waves of immigration from the Middle East to Denmark in the 1980s. While traditionally
Denmark has not been marked by the same racial and ethnic cleavages as the United States, the
increasing influx of non-Western immigrants since the 1980s has made questions about
immigration, national culture, and the societal integration of people of Middle Eastern origin an
important topic in current public and political debates. For example, a recent poll shows that 65
percent of Danes view “refugees, immigration, and integration” as the most important political
issue (Redder and Christensen 2016).
One particularly salient policy issue concerns the gap in employment rates for nonWestern immigrants and their descendants relative to ethnic Danes—and how to minimize this

Figures based on authors’ calculations, using population data (FOLK2) from Statistics Denmark, first quarter of
2016. Available at www.statistikbanken.dk.
3
Ranking based on authors’ calculations, using population data (FOLK1) from Statistics Denmark, first quarter of
2016. Available at www.statistikbanken.dk.
2
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gap (Liebig 2007). In terms of labor market attachment, the employment rates among nonWestern ethnic minorities are lower than among ethnic Danes. The employment rates among
ethnic Danish males and females in 2014 were 76 and 73 percent, respectively. In comparison,
the employment rates among non-Western male and female immigrants were 53 and 46 percent,
respectively—and, among non-Western male and female descendants of immigrants, 53 and 52
percent, respectively.4
At the same time, ethnic minorities of non-Western origin are also subject to stereotyping
in Denmark about their willingness to work. One preconception is that many non-Western
immigrants come to Denmark for the benefits of the Danish welfare system and that more nonWestern immigrants than ethnic Danes prefer living off welfare rather than pursuing paid
employment. Although academic inquiry into the Danes’ attitudes towards the work ethic of nonWestern immigrants is somewhat limited, a 20-year-old survey study shows that 65 percent of
Danes agree that “[m]any immigrants come to Denmark to take advantage of our social welfare
system” (Gaasholt and Togeby 1995, p. 40)—and scholars suggest that the general attitudes
towards immigrants in Denmark have remained fairly stable over time (Thomsen 2006; Togeby
2004).
Moreover, comparative research based on General Social Survey data supports the
existence of Danish stereotypes of “laziness” and “preference for welfare relative to work” for
non-Western immigrants, stereotypes similar to those existing for African-Americans in the
United States (Larsen 2012). U.S. researchers have found that this notion of laziness is one of the

Figures based on authors’ calculations, using the latest available unemployment data (RAS1F) from Statistics
Denmark. Available at www.statistikbanken.dk.
4
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strongest U.S. racial stereotypes, influencing citizen attitudes towards welfare and deservingness
of public assistance (Gilens 1999, see also Brown-Iannuzzi et al. 2016; Hancock 2004).5
The RCM does not argue that the presence or influence of these ethnic stereotypes of a
certain group’s willingness to work is a subject about which individual caseworkers would
necessarily be cognizant of. Indeed, social psychology suggests that cognitive biases relating to
race and ethnicity may be unconscious—and that the individual acting in a biased manner may
be unaware of his or her bias (Amodio and Devine 2006; Devine et al. 2002).
In the context of a caseworker’s decision to sanction a client who does not comply with
the requirements of, say an unemployment program policy, the ethnic stereotypes previously
discussed may influence the caseworker’s cognitive classification and perceptions of that client,
thereby resulting in systematically different sanctioning behaviors for clients of different
ethnicity. These stereotypes may particularly affect how the caseworker perceives and assesses
the deservingness of clients of Middle-Eastern origin relative to clients of Danish origin.
Stereotypes and group reputations may lead caseworkers to evaluate clients appearing to be nonWestern immigrants of Middle-Eastern origin as less deserving of a second chance (or the
benefit of the doubt) when they are in policy noncompliance. Because of cognitive biases rooted
in ethnicity and ethnic stereotypes, caseworkers may therefore be more likely to recommend
sanctions for clients of Middle-Eastern origin than for clients of Danish origin:
Hypothesis 1: Caseworkers are more likely to recommend sanctions for ethnic minority
clients (here, clients of Middle-Eastern origin) than for ethnic majority clients (here, clients of
ethnic Danish origin).

5

Furthermore, non-Western immigrants are occasionally stereotyped as having a penchant for petty crime and lower
levels of educational attainment (ALS Research 2014), as well as being unwilling to accept or live by the democratic
values of the countries in which they settle (Bursell 2012)—group reputations that may also affect perceptions of
deservingness with respect to public assistance.
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In addition to the direct effect of client ethnicity on a caseworker’s decision to sanction, a
range of caseworker characteristics could potentially moderate the ways in which client ethnicity
affects a caseworker’s sanctioning decisions. Our focus on the caseworker characteristics of
ethnicity, gender, and work experience is guided by research that highlights these variables as
possible moderators of the effects of client ethnicity on employee decision making. Both
representative bureaucracy research (Bradbury and Kellough 2008; Meier 1993a; Selden 1997)
and social psychology theory (Tajfel and Turner 1986) suggest that the caseworkers’ ethnicity
can have important implications for the way they understand, identify with, and treat ethnic
minority clients. Similarly, insights from social psychology research (Eagly et al. 2004; Rand et
al. 2016; Schwartz and Rubel 2005) and research on public administration and public opinion
(Crowder-Meyer 2007; DeHart-Davis, Marlowe, and Pandey 2006) suggest that the caseworkers’
gender may moderate the effect of client ethnicity on sanctioning decisions. Finally, insights
from behavioral economics research (Chen, Moskowitz, and Shue 2016; Kahneman and
Frederick 2002) and management research (Downs 1967; Flyvbjerg 2001) suggest that work
experience may mitigate ethnic bias in caseworkers’ decisions to sanction. We believe that our
focus on ethnicity, gender, and work experience constitutes a solid foundation for understanding
the role of caseworker characteristics in the context of the RCM and the occurrence of racial or
ethnic disparity in public services provision.

