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Abstract

Scholarship in Public Administration has extensively examined how frontline
workers cope with workload. However, most studies focus on public services where
employees have significant discretion, leaving standardized services — where service
time is a critical measure of customer satisfaction — relatively unexplored. This article
investigates the relationship between workload and service time across various
standardized government services, emphasizing the influence of job design variables.
Drawing on data from 4| government service centers in Hungary, encompassing
3,406,152 worker-customer interactions across 36 services delivered by 947
frontline workers, the analysis reveals that increased workload prompts workers
to accelerate service times, highlighting a predominant coping strategy regardless of
service knowledge requirements. The relation between workload and service time
is shaped by factors such as task specialization, task variety, operational volume, and
on-the-job breaks. These findings offer valuable insights for managing government
services under high workload conditions.
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Introduction

Over the past 30years, austerity measures in Public Administration (PA) have led to
employment downsizing and greater demands on PA workers to “do more with less”
(Esteve et al., 2017; Nguyen & Tuan, 2022; Raudla et al., 2015), a trend that persists
today (Fernandez-i-Marin et al., 2024; Gieske et al., 2020). Increased workloads have
created growing concerns of negative impacts on workers’ well-being and outcomes
for customers (Gould-Williams et al., 2014). Two streams of PA studies have investi-
gated the impacts of work pressures and workloads. The first has focused on assessing
the impact on workers’ well-being (e.g., workers’ satisfaction, intention to quit; Boselie
et al., 2021; Kilroy et al., 2017), under the tenet that decreased satisfaction leads to
lower productivity and commitment (Cantarelli et al., 2016). The second, which is
grounded in street-level bureaucracy (SLB) literature (Lipsky, 1980), has focused on
how frontline workers respond to work pressure and workload through “coping”
(Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2000; Tummers et al., 2015).

SLB research has traditionally centered on services where frontline workers exer-
cise considerable discretion, such as healthcare (van Loon & Jakobsen, 2018), educa-
tion (Jakobsen et al., 2019), and social work (Tummers et al., 2015). By contrast, less
attention has been paid to frontline workers’ response to workload in more standard-
ized services. This gap reflects the common assumption that standardized services are
delivered uniformly to all clients — for example, in the renewal of driver’s licenses or
passports. Yet, evidence from service science challenges this view, showing that work-
ers exercise discretion also in these contexts, particularly by adjusting the time allo-
cated to service delivery (Delasay et al., 2019). Higher workloads have been shown to
trigger a range of behavioral responses — such as accelerating, decelerating, or
U-shaped patterns — depending on the service context and its level of knowledge inten-
sity (Kc et al., 2020; Staats & Gino, 2012; Tan & Netessine, 2014).

In many government services, service time is a crucial metric affecting customer
satisfaction (Vermeeren et al., 2011) and the “doing more with less” logic is likely to
lead to longer customer waits and complaints (Mikkelsen et al., 2024). Understanding
how PA service time adjusts to workload can complement previous research on coping
behavior and shed light on potential impacts on workers’ well-being and customer
satisfaction in a wide range of PA services. Therefore, this study aims to answer the
following research question:

RQ1: How does workload affect frontline workers’ service time?

When examining the impact of workload on frontline workers’ behavior, it is essential
to identify factors that may moderate this relationship. SLB research highlights the
role of customer characteristics (Halling & Petersen, 2024), worker attributes
(Mikkelsen et al., 2024), and training (Jacobsen et al., 2019). However, the role of job
design factors in shaping how workers respond to workload remains relatively under-
explored (Oldham & Fried, 2016). Drawing on the Job Demands—Resources (JD-R)
framework (Demerouti et al., 2001), job design characteristics can be conceptualized
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as resources that buffer the negative effects of high workload. Accordingly, job design
is expected to moderate the relationship between workload and frontline workers’ ser-
vice time. For example, task designs that enables workers to balance multiple activi-
ties through task variety may reduce strain under high workload conditions, thereby
supporting more efficient service delivery (Staats & Gino, 2012). Empirical research
examining these moderating effects can provide valuable insights into how work and
workplace design can be improved, particularly in contexts characterized by imbal-
anced workload and limited administrative capacity. Therefore, a second research
question is addressed:

RQ2: Is the relation between workload and service time impacted by job design
factors?

