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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Face-to-face interactions between public officials and citizens are a key Received 21 September 2021
venue of state service delivery, but they are rarely studied empirically. To Accepted 4 May 2022
address this gap, we present a novel conceptual taxonomy of spoken

administrative language. We combine theoretical insights from communi-

cation studies and an analysis of 64 exploratory expert interviews with

frontline officials. In these interviews, we asked what officials perceive as

those aspects of spoken administrative language that affect citizen (dis-

)satisfaction with the encounter. The ensuing taxonomy consists of an

informational component with two dimensions: comprehensibility (is the

language comprehensible?) and reification (is the regulative context

explained?); and a relational component with two dimensions: emotionality

(does language convey personal commitment to client concerns?) and

complaisance (does language impart support and helpfulness?). With its

theoretical and empirical insights, the paper contributes a novel conceptu-

alization of administrative language enabling measurement of spoken com-

munication in public service encounters.

Introduction

Face-to-face interactions between bureaucrats and citizens—so called public service encounters—
constitute a defining feature of public service provision. They are among the few instances when
citizens and public officials interact in person. And services such as welfare benefits, public
health, or education entail significant impact on citizens’ lives or their wellbeing. However, des-
pite some recent advances, studies highlight that we still know relatively little about the dynamics
of interpersonal citizen-state interactions (Raaphorst and Loyens 2020; Raaphorst, Groeneveld,
and Van de Walle 2018; Bartels 2013). This pertains most notably to the communicative dimen-
sion of public service encounters. After all, as Hand and Catlaw (2019, 128) remind us, “[t]he pri-
mary way in which encounters are accomplished is through talk, yet this element has been
mostly missing in the public administration research.”

Pondering this black box, recent studies have shown that the course and form of spoken con-
versation is consequential for both how bureaucrats perceive citizens and in what way the subse-
quent public service is enacted (Bruhn and Ekstrom 2017; Raaphorst, Groeneveld, and Van de
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Walle 2018; Nielsen 2007). But there is to our knowledge no distinctive study that seeks to theor-
ize or conceptualize what features of verbal administrative communication are relevant for the
perceptions of citizens, such as their satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the encounter. Assuming
that the way how bureaucrats communicate has an independent effect on citizen perceptions, this
study asks about the underlying features of administrative langue. More precisely, in order to
develop a taxonomy of administrative language, this study asks what dimensions of bureaucratic
communication in a service encounter affect whether citizens gain a positive or negative percep-
tion of the encounter.

To develop the taxonomy, we combine top-down theorizing with bottom-up exploratory
research. First, we follow existing work in communication studies that distinguishes an informa-
tional and a relational component of spoken language (Watzlawick, Bavelas, and Jackson 2011
[1967]). These two components pertain to the comprehensibility of the language and the rela-
tional meta-message encoded in the choice of terms. Second, to refine these two components
with concrete dimensions relevant for the specific context of frontline administrative communica-
tion, we conducted 64 exploratory interviews with street-level bureaucrats. In these interviews, we
asked officials what aspects of their spoken communication they perceived as relevant for citizen
perceptions, such as their (dis-)satisfaction. From the interview data, we then identified categories
of broader dimensions and associated communicative practices. The interviews were conducted in
the context of a case study on Germany, interviewees were selected to cover geographic regions
and types of administrative service domains as comprehensive as possible.

The main finding is a novel taxonomy of administrative language with two components, four
dimensions, and seven communicative practices. Accordingly, the informational component fur-
ther splits into the dimension of comprehensibility (is the content of communication comprehen-
sible?) and reification (does the official explain the regulative context well?). Regarding the
relational component, we distinguish the dimension of emotionality (does the bureaucrat express
personal engagement with the citizen’s concerns?) from the dimension of complaisance (does
administrative language use convey individual citizen support?). For each dimension, the analysis
identified concrete communicative practices that could be used to further operationalize and
measure administrative language.

With these findings, we propose, as a conceptual contribution, a theoretically and empirically
informed taxonomy of administrative language. This taxonomy fills an important gap in the lit-
erature as studies on spoken administrative communication are still rare. Our taxonomy enables
measurement of communicative practices by the administration. Two specific applications come
to mind: First, studies have shown that communication during encounters has an independent
effect on service decisions (Nielsen 2007; Raaphorst, Groeneveld, and Van de Walle 2018;
Raaphorst and Loyens 2020), but we do not yet know what linguistic elements trigger such
dynamics. Second, we know that administrative action is often subject to (unconscious) biases
(Keiser et al. 2002; Jilke and Tummers 2018; Naff and Capers 2014; Meier 1993), but we lack
detailed insights how such biases play out in communication and how they systematically influ-
ence citizen perceptions of the encounter (de Boer, 2020; Nielsen, Nielsen, and Bisgaard 2021).
Our study thus opens the door toward new insights on social equity in the distribution of public
service (Blessett et al. 2019; Cepiku and Mastrodascio 2021).