Caseworker Ethnicity
Several research perspectives suggest that human beings tend to hold cognitive biases that favor
their own social in-group, in turn possibly moderating how client ethnicity shapes caseworkers’
decisions to sanction.
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As Bradbury and Kellough (2011, p. 160) note, the public administration literature on
representative bureaucracy shows that “public organizations with larger proportions of women
and/or minorities in decision-making roles are more likely to produce outcomes compatible with
the interests of women and/or minorities than similar organizations with fewer women and/or
minorities” (e.g., Hindera 1993; Keiser et al. 2002; Meier and Stewart 1992; Wilkins and Keiser
2006). The theory of representative bureaucracy suggests that the demographic characteristics of
public employees shape their attitudes, thereby shaping their behavior and decision making
(Meier 1993a). Employees and citizens with similar demographic characteristics (e.g., ethnicity)
share common experiences and often values and attitudes (Bradbury and Kellough 2008; Dolan
2000). This shared experience explains why female and/or ethnic minority employees are more
likely to make decisions and adopt an advocacy role that favor female and/or ethnic minority
clients (Bradbury and Kellough 2008; Meier 1993a; Selden 1997).
Social psychological theories elaborate on the similarity-dissimilarity process providing
individuals with cognitive biases toward individuals of the same ethnicity as themselves.
Similarity/attraction theory (Byrne 1971) and social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner 1986)
emphasize how human beings tend to better understand and identify with people exhibiting the
same characteristics as themselves. Demographic similarity on a dimension such as ethnicity
promotes compatibility, mutual understanding, and identity reinforcement, whereas dissimilarity
creates incompatibility and disagreement (Hogg and Abrams 1998).
Social identity theory further explains how motives and behavior are affected by “in
group”-“out group” stereotyping, group cohesion, and emotional sympathy. The theory posits
that individual identities are based on self-categorization into social groups, that is, people
classify those who are similar (e.g., in terms of ethnicity) as the in-group, and those they perceive
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as being different as the out-group (Tajfel and Turner 1986). Individuals who belong to the ingroup coalesce and bond based upon shared traits or experiences (Currarini and Mengel 2016).
The perceived connection between members of the same in-group (e.g., caseworkers and clients
who belong to an ethnic minority group) might inform the basis of an in-group favorability bias
or a debiasing of intra-in-group judgements and decision making. At the minimum, this
connection may mitigate the application of ethnic stereotyping.
Combining these insights, we theorize that caseworkers have cognitive biases that make
them tend to favor clients of their own ethnicity—and that these biases may moderate how client
ethnicity shapes their decisions to sanction. Drawing on social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner
1986), we expect that caseworkers tend to engage clients of the same ethnicity as themselves
with greater sympathy, understanding, and equity. Because of ethnicity-similarity bias, ethnic
stereotyping is less likely to affect decision making—i.e., create a disparity in sanctioning
decisions between ethnic minority and ethnic majority clients—when those clients are of the
same ethnicity (in-group) as the caseworker. In summary, we expect the propensity to sanction
ethnic minority clients more than ethnic majority clients to be smaller for caseworkers who
themselves belong to an ethnic minority group:
Hypothesis 2a: Caseworkers are less likely to sanction ethnic minority clients more than
ethnic majority clients when the caseworker belongs to an ethnic minority group.

Caseworker Gender
The public administration literature on bureaucratic gender representation focuses mainly on
how passive representation leads to active representation for women (Bradbury and Kellough
2011; Keiser et al. 2002; Wilkins and Keiser 2006), i.e., the association between the presence of
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female bureaucrats within public organizations and bureaucratic outcomes consistent with the
interests of female citizens. However, other streams of research suggest that caseworkers’ gender
may moderate the effect of client ethnicity on caseworkers’ decisions to sanction in other ways.
Social role theory suggests that women tend to be more altruistic, benevolent, and compassionate
than men. For example, meta-analytical evidence suggests that women, but not men, internalize
altruism as their intuitive social response (Rand et al. 2016). Women are more likely to express
concern and responsibility for the well-being of others (Beutel and Marini 1995). Similarly,
Dehart-Davis, Marlowe, and Pandey (2006) find that women score higher on the “compassion”
subdimension of “public service motivation” than their male counterparts.
In addition, public opinion research suggests that women are more favorable towards
policies promoting equity and provision of social welfare benefits (Crowder-Meyer 2007;
Shapiro and Mahajan 1986). Eagly et al. (2004) show that women, more than men, endorse
policies that are socially compassionate, traditionally moral, and supportive of equal rights. In a
cross-cultural and multi-method study based on 127 samples in 70 countries, Schwartz and Rubel
(2005) find that women consistently attribute more importance than men do to both universalism
values (understanding, appreciation, tolerance, and protection for the welfare of all people) and
benevolence values (preservation and enhancement of the welfare of people with whom one is in
personal contact).
Combining these insights, we theorize that female caseworkers exhibit social roles and
value orientations that make them more likely to engage clients of all ethnicities with greater
sympathy, understanding, and equity than male caseworkers. Greater concern for the welfare,
well-being, and equitable treatment of others among women may entail that ethnic stereotyping
is less likely to shape decision making—i.e., create a disparity in sanctioning decisions between
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ethnic minority and ethnic majority clients—among female caseworkers. In summary, we expect
the propensity to sanction ethnic minority clients more than ethnic majority clients to be smaller
for female caseworkers:
Hypothesis 2b: Caseworkers are less likely to sanction ethnic minority clients more than
ethnic majority clients when the caseworker is female.