To answer these questions, testable hypotheses are developed based on SLB literature
(Lipsky 1980; Tummers et al., 2015) and the JD-R framework (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017).
Specifically, we theorize that any service time variation in response to higher workloads can
be regarded as a “coping” mechanism and that job design factors impact the workload to
service time relation by either providing job resources or by creating job demands.

An administrative database of services delivered by Hungarian government centers
offers unique data, covering customer encounters of more than 900 frontline workers over
26 months (Hajnal & Rosta, 2019; Kovacs & Hajnal, 2014). Prior empirical studies have
often relied on cross-sectional designs, lacking the temporal dimension needed to estab-
lish causal links between workload and workplace behavior (Kilroy et al., 2017).

This study makes novel contributions to PA research by expanding the SLB litera-
ture on frontline workers’ coping behavior to standardized services. Though the rela-
tion between workload and service time has been explored in other disciplines and
contexts (Delasay et al., 2019), the public sector ethos makes PA a unique context of
investigation (Perry, 2000). Next, the study highlights how job design influences the
impact of workload on behavior, offering insights for system-level design and public
management practices to better serve citizens (Gieske et al., 2020). Additionally, by
using administrative data, the study assesses actual worker behavior, complementing
previous research and addressing calls to move beyond self-reported data (Kaplaner &
Steinebach, 2024).

The analysis is organized as follows: first, the theoretical underpinnings are pre-
sented and testable hypotheses developed. Next, the organizational context is
described. This is followed by the methodology and results. The article closes with the
discussion and implications of findings.

Theory and Hypotheses Development

The Impact of Workload on Frontline Workers’ Service Time

The SLB literature (Lipsky, 1980) examines the behavior of frontline workers who
interact directly with citizens and must balance organizational demands with citizens’
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needs in their daily work. Integral to frontline workers’ response to work pressures
during service delivery is the concept of “coping,” which defines the “behavioral
efforts frontline workers employ when interacting with clients, in order to master,
tolerate, or reduce external and internal demands and conflicts they face on an every-
day basis” (Tummers et al., 2015, p. 1100). The adoption of coping strategies becomes
more likely when frontline workers enter stress states (Edri-Peer & Cohen, 2025;
Mikkelsen et al., 2024). Tummers et al. (2015) classify three families of coping: “mov-
ing towards clients,” encompassing behavior aimed at satisfying the customers’ needs,
even at the cost of expending own resources; “moving against clients,” which implies
following rules rigidly; and “moving away from clients,” which engenders treating
citizens in routinized ways. Evidence reviewed by Tummers et al. (2015), together
with more recent studies, supports the citizen—agent narrative. This body of research
indicates that frontline workers, regardless of professional identity, predominantly
cope by “moving towards clients.” However, they also tend to be more responsive to
citizens from the ethnic majority (Halling & Pedersen, 2024) and, under conditions of
high task uncertainty, marginalized clients are more likely to face discrimination
(Andersen & Guul, 2019; Bell & Meyer, 2024; Kolstad, 2026). The prevalence of
“moving towards clients” has further been linked to the role that Public Service
Motivation (Moynihan & Pandey, 2007) plays in PA workers’ behavior (Gould-
Williams et al., 2014).

SLB research has largely focused on services where “discretion permeates every
decision and every action” (Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2000, p. 334), with educa-
tion and social work as prime examples. This focus overlooks other public administra-
tion services, where frontline workers carry out standardized sequences of activities to
achieve specific goals (de la Riva Agiiero, 2022), yet still expend significant physical
and mental effort. For these services, the time spent in direct contact with the citizen
(service time) is a key metric to evaluate citizens’ satisfaction (Vermeeren et al., 2011)
and variations of service time represent the main form of discretion in service execu-
tion. Building on Tummers et al.’s (2015) conceptualization of coping, we propose
that adjusting service time in response to increased workload reflects behavioral cop-
ing. We theorize a cognitive mechanism whereby workers weigh the costs and benefits
of speeding up service.