The paper is structured as follows: A literature review serves to situate our work in public
administration literature. Drawing on communication studies, we then derive the basic classifica-
tion of informational and relational linguistic components. We next explain our empirical strategy
to complement these two components of language with concrete insights from the field of public
service encounters. Thereafter, we introduce the resulting taxonomy of administrative language
and discuss the limitations of our empirical work. This is followed by a brief conclusion on impli-
cations of our work.
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Pondering the black box of spoken language in public service encounters

The quality of modern democratic rule hinges substantially on actions and decisions taken at the
“ground floor of government” where state and society directly meet (Hupe 2019:7) and officials
create values for the people (Moore 1995). Here, administrative action performed by so-called
street-level bureaucrats “could hardly be farther from the bureaucratic ideal” that perceives policy
implementation mostly as a technocratic process (Lipsky [1980] 2010:9). While frontline workers
apply service policies “case by case and client by client”, they inevitably hold discretion to decide
about whether and how services are granted to citizens (Maynard-Moody and Musheno
2000:338). By becoming personally familiar with the individual situation of their clients, frontline
officials can make discretionary judgements in line with both sides of the “fairness equation”
(Raaphorst 2021:10): Treating all citizens equally while simultaneously responding to individual
concerns and hardship (Zacka 2019:454).

Apart from this, the way how public service encounters proceed has a strong impact on the
long-term relationship between the state and its citizens. These face-to-face interactions pertain to
the seldom occasions where citizens personally meet “public officials of flesh and blood” (Jansson
and Erlingsson 2014:294). Hence, it is not surprising at all that contact with agencies on an aggre-
gated level effectively shapes confidence in public institutions since these are the most vital and
direct experiences one can make with governing authorities (Hansen 2021; Kampen, Van De
Walle, and Bouckaert 2006; Rothstein 2009; Yackee and Lowery 2005). Moreover, literature on
trust and social capital highlights the importance of citizen-state encounters for creating and
maintaining social cohesion among fellow citizens (Andreotti, Mingione, and Polizzi 2012; Purcell
2006; Rothstein and Stolle 2008; Kumlin and Rothstein 2005).

Spoken communication is a key feature of service encounters.' Ethnomethodological studies
and narrative insights illustrate how the final results of service delivery materialize through and
during interpersonal citizen-state interactions (Bartels 2013, 2015; Bruhn and Ekstrom 2017;
Hand and Catlaw 2019; Picciotto 2007; Raaphorst and Loyens 2020). Here, authors contend that
the meaning and the application of laws and bureaucratic rules are incrementally “invoked and
negotiated through interactional practices” between frontline officials and their clients (Bruhn
and Ekstrom 2017:211). Following-up on these insights, Nielsen (2007) and Raaphorst and col-
leagues (2018) found that the more consensual and direct the communication is, the more favor-
able the administrative outcome for citizens.

Despite such findings, the literature has not yet sought to explore in more detail the linguistic
features of spoken administrative language. Focusing mostly on the consequences of communica-
tion for bureaucratic judgements and decisions, extant studies have been less concerned about the
distinct communication styles frontline bureaucrats rely on and how they are perceived by citi-
zens. We thus know little about those aspects of bureaucratic communication reflecting a citizen
orientation of the administration that is appropriate for the democratic state. This assumes that
there are certain communicative practices that are consequential for citizen perceptions, in par-
ticular for citizen satisfaction or dissatisfaction with public services, and that influence trust in
public institutions.

The informational and relational component of spoken (administrative) language

The goal of this article is to develop a taxonomy of administrative language that is relevant for
citizen perceptions. In this context, the term administrative language does not only capture a spe-
cific syntax or semantics. Instead, we understand it as the specific practices of verbal interpersonal
communication bureaucrats rely on when they speak with citizens. Accordingly, administrative
language may exhibit and vary along certain patterns of wording or structure. Beyond that, our
definition includes also the specific content of speech acts, the way how public servants respond
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to the communicative input of citizens (giving them space to tell their story or not) and how
they verbally relate to the individual circumstances of their clients.

With citizen perceptions we mean the extent to which administrative language is positively or
negatively perceived by citizens and thus contributes to their overall satisfaction or dissatisfaction
with the encounter. Similar to a teacher who explains a complex issue with simple terms and
vivid examples, treats students in a respectful manner, and is thus more positively evaluated than
her colleagues, we expect that there are certain styles of administrative communication that lead
to a more positive citizen evaluation—independent from the content and outcome of ser-
vice delivery.

As a first step toward identifying communicative practices associated to administrative lan-
guage, we follow established work by Watzlawick, Bavelas, and Jackson (2018 [1967]), who distin-
guish an informational an a relational component of communication. Already in the 1960s, they
showed that human language varies in terms of the information it conveys (such as comprehensi-
bility) and the relational message it encodes (such as hierarchy between sender and recipient).
They further stressed that the relational aspect classifies, i.e., subsumes, the informational level:
“[E]very communication has a content aspect and a relationship aspect such that the latter classi-
fies the former and is therefore metacommunication” (54). Human communication thus contains
a content message and a relational component that influences how the conveyed content is inter-
preted in terms of relational elements such as hierarchy and power (81). Such meta-communica-
tion may emerge through direct verbal statements, but also through indirect nonverbal
communication and the contextual setting.