Work Experience
In addition to a caseworker’s ethnicity and gender, we are also interested in the role that work
experience plays in caseworkers’ exercise of discretion, i.e., how work experience may moderate
the effect of client ethnicity on the decision to sanction. Research suggests that stereotypical
beliefs may have stronger effects in situations where the individual finds knowledge about the
right course of action (what to do and how to do it) is unclear. In instances where the right action
is unclear, Kahneman and colleagues (Kahneman 2011; Kahnman, Slovic, and Tversky 1982)
show how bias in an individual’s judgment and decision making may arise from the application
of cognitive heuristics (information-processing shortcuts), such as stereotypes.
Kahneman and Frederick (2002) emphasize the role of a process they call attribute
substitution, which happens without conscious awareness. According to this theory, stereotypes
can be a source of heuristic attributes that people substitute in when judgment of a target attribute
is computationally complex. For example, judging whether a client’s behavior in a particular
situation warrants sanctioning is more computationally complex than judging their ethnicity. The
pre-conscious, intuitive nature of attribute substitution explains how a caseworker’s decisions to
sanction may be influenced by client ethnicity, even though the caseworker believes that he or
she has made an unbiased evaluation.
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At the same time, scholars have long known that professional socialization—i.e., the
acquisition of not only attitudes and values but also skills and know-how pertaining to a
professional subculture—increases over time (Downs 1967). As caseworkers gain work
experience, they accumulate increasing knowledge about typical and atypical cases and casework
proceedings and practices. They develop and internalize work routines and standard operating
procedures that increasingly guide their work activities, discretion, and decision making.
Flyvbjerg (2001) describes such accumulation of work experience as a learning process through
which a novice may gradually become a competent performer and even an expert over time. The
accumulation of work experience and the development of expertise might lead to professional
norms or standards serving as a guide to action, replacing individual caseworker attitudes,
motives, or unconscious beliefs, such as stereotypes. Jensen and Vestergaard (2017) find that
experience can moderate (suppress) the effect of motives with respect to predicting behavior.
They argue that as people accumulate experiences, they rely on those experiences to formulate
judgments about the best way to act in a situation. In the process, their personal motives or
attitudes become less important. We therefore theorize that ethnic stereotypes are more likely to
shape caseworkers’ decision making when the caseworker has less work experience with
employment casework.
Moreover, Chen, Moskowitz, and Shue (2016) offer robust empirical evidence for the
importance of work experience in mitigating biased decision making. Across three high-stakes
field settings (asylum, loan, and officiating decisions), they show how people tend to
underestimate the likelihood of sequential streaks occurring by chance. This underestimation
leads to negatively auto-correlated decisions that result in error. Due to misperception of random
processes, people tend to believe that streaks of good or bad cases are unlikely to occur by
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chance (Rabin and Vayanos 2010). Therefore, decision makers may approach a new case with
the subconscious belief that the case is likely to be positive if they considered the previous case
negative, and vice versa. Decisions are affected by prior decisions in an inverse relationship, i.e.,
decisions are negatively auto-correlated. Importantly, Chen, Moskowitz, and Shue (2016) find
that the negative autocorrelation (bias) is less strong among more experienced decision makers.
Similar to the way that work experience diminishes this particular form of cognitive bias in
decision making, we expect that work experience may mitigate ethnic bias in caseworkers’
sanctioning decisions. In line with Flyvbjerg (2001), we expect that an experienced performer or
expert is less likely than a novice to resort to a (simplified) decision-making process based on
ethnic cues. In summary, we expect that caseworkers’ work experience moderates the influence
of client ethnicity on caseworkers’ decision to sanction in the following way:
Hypothesis 2c: Caseworkers are less likely to sanction ethnic minority clients more than
ethnic majority clients when the caseworker has more work experience.

EMPIRICAL SETTING
We test the hypotheses using Danish employment agencies as our empirical setting. Denmark
comprises 98 municipalities, each with its own employment agency. All unemployed citizens of
working age and fit to work, but who are not members of an unemployment insurance fund
(typically individuals having only a secondary education or lower), are eligible for a monthly
means-tested unemployment cash benefit. To receive the cash benefit, unemployed citizens have
to register at their local employment agency. Each citizen is then assigned a caseworker, who is
responsible for helping that citizen obtain employment.
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A client’s entitlement to an unemployment benefit is conditioned by compliance with a
set of rules and procedures. For example, all clients are expected to regularly consult with their
caseworker (every month for the first half year, then every third month), actively seek
employment, and be willing to accept employment offers. All clients must accept and attend
employability-increasing activities that their local employment agency arranges, such as on-thejob training. The caseworkers have the authority to sanction clients for noncompliance with these
rules and procedures. For example, a client may be assigned to an unpaid on-the-job training
program in a private firm or public organization. If the client fails to show up without reasonable
cause, the caseworker has the discretionary authority to reduce or terminate the client’s
unemployment benefits until the client either requalifies for assistance or provides evidence of
reasonable cause (see the Online Appendix for a visual presentation of the sanctioning
procedure).