For frontline workers, speeding entails private costs in the form of physical and
cognitive strain, as well as the risk of being sanctioned in case of errors. At the same
time, speeding offers benefits by reducing stress generated by pressure from cowork-
ers or supervisors. For clients, workers’ speeding imposes costs in terms of reduced
service quality and a higher likelihood of errors, while the primary benefit lies in alle-
viating frustration from queuing. Workers are more likely to “cope by speeding” (i.e.,
reduce service time) when speeding costs are outweighed by the costs of bearing the
congestion. When the costs of speeding are higher with respect to benefits, workers
will instead maintain or even extend service times (coping by slowing down).

Speeding and slowing strategies may unfold sequentially. Initial speeding can give
way to slowing, as sustaining a high pace becomes increasingly resource-intensive and
ultimately detrimental to service quality (Hobfoll et al., 2018). At low workloads,
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cognitive demands and quality risks are minimal, such that “moving towards the client”
translates into shorter service times. As workload increases, service times may initially
decline; however, the cognitive effort required to maintain high speed becomes unsus-
tainable at heavier workloads (Delasay et al., 2019). Moreover, workers may perceive
speeding as “cutting corners,” that is, skipping discretionary steps, and as increasing the
likelihood of errors (Phan et al., 2023; van Loon & Jakobsen, 2018). Consequently,
under heavy workload, when attempting to move towards the client, workers slow down
rather than speed up. Taken together, coping by moving towards the client yields a
U-shaped relationship between workload and service time. Building on the above argu-
ments, the following hypothesis is put forward:

H1: The relation between workload and frontline workers’ service time is U-shaped.

Moderating Effects of Job Design

The Job Demand-Resource (JD-R) model (Demerouti et al., 2001) posits that workers’
well-being and behavior are influenced by job demands and job resources. Job
demands refer to the physical, social, or organizational aspects of the job that require
sustained physical or mental effort, such as workload and time pressure. Job resources,
which range from task-related resources (e.g., task autonomy) to organization-level
resources (e.g., supervisor support), reduce the negative impact of job demands
(Bakker et al., 2005). If job demands are not compensated by job resources, work
stress and burnout result (Steen & Schott, 2019).

When workload increases, workers’ physical and mental resources are temporarily
impaired, generating stress states that lead to coping behaviors (Bakker et al., 2004;
Im, 2009). JD-R suggests that certain job design characteristics provide resources that
help workers cope with demanding environments, by structuring tasks, roles, and
environments in ways that reduce stress (Oldham & Fried, 2016). Previous research
supports these arguments: for example, burnout rates under high job demands are
lower if workers’ jobs are autonomous (Bakker et al., 2005). Similarly, task variety
fosters learning, enabling workers to better handle high workload (Schaufeli & Bakker,
2004). However, other job design characteristics, for example, tight work schedules,
may exacerbate the effects of workload and create stressful conditions (Bakker, 2015;
Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). We propose that two key job design factors — work
schedule (Kim et al., 2018; Nanda & Browne, 1977) and task assignment (Noblet
et al., 2005; Staats & Gino, 2012) — moderate this relationship. These factors are cru-
cial for standardized services as they impact both service speed and consistency, as
discussed in the following sections.

Work Schedule. Designing work schedules that balance workload over time contrib-
utes to workers’ well-being by reducing fatigue. Work-related fatigue includes losses
caused by physiological and/or psychological efforts. Physiological fatigue arises
from using physical resources over time, while psychological fatigue includes bore-
dom and tiredness from performing a task. Occupational health research provides
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evidence that schedules involving long hours of consecutive work lead to fatigue and
other negative outcomes (Boivin & Boudreau, 2014). Building on JD-R, we posit that
when workers are exposed to consecutive hours of work, their cognitive and physical
“freshness” is affected, thereby reducing personal resources (Van Yperen & Hagedo-
orn, 2003). As a consequence, coping by speeding is weakened, resulting in longer
service times (Baltes et al., 1999). Formally, the following hypothesis is formulated:

H2a: Working hours cumulated during the day moderate the relation between
workload and service time by weakening coping by speeding.