The informational component of communication is clearly relevant to encounters between public
officials and citizens. Citizens’ initial and primary reason to encounter the state is oftentimes
demand for information: They are in need of a state service and require information on the service
process and decision, such as what forms and supportive documents they need to submit to clarify
their eligibility. Since these processes usually occur rarely in one’s life, citizens are generally bureau-
cratically illiterate. It is, therefore, one of the responsibilities of the public service administrators to
provide sufficient and transparent information to help citizens to navigate the process to access a
public service. Thereby, communication scholars have emphasized the importance of vagueness and
ambiguity in terminology (Goss 1972; Ravin and Leacock 2000). As a starting point for developing
a taxonomy of administrative language, we thus note as a first component the importance of infor-
mation provision through comprehensible and precise language.

The relational component too appears highly relevant in the context of service encounters.
One communicative feature studies frequently mention is the expression of hierarchy (Burgoon
and Hale 1984, 1987). Indeed, public servants do not only have the full decision-making compe-
tence, i.e., to determine whether a service is granted or not, but they additionally represent the
governing state authority. In their verbal communication, they may either emphasize or downplay
this hierarchical relationship. This is also in line with Dillard, Solomon, and Palmer (1999) fram-
ing theory that distinguishes inter alia between the dominance-submission dimension. Scholars
have also argued that communication can differ in terms of the formality and task-orientation of
the verbal speech act: For instance, “highly formal demeanour in an otherwise informal setting
can be a very powerful message, as can insistence on sticking to the task at hand in response to
social overtures” (Burgoon and Hale 1984:211). In public encounters, a mismatch between the
context of the encounter and the formality of the communication may prevail, such as a highly
formal communication style while a client faces existential hardship.

As can be seen, both these components of communication are highly relevant for administra-
tive communication. But they require further specification and detail to fit the context of public
service encounters. We therefore outline next an empirical strategy to specify such a taxonomy of
administrative language by taking into consideration the perspectives of practitioners. More pre-
cisely, we report how we proceeded to perform a bottom-up, inductive conceptualization of each
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of the two components of communication introduced above. It is important to emphasize that we
focus exclusively on verbal communication. Although we explicitly acknowledge the possibility
that non-verbal communication may also be relevant, this is beyond the scope of this study.

Research design and methodology

To further specify the taxonomy of administrative language we realized an exploratory single-case
study with a focus on local public service delivery in Germany (Gerring 2004; Welch et al. 2011).
We chose Germany for practical reasons as researchers based at German academic institutions.
But the German administrative system also shows comparatively high levels of citizen-orientation
at the frontline (Grohs 2021; Huxley et al. 2016; Kuhlmann and Wollmann 2019), which implies
that we are looking at a case where professional training and reflection regarding communication
with citizens may be more pronounced than elsewhere.” Meanwhile, the focus on only one coun-
try requires critical reflections on the applicability of our findings to other national administrative
traditions which we discuss in more detail below.

Building on the two theoretically identified components of administrative language, the aim of
the case study was to identify dimensions of administrative language that are influential when it
comes to the perceptions of citizen clients, in particular their satisfaction or dissatisfaction with
the encounter. Instead of citizens, however, we collect empirical data among frontline workers.
Indeed, citizens need to deal with public authorities in various life situations so that many have
extensive experiences in communicating with public servants. Yet, these experiences are inevitably
episodic and remain limited to their personal situation, while (street-level) bureaucrats encounter
a wide range of citizens on a daily basis. For our exploratory purpose, data collection among
frontline workers therefore appeared more promising to indirectly gain profound insights into
the daily reality of bureaucrat-client communication (Bogner, Littig, and Menz 2018; Bogner and
Menz 2009; Meuser and Nagel 2009).

To identify common themes while avoid falling for idiosyncrasies linked to the individual respond-
ent (experience, training, attitudes) or a particular service domain, data was collected from multiple
interviewees. Study participants were recruited by sending out email requests to local administrations
in a broad variety of service domains, policy contexts and regions all across Germany (see Appendix
2 for a detailed overview on the distribution).” The final sample included officials from local social
service offices (Sozialimter), jobcentres (Jobcenter), migration offices (Auslanderbehorden/
Integrationsbiiros), citizen offices (Bilrger&imter/Bilrgerbilros),4 environment offices (Bau- und
Umweltbehorden) and staff units dealing with internal and external communication (usually equal
opportunity and diversity management offices as well as unites charged with processing citizen com-
plaints). Requests were sent out in several waves until the authors established that a point of satur-
ation (Saunders et al. 2018) had been reached where additional interviews did not bring novel
insights. Overall, the final simple includes 64 interviews (see Appendix 1 for a full list of interviews).’