STUDY 1: ADMINISTRATIVE DATA
Our administrative data comprises Danish employment agency-level records for the first quarter
of 2016. In the data, we have measures capturing the percentage of non-Western immigrants or
their descendants who were cash benefit recipients, as well as three agency-level sanctioning
indicators: (1) The average number of sanctions per cash benefit recipient; (2) the percentage of
cash benefit recipients receiving a sanction; and (3) the average number of sanctions per cash
benefit recipient receiving a sanction. We obtained the records from jobindsats.dk, an online
platform hosted by the Danish Agency for Labour Market and Recruitment.6

6

The administrative data contain information on the share of cash benefit recipients who are non-Western
immigrants or their descendants for each employment agency but do not allow us to focus especially on those of
Middle-Eastern origin. However, analyses conducted by Statistics Denmark show that a larger percentage of non-
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We combine this data with administrative data from 2015 on the characteristics of the
municipality where each employment agency is geographically located. All the data were
available from Statistic Denmark’s population register and from noegletal.dk, an online platform
hosted by the Danish Ministry of Social Affairs and the Interior. The dataset gives us access to
the following municipal characteristics: number of residents, number of residents of Danish
origin, percentage of residents living in urban agglomeration, percentage of residents aged 25-64
without vocational training, percentage of residents aged 25-64 with a higher education, and the
unemployment rate (the average number of full-time unemployed who are fit to work per 100
residents aged 17-64). We include these variables in our analysis as controls. Table 1 gives the
descriptive statistics.

[Insert Table 1 around here]

Results
We analyze the administrative data using multivariate OLS regression with robust standard
errors. We run three models in which we regress the percentage of cash benefit recipients who
are non-Western immigrants or their descendants on the average number of sanctions per cash
benefit recipient (model 1), the percentage of cash benefit recipients receiving a sanction (model
2), and the average number of sanctions per cash benefit recipient receiving a sanction (model 3).
All three models include a set of statistical control variables reflecting the municipal
characteristics retrieved from Statistic Denmark’s population register and noegletal.dk. Table 2
shows the results of the analyses.

Western immigrants than ethnic Danes live of public support (cash or other benefits). The countries of origin most
prevalent among those non-western immigrants are Turkey, Syria, Iraq, and Lebanon (Statistics Denmark 2016).
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[Insert Table 2 around here]

The analyses suggest that employment agencies in which a larger percentage of cash
benefit recipients are non-Western immigrants or their descendants impose a greater overall
number of sanctions and dispense them with greater frequency. In model 1, we find that
employment agencies in which a greater percentage of the cash benefit recipients are nonWestern immigrants or their descendants are characterized by a greater average number of
sanctions per cash benefit recipient (β = .255, p ≤ .05). Similarly, models 2 and 3 show,
respectively, that the percentage of non-Western immigrants or their descendants receiving cash
benefits is positively associated with a higher percentage of cash benefit recipients receiving a
sanction (β = .089, p ≤ .10) and a greater number of sanctions per sanctioned cash benefit
recipient (β = 1.92, p ≤ .05).
The results are thus consistent with the notion that caseworkers are more likely to
recommend sanctions for ethnic minority clients than for ethnic majority clients (Hypothesis 1).
As the administrative data reflects the real world of caseworker decision making, the findings are
characterized by high ecological validity. Moreover, the nationwide nature of the data eliminates
the risk of bias caused by missing observations or nonresponse. However, the analyses of the
administrative data are marked by one key limitation: A modest potential for causal inferences.
While the analyses indicate that ethnic minority clients are sanctioned more than ethnic majority
clients, we recognize that other factors than ethnic bias among caseworkers may possibly explain
this finding. For example, the agency-level differences in sanctioning activity that we observe
could be the result of systematic differences in client behavior (i.e., clients of Middle-Eastern
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origin exhibiting more sanctionable behavior than clients of Danish origin). To better understand
how ethnic bias shapes caseworkers’ decisions to sanction clients, we complement the analyses
of the administrative data with a survey experiment that relates to individual-level sanctioning
decisions and allows for a causal interpretation of the results.

STUDY 2: SURVEY EXPERIMENT
Our experimental data originates from a national e-survey among Danish employment
caseworkers. To build our sample frame of employment agency caseworkers, we sent a request
to employment agency managers from all 98 Danish municipalities for the contact information of
each of their local employment caseworkers and for permission to allow us to invite the
caseworkers to participate in a research project involving a survey. Managers from 63
municipalities responded, with the email addresses of a total of 1,335 caseworkers and
permission from their supervisors to request their participation in our study.
We conducted the survey experiment in April 2016. We received complete survey
responses from 497 caseworkers (≈ 37%). In line with Danish guidelines for ethics in social
sciences research, the respondents were instructed that while their responses would be used for
research purposes, their individual responses were anonymous and that the researchers would
comply with standard confidentiality procedures. Furthermore, we made clear that participation
in our study was voluntary and that respondents could choose not to participate or to stop at any
time. Table 3 shows a demographic profile of the survey respondents.

[Insert Table 3 around here]
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While the sampling procedure and response rate suggest some caution in extrapolating
from this sample, the respondents appear relatively diverse and suit the needs of our
experimental design (see Auginis and Bradley 2014). The sampling procedure—while
imperfect—nonetheless provides us with a population of actual caseworkers.