As part of work schedule, on-the-job breaks can impact service time. From the JD-R
perspective, breaks are job resources that improve well-being and performance
(Demerouti et al., 2012). However, evidence on optimal break duration is mixed
(Leroy et al., 2020). In fact, longer breaks may disrupt workflow due to cognitive
interference, requiring workers to re-focus on their tasks (Lyubykh et al., 2022).
Previous research has seldom examined how on-the-job breaks affect workers under
high job demands (Jefferson et al., 2024; Kim et al., 2017), a situation where JD-R
suggests that job resources are particularly important (Bakker et al., 2023). Kim et al.
(2017) and Kim et al. (2018) support a positive moderating effect of different on-the-
job breaks on the relation between workload and workers’ outcomes, while Jefferson
et al. (2024) find a positive moderating effect for on-the-job breaks frequency. In anal-
ogy with these findings, we propose that a positive moderation effect holds also for
on-the job break duration, thus formulating the following hypothesis:

H2b: The duration of on-the-job breaks moderate the relation between workload
and service time by reinforcing coping by speeding.

Task Assignment: Variety Versus Specialization. Task variety is the degree to which a job
requires different activities and skills. The job design literature generally holds that
variety is positively associated with worker satisfaction and performance, as it pre-
vents the monotony of highly specialized tasks and provides mental stimulation (Hum-
phrey et al., 2007; Oldham & Fried, 2016). Variety may further improve performance
by increasing workers’ engagement and creating opportunities for knowledge transfer
across tasks (Argote, 2013). In JD-R, task variety is a significant job resource that
positively impacts workers’ motivation and behavior, especially if associated with
skill variety (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Conversely, task specialization may under-
mine workers’ perception of job control and lead to monotony (Van Veldhoven et al.,
2020).

Other streams of literature argue that task specialization and task variety may com-
plement each other: studying bank clerks, Staats and Gino (2012) find that while spe-
cialization increases in-task efficiency, task variety raises the worker’s cross-task
efficiency. These complementary effects not only make the worker more efficient but
are also expected to moderate the impact of workload on service time by reinforcing
coping by speeding. Therefore, the following hypotheses are formulated:
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Figure 1. Conceptual model and hypotheses tested.

H3a: Task variety moderates the relation between workload and service time by
reinforcing coping by speeding.

H3b: Task specialization moderates the relation between workload and service
time by reinforcing coping by speeding.

While task variety can enhance cross-task learning, frequent task switching in the
short-term may increase cognitive demands due to the setup and recall of task details
(Altmann et al., 2014; Eyrolle & Cellier, 2000). This “learn, forget, and relearn” cycle
can be especially taxing for complex tasks but may also apply to simple tasks because
task switching might involve changing software, forms, or accessing new databases.
Based on these arguments, the following hypothesis is advanced:

H3c: Task change-over moderates the relation between workload and service time
by weakening coping by speeding.

Figure 1 summarizes the conceptual model and hypotheses.

Organizational Context

The study takes place within the context of the Kormdnyablakok or “Government
Windows” (GW) policy initiative, one of the most visible features of Hungary’s
Public Administrative Reform initiated in 2010. GW implemented a one-stop-gov-
ernment (OSG) model (Askim et al., 2011; Howard, 2017) in the Hungarian PA. OSG
models generally provide seamless front desks for citizens but can take various forms,
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from single front-end of complex government agencies to umbrella structures that are
shared by multiple agencies; to integrated and physically co-located services (Askim
etal., 2011). OGS are adopted to improve coordination among government agencies,
to organize the bureaucracy in a citizen-oriented manner and to streamline service
delivery. By creating a single access to services, benefits accrue in terms of the opti-
mization of workforce and the reduction of duplications in service capacity, such as
physical and ICT infrastructure. Services become more accessible for the citizen,
since the time, number of trips, and resources needed to obtain service are reduced
(Fredriksson, 2020).