Interviews followed a semi-structured interview questionnaire that was designed “to facilitate
the telling of the story” along a predefined structure (Brinkmann 2018:1002; see also, Bogner and
Menz 2009; Honer 1994). The main objective was to identify those aspects of frontline communi-
cation that officials had experienced to cause positive or negative reactions among citizens.
However, to obtain authentic insights, we did not ask directly about these cues, but rather
encouraged respondents to report in their own words on experiences on communicative practices.
In the course of the data collection procedure, later interviews included more specific and validat-
ing questions (for the interview guideline, see Appendix 3).° All interviews were performed one-
on-one by two interviewers, both of them coauthors of this article, between May and December
2020. Due to the Covid-19 pandemic at the time, interviews were carried out over the phone or
via video call, each of them ranging between 30 and 90 minutes. Most interviews were tran-
scribed; for some of the later ones we only took notes.
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Components Dimensions Communicative practices

Using simple and plain
language

Comprehensibility

Informational
component
Administrative
language

- Clarifying the executive function

Reification <l

~~.| Clarifying the motivation and
intentions of practices

Figure 1. A taxonomy of administrative language.

The data obtained from our exploratory interviews describes the social reality of communica-
tive practices as perceived by frontline workers in German local public administrations. These
rich narrative accounts differed in detail and wording and the objective was to identify stable and
recurring patterns. Thereby, the starting point of the analysis was deductive as we treated the
informational and the relational components of language as given (but note that we never men-
tioned those in the interviews). However, identifying concrete communicative practices took place
inductively. For the coding, each interviewer identified and labeled relevant communicative practices
from each interview after it was conducted. These aspects were then subsumed to either component
of language and grouped into dimensions. The dimensions and practices were further validated and
refined by carefully confronting subsequent interview participants with previous insights. All of these
steps implied consistent exchange and discussions among the authors to finally arrive at a common
interpretation that would appropriately reflect all the data that were collected.

Findings: a taxonomy of administrative language

Figure 1 illustrates the resulting taxonomy of administrative language. At the most abstract level, the
taxonomy consists of the informational and relational component identified from the literature on
communication. Building on the interview data, we further subsume two dimensions under the infor-
mational component, namely comprehensibility and reification. Likewise, we distinguish emotionality
and complaisance as part of the relational component. These four dimensions offer a comprehensive
understanding of how we found frontline communication to vary in a way that officials think is rele-
vant for citizen satisfaction and dissatisfaction. Within the four dimensions, we further identify seven
communicative practices. These are linguistic elements of communication at the level of terminology
or choice of words that indicate the presence of a dimension.

In the following, we present the four dimensions of the taxonomy in detail. Thereby, we report
exemplifying passages and direct quotes from the interviewees to reveal how our interpretation
links with the interview data.” Doing so, we sought to establish direct linkages between frontline
communication and citizen perceptions as far as the experiences reported by the interviewed
bureaucrats allow us to do so. Where available, we report “smoking-gun” instances (Collier
2011:825) as illustrative examples.
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The informational component of administrative language

Comprehensibility

Effective communication is subject to many pitfalls. Misunderstandings occur if interactions do
not convey the intended message of the sender to the recipient. A lack of clarity may result in
particularly far-reaching consequences. Thus, communication between two individuals is by its
character a process that requires precision (Grant 1996). Whereas public servants deal with bur-
eaucratic procedures on a daily basis and are trained to interpret official (legal) language, regular
citizens generally face a double disadvantage: they neither know the relevant laws nor can they
interpret them. To balance out such “expert-layperson communication” (Lewalter, Geyer, and
Neubauer 2014:161) in public service encounters, bureaucrats need to make interactions as under-
standable as possible, which means paraphrasing and translating complicated matters into com-
prehensible information.

According to the interviewees, the best way to establish comprehensibility and depict bureau-
cratic manners in a penetrable fashion is by using plain and clear language. This refers not only
to using very simple sentence structures and few adjectives (ID: 47), but also to avoiding technical
and legal terms, essentially acknowledging the fact that the abbreviations, the paragraphs [... ] are
incomprehensible for the ordinary citizen (ID: 62). One social service office employee emphasized:

The simpler you keep the language and the clearer or more explicit you tell them, the easier it is for people
to understand. We have almost completely moved away from the earlier officialese” (ID: 41).

While using simple and clear language is a useful guideline that may be applied to most
encounters, it is also important to adapt to the concrete situation, i.e., the individual citizen. The
social service office employee further told us that she always [tries] to adapt to [her] counterpart
(ID: 41). Criteria that help determine an employee’s appropriate language behavior may be the
client’s educational background or language ability, as the social service office employee
illustrates:

If someone seems educated to me, I express myself differently [...]. We also have a lot of people with
migration backgrounds here that sometimes do not speak German very well. Then, I try to speak in such a
way that they understand me” (ID: 41).

Speaking in an understandable manner sometimes also includes clarifying the facts. Another
public servant of a social service office explained that most people only have half-knowledge,
gained from the media or some friends or relatives of which many things are simply not true (ID:
53). Before being able to advise someone properly it is therefore important to first set the facts
straight. It may also be reasonable to directly ascertain whether the client understood everything.
One job center employee tells us that she often ask[s] in the conversations if they understood
everything (ID: 47). She further indicated that if the citizens truly understood, [... ] you can usu-
ally work together in a very relaxed way (ID: 47).

Overall, interviewees consistently emphasized comprehensibility in administrative language as
a basic prerequisite for successful communication in public service encounters, measured against
a general understanding that comprehensibility improves citizen perceptions. Comprehensibility,
in the sense of simple and plain language, therefore, makes up the first dimension of
the taxonomy.