Experimental Design
The design involves a vignette portraying an unemployed male cash benefit recipient who is
assigned to an unpaid on-the-job training program in a public organization. The vignette explains
that the client did not show up for the program on some occasions—without notifying the
employer—and that the client is unable to document having been ill (his stated reason for being
absent). The caseworkers were asked to decide, based on the vignette, whether to impose a
sanction on the client or not.7
Each caseworker respondent received one of three versions of the vignette. For capturing
the influence of client ethnicity on caseworker responses, we randomly assigned the client
described in the vignette (1) a “Middle-Eastern-sounding” name, (2) an “ethnic Danishsounding” name, or (3) a blinded name. In all other respects, all respondents received identical
vignette information, including some biographical information to add to the contextual realism of
the case (Auginis and Bradley 2014). Similar “name manipulation” procedures are used in other

The survey experimental findings have a modest claim to ecological validity. The caseworkers’ responses are
based on a description of a hypothetical client in a survey. This situation is clearly different from actual casework.
For example, the respondents did not interact with a real person, and they were asked to base their responses on only
the information that the vignette provided. In real life, caseworkers can request or seek additional data, and face-toface client meetings are likely to inform decision making. However, Study 1 complements Study 2 in terms of
ecological validity (similar to the way that Study 2 complements Study 1 in terms of internal validity). Although the
administrative data analysis does not offer the same potential for causal inference as the survey experimental
analysis, it allows us to motivate the survey experiment with data reflecting sanctioning decisions as they naturally
occur in real-life cases and work environments.
7
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studies examining the effects of client race in the area of unemployment (Bertrand and
Mullainathan 2003; Schram et al. 2009).
We use the name “Mohammed” as the ethnic minority of Middle-Eastern origin-sounding
name, and “Peter” as the ethnic Danish-sounding name. We selected those names from
administrative data from Statistic Denmark (2016), data suggesting that Peter is the most
common male first name in Denmark and Mohammed the most common male first name among
non-Western immigrants and their descendants in Denmark (Sahin and Dreyer 2015) and among
Muslims in Denmark (Meldgaard 2005). Their ethnic connotations notwithstanding, neither
name is associated with any known social stigma. For example, the name Brian is also fairly
common in Denmark but is associated with the stereotype of an ethnic Danish working-class
troublemaker. The version of the vignette involving a blinded name simply showed a black box
where the name should be, signaling that we had anonymized the client’s name. The random
assignment process resulted in a statistically equal distribution of client names to respondents (ttests): 169 received the Mohammed treatment (34%), 173 received the Peter treatment (35%),
and 155 received a blinded name (31%).

The Vignette
The vignette was inspired by case descriptions in Beer et al. (2008) and Ejrnæs and Monrad
(2012). For contextual realism, two experienced unemployment caseworkers and an expert in
immigrants and multicultural relations were involved in developing the vignette. The full text is
as follows (translated from Danish to English with the assistance of a professional language
editor):
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“[Peter/Mohammed/”blinded”] is a 31-year-old male. He is fit to work and receives
unemployment cash benefits. Peter left Folkeskolen [Danish compulsory education] after
8th grade and has not received any further education. He has about five years of work
experience from different minor jobs. He has been dismissed from all of them due to
absenteeism. He has received cash benefits or been self-supporting on a rotating basis
between these jobs. He has been unemployed and received cash benefits since he was
fired from his latest job five months ago. Peter was diagnosed with depression two years
ago and received treatment with antidepressants for a period of six months. Peter started
on-the-job training in a public organization in January 2016. During the start-up phase,
Peter was informed in writing about the consequences for his cash benefits should he fail
to attend the training without reasonable cause, and about what he could do to regain his
cash benefits entitlement in such a case. Peter’s time sheet from the on-the-job training
for February 2016 shows that he has been absent five days without informing the
employer. In a consultation, Peter has attributed his absences to illness caused by
migraines. However, he did not consult a general practitioner. He has not been
sanctioned previously.”

The vignette allows us to test whether caseworkers may be more likely to recommend
sanctions for clients appearing to be an ethnic minority (of a Middle-Eastern origin) than for
clients of Danish ethnic origin. The vignette portrays a situation in which a caseworker would
have substantial discretion to decide whether to impose a sanction. With the blinded version of
the vignette as an additional baseline, we expect that the Middle-Eastern-sounding name
(Mohammed) may cue negative stereotypes related to unemployed clients of Middle-Eastern
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origin—in turn resulting in a greater sanctioning propensity among recipients of the
“Mohammed” version of the vignette than among recipients of the “Peter” or “blinded” versions.
Following the vignette was a question asking the respondents to indicate the extent to
which they would impose a sanction on this client. Responses were measured on an 11-point
scale, anchored at 0 (“definitely not sanction”) and at 10 (“definitely sanction”). All scale points
were labeled with a numeral. The mean score was 7.28, with a standard deviation of 2.88.8
As an experimental manipulation check, at a later stage of the survey the respondents
were asked to recall the name of the welfare recipient (response categories: “Anonymized,”
“Peter,” Michael,” “Mohammed,” “Ahmed,” “do not remember”). The “correct” name (the name
in the vignette they received) was reported by 78 percent of the caseworkers. The number of
false or “do not remember” responses was distributed equally across the three experimental
conditions. We reran all model specifications with inclusion of a manipulation check dummy
variable (“correct” response or not), and we tested all model specifications on a sub-sample
comprising only respondents with “correct” responses. Neither of these robustness checks
resulted in any qualitative changes of the findings.