One-stop, citizen-facing service centers represent an established international trend
in public administration. Across Europe, the European Institute of Public Administration
(EIPA) has recognized numerous such initiatives through its biannual European Public
Sector Award (EPSA). In 2015, under the theme “The Public Sector as Partner for a
Better Society,” 266 projects were submitted and 64 received a Best Practice Certificate.
Among these recognized initiatives was Hungary’s “One-Stop-Shop Government
Windows as the Initiation of Equal Access to Public Services.” While the specific
award category does not in itself determine comparability, its inclusion in EPSA high-
lights the initiative’s alignment with wider European reform trends.

More broadly, Hungary’s GW fits within a global movement toward integrated,
citizen-centric public service delivery (Table Al). Comparable physical OSG models
operate in Georgia (Public Service Halls), Portugal (Lojas do Cidaddo), Brazil
(Poupatempo), and Australia (Service NSW), among others. Hybrid models that com-
bine digital portals with in-person assistance, such as France’s service-public.ft,
Singapore’s SingPass ecosystem, and Abu Dhabi’s TAMM platform, also reflect simi-
lar principles of integration, accessibility, and standardization.

Prior to GW, almost every Hungarian municipality and government agency had its
own service point, more than 2,000. Services were operated in a fragmented manner,
with varying and uncoordinated office hours, non-standardized service quality, and
different technical and management systems (Kovacs & Hajnal, 2014). Over time,
GW has created a network of over 300 centers to cover the entire country (Bosse et al.,
2015). Different government organizations remained distinct but integrated portions
of their front-ends to provide a single access point within a short distance. Service
provision was organized around life events that trigger people’s need for services. The
goal was to make it simple for individuals to handle a life event such as marriage,
unemployment or losing home. Services delivered by the centers encompass issuing
citizen IDs, passports, driving licenses, evaluating and granting social security bene-
fits, housing support, temporary residency to foreigners, business and trade licenses.
As part of the program, service definitions were standardized and their content and
steps were codified.

While OSG benefits for citizen are unambiguous, implementation has placed additional
demands on PA workers, as they are required to embrace a new service-oriented attitude
and a higher level of technical integration than before. The heightened job demands have
been partially compensated by organizational resources exemplified by initial training
characterized by blended learning, which includes lectures, technology-based and
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web-based training, online tutorial forums, case studies and on-the-job training. Concerns
about inadequate resourcing for the program have been noted (Kovacs & Hajnal, 2014).
Vastag and Jenei (2019) emphasize the need for increased organizational resources to sup-
port workers facing high job demands. Recommendations include weekly staff meetings,
increased supervisory support for complex issues, guaranteed breaks, back-office space in
all centers, and additional hiring to alleviate pressure on current staff.

Methodology

Data and Measures

This study uses data on the total service operations of 41 centers in the period October
2015 to December 2017. The 41 service centers constituted the only data validated by
the government and thus made available to the authors. The sample can be considered
representative of Hungary. It includes Budapest (23 districts, of which five districts
have two service centers), the capital and by far the largest city in Hungary with about
20% of the country’s population. The remaining centers come from Békés county, in
the eastern party of the country, a low-density area with population concentrated in
small towns, typical of the rest of the country outside the capital.

Data were automatically generated by the centers’ information technology (IT) sys-
tem using a standardized data record structure. Information includes the arrival time of
each customer, starting time and ending time of each service encounter carried out in
the period considered, by worker, by service, and by government center, therefore
allowing the analysis of the single service encounter.

Prior to data analysis, seven field visits to the premises of seven different centers
(three in Budapest and four in smaller towns in other regions of Hungary) and five
extended interviews with center managers (60-90 min each) were undertaken by two
members of the research team, to obtain first-hand understanding about the service
provision environment and work organization. Managers were interviewed at their
office using a semi-structured interview protocol that probed general information
about the manager and the center, human resource management in GW, specific ser-
vices by complexity and knowledge intensity, and discussion of themes related to the
study hypotheses. Though not aimed at generalizability, the interviews provided valu-
able insights that supported the interpretation of the quantitative findings. Specifically,
they shed light on the underlying service processes and the knowledge complexity
embedded in the services delivered. Additionally, the interviews enabled the research
team to determine whether service time was used in workers’ performance assess-
ments and to capture managers’ perceptions and experiences regarding how frontline
workers responded to increased workloads.