Reification

Building on the first dimension, the second dimension of reification further emphasizes a specific
informational need of citizens in public service encounters. Besides using simple and plain lan-
guage to make oneself comprehensible, officials consistently emphasized the importance of estab-
lishing transparency regarding the decision-making processes and service procedures. This is also
a general finding in research on the acceptance of authoritative decisions, where studies report
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increased acceptance as transparency about the decision process and criteria increase (Weisberg
et al. 2018; Einsiedel 2000). Based on our own findings from the interviews, we postulate that
merely announcing a final outcome should lead to a decrease in citizens’ acceptance. As one
migration office employee said, it gets you into hell’s kitchen (ID: 62) if as an official you do not
clarify why a decision was made in a particular situation. According to her, explaining is the crux
of the matter (ID: 62).

Based thereupon, we identify two more concrete communicative practices that many officials
reported upon: The first communicative practice is to clarify the executive function. This acknowl-
edges that front-line officials represent the state and, thus, personify the legal norms. Intuitively,
citizens equate employees with the decision-making procedures, i.e., citizens do not perceive pub-
lic officials as executing actors who enact legal procedures or the law, but perceive them as indi-
viduals who make their own (arbitrary) decisions. When this occurs, externalizing responsibility
appears as a suitable coping mechanism. One jobcentre employee provides a vivid example for
this as he noted the following:

[The citizens get upset] because they see me as a person, because I am the one who decided that they get
less money. But that’s not me. I am just the one who has to implement it because all the conditions have
been met for these sanctions. And then I tell them, I am sorry, this is the legal rule and I have to do this
now (ID: 52).

The second communicative practice, clarifying the motivation and intention of a rule, captures
the fact that many officials apply a communicative practice of explaining the intention of a rule
or administrative practices. One employee told us that merely referring to the law is often not
sufficient: You can quote the law or get the legal code where it says what we can and cannot pro-
vide, but sometimes people simply do not care about that (ID: 47). In turn, explaining why admin-
istrative actions arise and what the intentions behind specific measures are, leads to higher
acceptance. The following example from a citizen office employee illustrates this in a quite
straightforward manner (ID: 64): He reports that many citizens have little understanding for the
obligation to submit their old permanent parking permit once they apply to receive a new one.
According to him, the intention of the rule needs explaining to generate acceptability among citi-
zens: An old permit is often still valid for a few days after the new one is issued. Demanding that
citizens submit their old permits prevents them from possessing two permits which would
be illegal.

Overall, these examples show that from the perspective of public officials, citizens feature
higher acceptance rates in public service encounters when the street-level bureaucrat clarifies not
only her or his executive function but also the motivation and intention of the executed rule or
legal practice. In combination with the use of comprehensible language, citizens obtain the infor-
mation needed to develop their own understanding of why and how a decision comes to be.

The relational component of administrative language

Emotionality

A third consistently mentioned narrative across interviews is about establishing a sense of emo-
tional commitment to the concern of the citizen client. With that, we do not mean the actual
emotional reaction by frontline workers, but a conscious cognitive reaction to the situation at
hand and how it manifests in communicative terms. From the perception of interviewees, estab-
lishing such an emotional response was associated with more successful and appreciative interac-
tions. The relevance of emotionality is also emphasized in a range of studies on emotional labor
in public administration. Hochschild (1983) early on argued that some occupational groups are
required to actively manage their emotional expressions as part of the job. In public administra-
tion, such emotional labor seems to be relevant particularly when it comes to service encounters
(Guy, Newman, and Mastracci 2014). In these encounters, emotional language may generate
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behavioral and attributional responses, and thus influence the conversational content as well as
its perception (Metts and Planalp 2003).

From the interviews, we identify casual communication as a first communicative practice asso-
ciated to emotionality. Frontline workers consistently reported that they consciously seek to
endow citizen conversations with a personal touch to create a relaxed atmosphere or to moderate
conflict, e.g., in a tense situation when a service is of existential relevance for the citizen.
Accordingly, citizens seem to perceive personal and less formal behavior as a public servants’
commitment to their individual case and that the official’s engagement goes beyond her duties.
Including elements of small talk in the conversations is, therefore, unanimously reported
as helpful:

The best way of communication is [...] to chit chat a little bit. You ask for the family. You ask general
things. You talk about the weather for a moment” (ID: 30).

Moreover, interviewees report how casual communication may not only be important for the
situation at hand but also for the long-term relationship with the client, in case encounters take
place periodically. As an example, the employee of a citizen office explains how he has experi-
enced that casualness helps to make later interactions smooth and uncomplicated: Before they
[the clients] leave, you make a casual joke, [...] so that you can start in a relaxed way the next
time you see them (ID: 15). At the same time, as officials also emphasized, casualness does not
mean that all clients must be addressed in an informal manner. Especially older clients seem to
prefer a more formal communication style. As one interviewee said, I address older clients more
formally, to underscore the correct procedure. (ID: 41). Casualness thus implies elements of small
talk to manage the atmosphere, but not necessarily always a very informal choice of words.