Analysis and Results
One-way analysis of variance tests show balance across the three experimental groups in the
distributions of gender, age, ethnicity, education, primary client group, tenure, and work
experience (at p < .1), indicating that the randomization process worked. Moreover, one-way
analysis of variance shows a significant difference in sanctioning recommendation across the
8

A skewness-kurtosis test for normality shows that the score distribution is slightly left-skewed (-.93, p < .001) but
has a kurtosis similar to that of a standard normal distribution (2.84, p = .50). As a robustness check, because of the
left-skewed distribution, we have re-analyzed the survey experimental data using quantile (median) regression
instead of OLS. Although the median regression estimates are slightly smaller and accompanied by larger standard
errors, the estimates do not change the substantive findings.
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three experimental conditions (p = .04). Caseworkers assigned to the “Mohammed” vignette
reported a greater inclination to sanction the client than caseworkers assigned to the Peter or the
“blinded” vignette. The mean sanctioning score was 7.73 for Mohammed, 7.06 for Peter, and
7.02 for the version where the name was blinded. T-tests show that the sanctioning score for
Mohammed is significantly higher than the other two sanctioning scores (p = .03 and p = .02).
While this result confirms Hypothesis 1, we also performed multivariate OLS regression
analysis that minimizes the risk of bias due to potential imbalances in caseworker characteristics
across the experimental conditions. The regression model includes two binary variables
representing the Mohammed and the Peter treatment (the “blinded” version serves as the
reference category). We control for the caseworker characteristics in Table 1 (gender, age,
ethnicity, education, primary client group, tenure, and work experience). We estimate robust
standard errors that allow for the presence of heteroscedasticity.
Figure 1 illustrates the key findings: the coefficients for our experimental conditions (the
underlying regression model appear in the Online Appendix, Table A-1). The point estimates (X
axis) show the differences in sanctioning recommendations among the caseworkers assigned to
the Peter and Mohammed treatments relative to those assigned to the blinded vignette (Y axis).
The horizontal lines signify 95 percent confidence bands.

[Insert Figure 1 around here]

In support of Hypothesis 1, we see that caseworkers receiving the Mohammed treatment
report being more likely to sanction the client than those assigned to the blinded version of the
vignette (β = .824, p = .01). The effect translates to an increase of .29 of a standard deviation in
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sanctioning inclination, which is comparable to an effect size of d ≈ .29, more than a “small”
effect as defined by Cohen (1988). A likelihood-ratio test reveals that caseworkers receiving the
Mohammed treatment are also more likely to sanction the client than those assigned to the Peter
treatment (p = .03) (d ≈ .23). Assignment of the Peter treatment does not result in a statistically
different sanctioning recommendation relative to assignment of the blinded version of the
vignette.

MODERATION ANALYSES
We examine the moderating effects of caseworker ethnicity, gender, and work experience using
the survey experimental data. In particular, we employ multivariate OLS regression analysis with
robust standard errors and test how assignment of experimental condition (Peter, Mohammed, or
“blinded”) interact with each of the three caseworker characteristics in predicting caseworker
sanctioning responses. We thus perform three regression analyses. Each regression includes
interaction terms in which the binary variables representing the Mohammed and the Peter
treatments are multiplied, respectively, by one of the three caseworker characteristics (gender,
ethnicity, or work experience).
The analysis provides a partial confirmation of our hypotheses related to the moderating
effects of caseworker characteristics (the full models appear in the Online Appendix, Table A-2).
Neither caseworker ethnicity nor gender appears to moderate the effect of assignment to the
Mohammed treatment or the Peter treatment relative to the “blinded” version of the vignette
(Hypotheses 2a and 2b). However, as anticipated, we find that assignment to the Mohammed
treatment relative to the “blinded” version of the vignette results in a lesser propensity to
sanction the client among caseworkers with more work experience (Hypothesis 2c). This finding
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supports our theory-based expectation that work experience suppresses or reduces reliance on
ethnic stereotypes, thereby lessening bias in frontline employee decision making.
Figure 2 illustrates this finding. We compute and plot the marginal effects of assignment
to the Mohammed treatment relative to the “blinded” version of the vignette (Y axis) at different
levels of caseworker work experience (X axis).

[Insert Figure 2 around here]

As Figure 2 shows, the statistical difference in sanctioning response between recipients of
the Mohammed treatment and those of the “blinded” version of the vignettes goes towards zero
as the work experience of the caseworker increases. Caseworker assignment to the Mohammed
treatment relative to the “blinded” version of the vignette is associated with a higher sanctioning
propensity for caseworkers with 12 years or less of work experience as a caseworker (≈ 75% of
the sample respondents). In contrast, assignment to the Mohammed treatment relative to the
“blinded” version of the vignette does not appear to influence the sanctioning recommendations
of caseworkers with more than 12 years of work experience (≈ 25% of the sample respondents).
Caseworker work experience is naturally correlated with caseworker age. Importantly,
however, similar interaction term estimates across models without and with control for age (see
the Online Appendix, Table A-2) diminishes the concern that the moderation finding is driven by
a generational cohort effect rather than by work experience.9