The field visits offered additional insight into appropriate ways to clean data and
about the possibility that the IT data collected could reflect workers” gaming behavior.
The following data cleaning steps were adopted: the 25th quantile was selected as the
lower limit of the distribution of service times, with minimum service time equal to
104s. (1.733 min), to eliminate cases of no-show, for example, instances in which the
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frontline worker called the customer to the window but the customer had left the
office. Similarly, abnormally long service times that most probably captured cases in
which the worker had not “closed” the service on the IT system were removed, and the
95th quantile of service time (equal to 35.18 min) was chosen as the upper limit of the
distribution.

Additionally, frontline workers who had provided fewer than 30 services encoun-
ters were removed from the data, as they were considered “temporary frontline work-
ers” (e.g., they are probably back-end officers who were called to replace a colleague
who was absent). Finally, infrequent services, that is, delivered less than 100 times
over 26 months, were considered outliers and removed from the dataset. The final
sample included 3,406,152 service encounters, 36 distinct services (see Table B1 for
the list) and 947 frontline workers. Table 1 describes the measures used to estimate the
conceptual model and presents descriptive statistics. Table 2 shows correlation
coefficients.

Estimation Strategy

Several fixed effects models were estimated (Table 3): Model 1 estimates the main
relation between workload and service time, Model 2 adds two control variables
(Booked Service and SpeedPeers), Model 3 adds covariates relating to job design
(Specialization, Variety, Changeover, #Operations, Break), while Model 4 adds mod-
eration effects. All models include the squared term for Load (Load?) to account for
curvilinear effects. Fixed effects control for center, service, hour of day, day of the
week, and month (Wooldridge, 2010). Center-clustered standard errors were
estimated.

Results
Main Effects

Table 3 reports model estimates and shows that service time is significantly and nega-
tively related to workload in all model specifications. The relation is curvilinear, as
shown by the statistically significant second order term, and concave. Thus, the behav-
ioral response to increasing workload is speeding at a decreasing rate. Table 4 reports
marginal and average marginal effects (AME). AME represents the mean change in
the dependent variable following a one-standard-deviation increase in the regressor.
The effects are calculated by estimating the counterfactual change for each observa-
tion, holding all other covariates and fixed effects at their observed levels, and then
averaging across the sample. A one standard deviation increase in Load (1.69) leads to
a reduction of 1.35min of service time. Table 4 shows that H1 is broadly supported,
although the relation between workload and service time is predominantly negative
except when Load is at the 99% percentile value.

Concerning control variables, Table 3 shows a negative and significant coefficient
for pre-booked services (—0.285, p<.001), thus hinting that this modality allows
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Table 2. Correlations.

Variable (N 2 Q) “ ®) (6) @) ()] (&)
Service time (1) 1.000
Load (2) -.100 1.000
#Operations (3) =191 .046 1.000
Specialization (4)  -.137 -.033 .263 1.000
Variety (5) -072 175 .040 -.144 1.000
Changeover (6) .038 .051 -.103 -.275 234 1.000
Break (7) .063 -.092 -.151 -.061 -.0I6 .055 1.000
Speed Peers (8) -008 .15 .054 .022 .00l -.005 -.040 1.000
Service booked (9) .012 .06 -.033 -.040 .040 066 013 .012 1.000
Table 3. Model Results.
Model | Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Load

Load?