The second emotional communicative practice is empathic communication. Most frontline workers
reported that expressing empathy is vital to demonstrate understanding for the distinct situation of
their clients. How broadly or how narrowly this characteristic is defined varies: Some officials try to
be empathetic by encouraging citizens to pour their whole heart out (ID: 5). The public servants note
that their clients often do not have anyone to talk to, making the frontline worker walk between tele-
phone counselling and crisis service, in one person (ID: 37). Although, it may be difficult to always
communicate empathetically, when being responsible for more than 100 or 200 clients, some employ-
ees view empathy as a basic requirement to help their clients, as one job center employee remarks:

If you seriously want to meet someone empathetically, you need to listen to the concerns and needs of your
clients. I do not think you can make any progress otherwise. Clients then also feel misunderstood and will
not say anything again the next time. Usually there is a deep-seated problem and I rather go deeper into
the conversation and let the client talk about this topic extensively than skip it (ID: 37).

Most officials in our interviews, however, applied a narrower understanding of empathic com-
munication: For them, the aim was to express appreciation and recognition of their clients’ indi-
vidual situation and specific needs. The employee of an environment office, for instance, reports
that in case he or his coworkers make a mistake which negatively affects a client he tries to make
apologies toward the client as thoughtful as possible: “I do not apologize, I beg pardon.” (ID: 14).
Such communicative strategies appear especially important in situations where people face exist-
ential threats. Accordingly, interviewees said that conversations develop differently—i.e., more
positively—once they convey an understanding for what it feels like when the fridge is empty on
the 15th of the month (ID: 52), as one job center employee said. A social service office front line
worker confirmed that it often helps to simply demonstrate empathy by stating: I understand that
this is a bad situation for you, but I cannot change it (ID: 13). Another social service office
employee, referring to the fact that clients who save energy and receive refunds by the supplying
company need to forward this refund to the social service office that had initially borne the costs
for their electricity, illustrates this as follows:
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I can understand that a citizen is [ ... ] angry, when another citizen wastes more heat and has high expenses
for his water consumption, and this is paid by our office. Then I can understand the citizens. And then it is
reasonable to show them that you understand their situation” (ID: 34).

Concluding the above, it can be stated that there is a consistent conviction among public serv-
ants that emotional communicative practices, namely casualness and empathy, promote a relaxed
atmosphere during conversations, even when decisions are negative from a citizen perspective,
and that this also leads to more appreciation among the citizen clients.

Complaisance

In addition to emotionality, another relational dimension induced from the interviews was about
signaling support and availability to citizen clients, what we sought to capture with the term com-
plaisance.® This is also an issue we find mentioned in the literature on street-level bureaucracy.
Citizens often have difficulties anticipating whether public servants will be sympathetic and ben-
evolent, or whether they will enact penalties (Boer 2020; Kumlin and Rothstein 2005; Rothstein
and Stolle 2008; Jensen 2018). Therefore, as for instance de Boer (2020) states, without personally
encountering bureaucrats, citizens assess officials based on stereotypical images where they match
them to one of these two action orientations. To convey complaisance at a communicative level,
we identified two practices from the interviews: One is to actively impart the supportive nature of
state action in dissociation from its restrictive side; the other to impart availability toward
their clients.

The first communicative practice, imparting support, captures the practice of directly respond-
ing to citizens who are anxious and insecure about encountering a state institution by offering
support. Especially when it comes to groups with less societal power, as officials said, citizens
often hesitate and say Oh, I do not dare go there (ID: 51). A social service office bureaucrat
expressed a similar observation:

I have noticed that some citizens are quite resigned. [...]. They are afraid to call somewhere for fear of not
getting a satisfactory answer. I think that citizens still have a strong fear of contact with the authorities.
They say, ‘Oh, that will not do any good anyway’ or ‘That takes too long for me.” Particularly, the elderly
often forgo contact because they say they cannot get their way there, because they are worried, they will not
be treated well (ID: 41).

In response, as a job center employee reported, she sometimes attempts to nudge citizens
toward claiming a particular service. She said that clients often recoil from a service procedure
when looking at webpages or official documents (If confronted with five pages of bureaucratic
terms, she gets irritated and puts it aside and never gets in touch again (ID: 37)). As a counter
strategy, the official said that she attempted to explain in her communication the necessary steps
to be taken in detail, like This form is for you, the other form you take to the agency or ‘Here you
have the flyer. I've highlighted it for you in yellow, that is where you call (ID: 37). Another front-
line worker said that she and her colleagues must realize that bureaucracies are service providers
for the people (ID: 51) and that they must act and talk accordingly.

The second communicative practice signaling complaisance—imparting availability—captures that
some officials sought to aspire accessibility in contrast to not being visible for their client, like an
‘open door policy’. They argued that accessible public officials are usually perceived as less authorita-
tive by the citizen. As one social service office employee puts it, it seems important for citizens to
have a direct contact person who is tangible [ ... | and available (ID: 34). Another social service office
employee told us that instead of responding in a formal way when he receives an email with a request
or a complaint, she often suggests a personal meeting or phone call to to clear the situation (ID: 33).
By doing this the citizen has the possibility to explain herself and gets the feeling (s)he is being listened
to (ID: 33). Another public servant reported a similar dynamic from her experience:
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I am surprised time and again that when I get an angry e-mail or an angry letter or an angry entry in our
online portal, that when I directly contact that person, whether I call them or offer an appointment, a
totally different personality appears in front of me (ID: 12).