9

As a robustness test, we also estimated the work experience interaction model with the inclusion of an index
variable capturing the caseworkers’ general perceptions of clients’ efforts and motivations for obtaining
employment. In theory, the moderation effect could be driven by more negative perceptions of clients among less
experienced caseworkers (rather than by work experience per se). We constructed the index measure using three
Likert-scale items from the caseworker survey: "Almost all clients are sincerely very much motivated to obtain
employment"; "Many clients are at times unreasonable or troublesome (reversed)"; and “A fair share of clients do
not, in reality, wish to work (reversed).” Cronbach’s alpha was .79. As expected, a more positive perception of
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
In many public welfare programs, public employees have discretionary authority to decide when
and, if so, whether welfare recipients should be penalized for failure to comply with policy
requirements. In terms of formal rules and prescriptions, such welfare sanctions should be
imposed as responses to the behavior of the individual client. Client characteristics, such as race
or ethnicity, should not influence a caseworker’s decisions to sanction.
This article provides evidence, however, that client characteristics do affect casework
sanctioning decisions. Drawing on the RCM (Soss, Schram, and Fording 2008) for
understanding race and ethnic biases in employee decision making, we examine and show how
client ethnicity influences sanctioning behavior in the Danish unemployment program. Drawing
on the RCM, we theorized that ethnic stereotypes may shape how public employees perceive and
assess the deservingness of clients of different ethnicity, and thus affect their propensity for
imposing a sanction in response to client noncompliance with unemployment policy
requirements. We hypothesized that employment caseworkers in Denmark are more likely to
sanction a client of Middle-Eastern descent than one of Danish origin.

clients’ efforts and motivations is negatively associated with decisions to sanction (β = -.557; p <.001). More
importantly, however, including the index variable in the model does not qualitatively change the work experience
interaction term estimate (β = -.083, p = .039)—thus suggesting that our work experience moderation result is not
driven (or biased) by general perceptions of the clients’ efforts and motivations for obtaining employment.
A second concern relates to the dynamics of policy contexts. While the use of sanctions has been an
integral part of the Danish unemployment regime since the late 1980s, the cash benefit program has been marked by
a gradually increasing emphasis on sanctioning clients for noncompliance (Caswell et al. 2011). Given this
trajectory, could the moderating effect of work experience be the result of a policy socialization process in which the
caseworkers’ sanctioning norms are shaped by the unemployment policy operating at the point in time when they
entered the profession? In the attempt to consider this concern, we examined the correlation between work
experience and overall sanctioning propensity—for the full sample and by treatment group. Our expectation is that
said policy socialization process would be reflected in a lesser overall propensity to sanction among the more
experienced caseworkers. However, the analyses do not support this notion. To the contrary, we find weak evidence
that the more experienced caseworkers are more likely to recommend sanction than their less experienced peers (p =
.09).
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Our empirical findings are consistent with this theoretical expectation. Examining
correlates of sanctioning activity at the agency-level, our administrative data indicate that
employment agencies serving a larger population of non-Western immigrants or their
descendants impose a larger overall number of sanctions and dispense them to clients with
greater frequency. Addressing concerns about internal validity and a need for analyses at the
individual employee-level, our survey experimental data show that employment caseworkers are
more likely to recommend sanctions for a client named Mohammed than for a comparable client
named Peter or an unnamed client. Research suggests a proliferation of ethnic stereotypes in
Denmark, implying that immigrants and people of Middle-Eastern origin in Denmark are
occasionally typecast as “taking advantage” of the social welfare system (Gaasby and Togeby
1995; Larsen 2012). In line with the RCM, such ethnic stereotypes may explain the causal
mechanism underlying our empirical finding, i.e., that caseworkers use discretion in a biased
manner that is punitive when the client appears Middle-Eastern, not “Danish.”
In addition to the direct effect of the client’s ethnicity on a caseworker’s likelihood of
administering a sanction, this article extends the RCM by considering the moderating effects of
three caseworker characteristics. Both theoretically and empirically, we considered the role of
the employment caseworker’s ethnicity, gender and professional work experience as important
moderator variables.
We find no evidence that caseworker ethnicity or gender moderates the effect of a client’s
ethnicity on a caseworker's decision to sanction. Some caution is advised when interpreting these
results. The null finding for caseworker ethnicity may be a product of limited empirical variance
in caseworkers’ ethnicity (91% are ethnic Danes). Moreover, a full test of the gender moderation
hypothesis would require a 2×3 factorial design (manipulation of both client gender and
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ethnicity). As the client in our vignette is a male, we do not reject the possibility that female
caseworkers may be less likely than male caseworkers to sanction female Middle-Eastern origin
clients more than female Danish origin clients.
Nevertheless, Schram et al. (2009) found similar null results in their study of caseworkers
in the United States. They found no evidence that white case managers differ from their nonwhite peers in their sanction decisions (see also Soss, Fording, and Schram 2011b: pp. 251-261).
While our null findings are inconsistent with the theoretical rationales of representative
bureaucracy (Meier 1993), social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner 1986), and theories related to
group identity and in-group biases and loyalties (Currarini and Mengel 2016), the results
nonetheless match the logic and underpinnings of the RCM. As Schram et al. (2009, p. 415)
note:

“Racial classifications operate in implicit ways—without conscious racism—to generate
racial disparities (Quillian 2008). Race matters in more subtle ways than overt hostility or
loyalty; race is built into the cognitive processes that provide the foundation for decisions
about how target groups should be treated in welfare policy settings.”