SpeedPeers
Booked_Service
#Operations
Specialization

Variety

Changeover

Breaks

Load X #Operations
Load? X #Operations
Load X Specialization
Load? X Specialization
Load X Variety

Load? X Variety

Load X Changeover
Load? X Changeover
Load X Break

Load? X Break
(Intercept)

Fixed effects for service,

center, hour, day,
month

Num.Obs.
R? Adj.
AlC

0.084% (0.018)

11.315%%% (0.323)
No

3,406,152
013
23,372,641

~1.020% (0.182) ~1.124%* (0.095)

0.080* (0.010)
0.126%* (0.048)
-0.300% (0.145)

Yes

3,406,152
.143
22,890,024

~1.060%* (0.094)
0.073% (0.010)
02275+ (0.047)

~0.290% (0.144)

-0.053#** (0.005)

0.000° (0.000)
0.003* (0.001)
0.064* (0.029)

0.002** (0.001)

Yes

3,406,152
151
22,857,257

~1.381%5 (0.183)
0.100%% (0.022)
0.228% (0.048)
-0.285* (0.143)

-0.058+ (0.007)
0.00 1% (0.000)
-0.018* (0.009)

0.221%* (0.099)
0.001* (0.001)
-0.001* (0.001)
0.001#%% (0.000)
0.00 1 (0.000)
0.00 1%+ (0.000)
0.016* (0.008)
-0.002** (0.000)
—-0.109* (0.057)
0.006** (0.002)
0.001 (0.001)
0.001* (0.000)

Yes
3,406,152

152
22,855,688

Note. Standard errors in brackets. Fixed effects are not displayed. Within estimator adopted. Cluster-robust standard

errors, clustering on centers.
*<.05. ¥¥p <.01. ¥¥p<.001.
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frontline workers to prepare for the encounter and save time. Conversely, the impact
of co-workers’ speed on service time is positive, that is, the speedier the other co-
workers, the slower the individual worker is (0.228, p <.001).

Moderating Effects

Table 3 shows coefficients for co-variates, while interaction effects are shown in
Figure 2a—e using the method proposed by Dawson (2014). For each figure, three
curves corresponding to the 1st, 50th, and 99th percentile are represented. Figures are
represented at the expected value of the other variables and confidence intervals are
shown as the shaded area. The moderation of the volume of operations performed
(Figure 2a) shows a downward shift of the curves, which is more marked when the
number of service encounters is very high. Thus, service time decreases with the
cumulative number of service encounters performed during the day, thus disconfirm-
ing H2a. The duration of breaks (Figure 2b) has no effect on service time at low work-
load but longer breaks increase service time at high workload (H2b not confirmed),
thus suggesting that longer breaks create a loss of work rhythm in demanding environ-
ments. Task variety (Figure 2¢) has no effect at low workload but increases service
time at high workload, thus dampening coping by speeding (H3a not confirmed).
Conversely, Figure 2d confirms H3b by showing that high specialization reduces ser-
vice time, though the effect is weaker at high workload. Finally, change-over shows no
clear moderating effect on the workload-service time relation (Figure 2¢), thus discon-
firming H3c.

Robustness Test

While the services analyzed in this study share the characteristic that frontline workers
perform standardized sequences of activities to achieve specific goals, they nonethe-
less exhibit heterogeneity in the knowledge complexity required to carry out the tasks
involved (de la Riva Agiiero, 2022). Indeed, whereas some PA services, such as issu-
ing marriage certificates, do not demand specialized knowledge, others require work-
ers to be familiar with relevant legislation, specific bureaucratic procedures, and,
increasingly, digital competencies to access and consult multiple databases (e.g., citi-
zenship applications).

To provide a more nuanced understanding of the relationship between workload
and service time that accounts for the varying levels of knowledge embedded in differ-
ent services, Model 4 has been estimated separately for five distinct services (#8, #12,
#15, #25 #28 as per Table B1). The five services exhibit a high frequency of delivery
but differ in terms of knowledge intensity (low-medium-high). A qualitative assess-
ment of each service’s knowledge content was obtained through interviews with center
managers. Service #8 (Delivery of Documents) was considered the simplest, as it
merely entails document printout and delivery to citizens after an ID check, with mini-
mal need for interaction. Conversely, service #12 (Motor Vehicle Matters) presents a
great deal of heterogeneity and complexities stemming from ownership, types of con-
tracts and the vehicle specifics. Similarly, service #18 (Certificate of Residence for
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Figure 2. Moderation effects of job design variables (estimates from Model 4). (a)
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Foreigners) requires examination of substantial paperwork, expertise in accessing
information from diverse databases, and often the ability to reach ad hoc solutions.
Services #15 (Driving Licenses) and #25 (ID Card) exemplify medium knowledge-
content services, as the frontline worker has to verify whether the requirements are
met and the supporting documentation submitted. Figure 3 shows the workload to
service time curve for the five services and confirms the prevalence of “coping by
speeding.” Notably, service #12 is the only one that exhibits a clear U-shaped pattern,
indicating that service complexity may constrain the ability to accelerate processing
under high workload conditions.