To summarize therefore, the dimension of complaisance highlights that communicative strat-
egies that convey a willingness to support citizens along with an indication of accessibility and
availability should lead to more favorable citizen perceptions of the encounter.

Discussion of results

Despite our best efforts to develop a taxonomy that is valid for a broad range of encounters and
across geographic areas and policy fields, there are some limitations linked to the research design
and analysis that may limit generalization. To begin with, we collected data only from the case of
Germany, which highlights the need for further external validation in other countries and cul-
tures. As discussed above, German administration exhibit comparatively high levels of citizen-
orientation which raises the question how well our framework applies to states with other admin-
istrative traditions. In the same vein, the normative baseline of public value and citizen orienta-
tion in public administration arguably limits the applicability of the taxonomy to democratic
countries where the public service aspires to serve the people (rather than the ruler).

Further, the taxonomy does not systematically account for differences in public service
domains. Although we collected interview data from as many service areas as feasible, it might
still be that further consideration of idiosyncrasies of different service domains or agencies could
lead to a more nuanced or refined taxonomy. First instance, communication may differ according
to an agency’s core task which can be either oriented toward service or regulative functions, such
as welfare services versus policing tasks (Jensen 2018). Moreover, the significance of the service
for citizens may make a difference. For example, the provision of unemployment benefits or
accommodation allowances might call for personal and emotional communication, whereas in
case of less existential services (such as passport or residence registration matters), citizens might
especially value understandable and plain language to keep the encounter as simple and fast as
possible. Last, varying degrees of bureaucratic discretion may also play a role for the communica-
tion style, as a recent study in a related context suggests (Thunman, Ekstrom, and Bruhn 2020).

We aimed to develop a taxonomy that captures variation in communicative practices reported
by frontline officials. However, some of them also seem to have resource implications, such as
time requirements of the public servant. For example, reification could imply lengthier elabora-
tions. And complaisance implies the idea of an open door and signaling of further assistance,
which of course is only possible if public officials have associated time resources. Such resource
implications may consequently pose restrictions in the extent to which officials can actually
choose to communicate along the full range of the taxonomy.

As another limitation, we noted from our interviews that there is no one-size-fits-all approach
in communicative encounters. In this vein, the employee of an environment office quite aptly
concluded that “you need to touch upon the language of the people” which is” by all means
diverse” (ID: 14). As an example, frontline workers seem to sense that “administrative language is
a generational issue” (ID: 9) implying that they have experienced that older clients prefer a more
formal communication style, whereas younger clients prefer more informal choice of words.
Likewise, some interviewees had gained the impression form their daily encounters that highly
educated clients might prefer more precise language whereas clients with language deficits require
or prefer that public servants “explain a bit more” (ID: 23). This implies that communicative
encounters may entail even more variation within each dimension of the taxonomy, such as dif-
ferent terminology to achieve casual or empathic communication.

Another point is that the analysis does not explicitly address the relationship of the taxonomy
elements to each other. However, in the everyday reality of public service encounters the four
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dimensions are not necessarily independent from one another. For instance, it is implausible to
assume that an official imparting support and availability in his or her communication is not also
empathic. Apart from this, the broader informational and relational elements might also relate to
each other. As an example, a speech act that a citizen does not well understand, i.e. that exhibits
low values on the informational dimensions, is also not well suited to deemphasize the hierarch-
ical relationship between the bureaucrat and his client which means it will have low values in
terms of relational elements as well. Since we were primarily interested in exploring the various
dimensions and communicative practices of administrative language, further empirical research is
needed to detect how the dimensions interact in practice.

Lastly, it is worthwhile stressing again that the empirical insights sustaining our findings so far rely
exclusively on the perspective of public servants. While this is a valid and valuable perspective on its own
right, since it tells what officials think is relevant to their communication, we still need to cross reference
the taxonomy with an original citizen perspective. For example, interviews with citizens could serve to
validate the dimensions of the taxonomy, and communication data from encounters or laboratory
experiments could be used scrutinize the consequentiality of the taxonomy for citizen perceptions.

Conclusion and implications

In this article, we aimed to develop a taxonomy of administrative language. This endeavor was
inspired by the objective to identify dimensions of administrative language that affect citizen per-
ceptions, irrespective of the actual service decision. In other words, we sought to identify those
dimensions of administrative language that should have an independent causal impact on citizen
perceptions. To get there, we first drew on communication studies to identify two linguistic com-
ponents of language; an informational component and a relational meta-level. To identify how
each component manifests in the reality of verbal communication during service encounters, we
second conducted and analyzed 64 expert interviews. From these we identified four dimensions
and seven associated communicative practices that—as seen by our interview partners—should
influence how positively or negatively citizens perceive the encounter.