Thus, caseworker attitudes related to ethnic stereotypes might be more important in
driving behaviors, actions, or decisions than shared (or unshared) ethnic characteristics. This
insight has important implications for our understanding of representation in public
organizations. The effects of representation found in studies at the organizational level may be a
function of dynamic, group processes which may not be explained by simple aggregation of
individual employee actions based on in-group bias or favoritism.
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Work experience constituted the only caseworker characteristic that had the hypothesized
moderation effect. Theoretically, heuristics are thought most important for caseworkers when a
high level of uncertainty exists in a particular case. As people gain professional work experience,
they obtain professional knowledge. Over time, they rely more on knowledge gained through
experience—and less on stereotypes—in their situational decision making and navigating
uncertainty. The result is greater consistency in how they treat clients and process cases under
conditions of uncertainty, resulting in less biased outcomes. By using our vignette, we found that
the professional work experience of a caseworker mitigates bias against an individual
presumably of Middle-Eastern origin. This finding is consistent with studies suggesting that
professional work experience mitigates biased decision making (Chen, Moskowitz, and Shue
2016) and suppresses the importance of motives in predicting behavior (Jensen and Vestergaard
2017).
In summary, we find that welfare sanctions are not imposed exclusively as responses to
client behavior. Sanctions are also imposed as responses to client ethnicity—and the
caseworkers’ professional work experience may alleviate this relationship. In line with Schram et
al. (2009), the results reinforce the conclusion that policy choices not only reflect but also create
the elements that underpin racial or ethnic disparity in the provision of public goods and services.
Our findings contest the idea of race- and ethnic-neutral policies, instead showing that real-world
social welfare systems operate in ways in which the imposing of sanctions may reflect racial and
ethnic stereotypes and (re)produce racial and ethnic inequities.
In times where sanctioning practices have become an increasingly integral part of most
social welfare programs (Hood and Peters 2004; Kettl 2005; Pavetti, Derr and Hesketh 2003),
our findings call for the attention of both policy makers and scholars. Policy makers need to
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know, and factor into their decision making, that while present welfare arrangements may appear
ostensibly race- and ethnic-neutral, the employees carry them out in ways that allow for racial
and ethnic stereotyping, thus marking official decision making by cognitive biases against
certain races or ethnic groups.
Similarly, scholars should seek to provide further insights into how and why disciplinary
welfare practices produce racial and ethnic disadvantages and inequity. More specifically, we
believe that our moderation result for work experience warrants future research inquiry.
Managerial transformation of employee demographic characteristics, such as gender and
ethnicity, is infeasible. However, professional training and development initiatives could target
and cultivate the formation of the specific elements of knowledge and know-how that come with
professional work experience and mitigate the influence of client ethnicity on decisions to
sanction or other types of decisions. This perspective is in line with recent hermeneutic research
suggesting that biases and prejudices can be corrected through dialogical inquiry (Metselaar,
Meynen, and Widdershoven 2016) and research demonstrating how training can effectively
debias decision makers over the long term (Dhami, Schlottmann, and Waldmann 2013;
Morewedge et al. 2015). While identifying bias in public service provision is critical, a next step
for future research should be to identify the precise knowledge components that come with
increasing work experience and that diminish cognitive bias in decision making at the frontlines
of public service delivery.
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Table 1. Employment Agency Characteristics
Employment Agency Characteristics
Percentage of non-Western immigrants or their descendants
as cash benefit recipients
Average number of sanctions per cash benefit recipient
Percentage of cash benefit recipients receiving sanction
Average number of sanctions per cash benefit recipient
receiving sanction
Number of municipal residents (1000s)
Number of municipal residents of Danish origin (1000s)
Percentage of municipal residents living in urban
agglomeration
Percentage of municipal residents aged 25-64 without
vocational training
Percentage of municipal residents aged 25-64 with a higher
education
Municipal unemployment rate

Mean S.D.
.37
.10
.11
.06
1.69

.10
.03
.60

Min Max
0
.62
0
0
0

.68
.22
4.46

N
98
98
98
98

58.16
51.05
83.37

69.38 1.82 589.70 98
55.21 1.72 450.35 98
12.72 34.7
100
98

20.59

4.95

8.2

31.4

98

25.10

8.96

14.1

52

98

3.99

1.10

2

8.4

98

Table 2. OLS Regression, Administrative Data
Independent variables
Model 1
Model 2
Model 3
Percentage of non-Western immigrants or
.255* (.124)
.089† (.047)
1.92* (.948)
their descendants as cash benefit recipients
Municipal characteristics
Number of residents (1000s)
.001 (.001)
.001 (.001)
-.008 (.008)
Number of residents of Danish origin
-.001 (.002)
-.001 (.001)
.011 (.011)
(1000s)
Percentage of residents living in urban
-.002 (.001)
-.001 (.001)
-.004 (.004)
agglomeration
Percentage of residents aged 25-64
.017* (.008)
.005* (.002)
.084 (.056)
without vocational training
Percentage of residents aged 25-64 with a
.004 (.003)
.001 (.001)
.023 (.203)
higher education
Unemployment rate
-.033* (.014)
-.009* (.004)
-.202** (.072)
2
R
.17
.16
.16
N
98
98
98
Notes: † p ≤ .1; * p ≤ .05; ** p ≤ .01. Entries are coefficients with robust standard errors (in
parentheses).
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Table 3. Respondent Characteristics
Respondent characteristics
Gender (female)
Age (years)
Ethnicity (non-Dane)
Education: Lower secondary
---: Secondary
---: Youth vocational training
---: Higher, short-cycle
---: Higher, medium-cycle
---: Higher, long-cycle
Primary client group: Cash benefit recipients
Tenure (years)
Work experience, caseworker (years)

Mean
.81
43.21
.09
.01
.02
.08
.05
.73
.09
.57
4.73
8.62
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S.D.
.39
11.16
.26
.11
.15
.28
.23
.44
.29
.50
4.94
7.78

Min
0
21
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

Max
1
69
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
35
38

N
497
497
497
497
497
497
497
497
497
497
497
497
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