Despite some limitations as discussed above, which partially highlight trajectories for future
research, our findings make a relevant contribution to research on public administration and
street-level bureaucracy. Although studies recognize the black box of service encounters between
citizens and public officials, in particular regarding their communicative dimension, only few
studies offer empirical insights (Bartels 2015; Bruhn and Ekstrom 2017; Hand and Catlaw 2019;
Raaphorst and Loyens 2020). We contribute to this literature with the development of a tax-
onomy of administrative language. This taxonomy captures linguistic elements of administrative
communication that influence citizen perceptions (satisfaction/dissatisfaction) independent of the
actual service context and decision. Based on the instructions for operationalization that come
with our taxonomy, it is possible to scrutinize this expectation as a valuable next step.

Most importantly, our work opens the door toward new insights on social equity in the distribution
of public service (Blessett et al. 2019; Cepiku and Mastrodascio 2021). Similar to incomprehensible appli-
cation forms or complex procedures, spoken administrative language can constitute a barrier for some
citizens to access public services (see the work on administrative burden, cf. Herd and Moynihan [2019]).
One resulting question thus is whether officials apply a customized language depending on the client’s
background or whether they use the same language in all public service encounters. On the one hand,
equal treatment of citizens would imply to use a standardized language to provide equal resources to all
citizens. On the other hand, an equity perspective implies a distribution of resources according to needs,
that is, tailoring communication to the individual situation of the citizen.

Responding to the situation at hand implies that officials adjust their communication to the
background and needs of the citizen. Indeed, street-level bureaucracy literature suggests that
many officials most deeply adapt to the individual cases of citizens by basing “their decisions on
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their judgment of the worth of the individual citizen client” (Maynard-Moody and Musheno
2000:329). And also, in our own research, we found that officials seem to intuitively tailor their
language use to specific citizen needs to provide equal access. One may conclude from some of
the interviewees’ explanations, for instance, that an older, educated woman may be likely to
assign a lot of value on formal communication appropriate to her level of education, but may not
have a similarly strong need for empathic communication. A single father whose livelihood
depends on a particular service may, however, appreciate empathy, whereas his need for formal
language may be less pronounced.

In the welfare state, public service delivery is typically designed in a way that mitigates the
impact of skewed income distributions, by making essential goods, such as education or public
infrastructure, available for the poor or socially weak who could otherwise not afford them. It
would be highly problematic, if bureaucratic stereotypes and other forms of implicit biases lead
to an ill-suited tailoring of bureaucratic communication, potential repelling clients rather than
improving access. Our taxonomy now offers a way to study such tailoring empirically, to explore
whether such a ‘language of the people’ exists and how it differs for specific clients or depending
on the match between demographic characteristics of both officials and clients which is what rep-
resentative bureaucracy theory would suggest (Kingsley 1944; Meier 1993).

Our findings may also contribute to two other strands of research in public administration.
On the one hand, several recent studies began assessing citizen perceptions of public service
encounters (de Boer 2020; Nielsen, Nielsen, and Bisgaard 2021; Hansen 2021). On the other
hand, studies have also begun scrutinizing how variation in communication during service
encounters leads to different service decisions (Nielsen 2007; Raaphorst, Groeneveld, and Van de
Walle 2018; Raaphorst and Loyens 2020). With our taxonomy, we pave the way for conducting
more precise empirical research on variation in communication during these encounters, and
how communicative practices are thus associated with discrimination, stereotyping and unequal
citizen treatment (Jilke and Tummers 2018; Keiser et al. 2002; Naff and Capers 2014).

Notes

1. The same goes for written communication, which has been of interest to the field of public administration
for some time already (Fluck 2010; Fisch and Margies 2014; Sarangi and Slembrouck 2014).

2. In light of this, one might label Germany as “outcome case” with high values on the dependent variable
recommended to rely on in exploratory inquiries (Gerring and Cojocaru 2016, p. 398).

3. Due to the specifics of the German federalism the organization of public services and the underlying
bureaucratic structures in local administrations noticeably vary all over Germany (Dose 2019; Behnke and
Kropp 2021). In case service provision is based on federal legislation the states and the local
administrations are usually provided with extensive leeway during the implementation to align service
delivery with regional characteristics. Furthermore, local administrations also provide services on their own
which may be highly idiosyncratic. Apart from this, in rural areas, local administrations are usually two-
tier consisting of counties (Landkreise) and small cities (kreisangehorige Gemeinden). Whereas, in urban
areas, only county-free cities (kreisfreie Stadte) constitute the local level. The states thereby have the
authority to determine how the local administrations are structured within their jurisdiction which is why
local administrative structures further vary systematically with regard to the state where they are located.

4. These local agencies are one-stop shops for the services most frequently deployed by all citizens such as
passport and registration matters (Kuhlmann and Bogumil 2021).

5. Interviews were anonymized to avoid bias in the interview data due to interviewees feeling intimidated
when speaking ‘on the record’.

6. The predefinition of the interview guideline was collaborative work all authors were engaged in.

7. The quotes were translated by the authors. Every quote will be marked with the concerning ID of an
interviewee. The IDs are equally indicated in the interview list in Appendix 1 so that the quotes can be
linked with the occupation and location of the interviewee. Furthermore, Appendix 4 includes direct
quotes as additional examples from the interviews.

8. Complaisance is understood as a “deference to the wishes of others” https://www.collinsdictionary.com/de/
worterbuch/englisch/complaisance.
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