Additional insights emerge from the analysis of moderating effects by service
(Figures C1-CS5). Services #12 and #18 have higher baseline service times and display
greater curvature and wider confidence intervals, thus suggesting that higher knowl-
edge complexity raises discretion. Additionally, we observe that specialization matters
more for complex services: in simpler services, the curves for low, medium, and high
specialization are close together. In more complex services, higher specialization
clearly shifts the curve downward and flattens it. For service #18, specialization delays
the upward turn in the U-shape, although it does not eliminate it. This suggests that
specialization can mitigate but not fully offset complexity-induced limits to accelera-
tion. Variety has little effect in simpler services. However, in more complex services
high variety substantially increases service time and confidence intervals widen con-
siderably. Notably, service #18 shows the strongest divergence between low and high
variety, indicating that task heterogeneity is especially consequential in this service.

Discussion

This study has provided evidence that frontline workers react to increased workload
by reducing service time, although at a declining rate as workload increases. The study
also sheds light on how the workload-service time relation is moderated by job design
factors and unveils distinct effects according to knowledge content of the service. This
section discusses the theoretical and practical implications of these findings.

Implications for Theory

The SLB literature has illuminated frontline workers’ decision-making (Halling &
Petersen, 2024; Jacobsen et al., 2019; Mikkelsen et al., 2024). This study contributes
to this stream by examining how coping strategies manifest in standardized govern-
ment services through service time adjustment. Speeding emerges as the dominant
coping pattern, which is consistently observed across various services, workers, and
government centers. These findings indicate workers’ focus on efficiency in response
to workload, aligning with recent findings by Kaplaner and Steinebach (2024).

Since speeding increases cognitive and physical effort, sustained speeding conflicts
with workers’ resource conservation, especially in knowledge-intensive services
(Hobfoll et al., 2018). While this consideration might be interpreted as workers putting
clients’ needs first at their own expense, speeding cannot per se be interpreted as
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“moving towards the client.” In formulating H1, our theoretical argument was that
“moving towards the client” implies a U-shaped relation, that is, speeding at low-
medium workloads and slowing down when workload is high. In fact, at high workload,
speeding increases the likelihood of errors (Delasay et al., 2019) and may lead to “cut-
ting corners” (Phan et al., 2023), ultimately not serving the customer’s best interest.

To explain the persistence of coping by speeding even under high workload, we
suggest that when workers aim to “move towards the client” (Tummers et al., 2015),
they face a tension between responsiveness and effectiveness. Speeding increases
responsiveness by reducing clients’ waiting time. At the same time, waiting clients are
highly visible and create immediate social pressure on workers. By contrast, effective-
ness would require slowing down in order to reduce errors and maintain service qual-
ity. However, the potential negative consequences of speeding are probabilistic and
less salient. As a result, speeding may persist not because workers disregard clients’
interests but because they place greater weight on immediate and visible client’s dis-
satisfaction than on uncertain future harm. This suggests that, as workload increases,
speeding functions less as an effective way of moving towards the client and more as
a symbol of responsiveness. Under high workload, responsiveness and effectiveness
as dimensions of client orientation may therefore diverge.

Field visits to government service centers and interviews with managers indicated
that “workers sense the nervousness of clients waiting to be served.” These qualitative
insights support our interpretation of the quantitative findings, suggesting that clients’
dissatisfaction with waiting is more salient to workers than other considerations.
Coping by speeding therefore prioritizes the short-term benefit of reducing waiting
time to address this immediate dissatisfaction, even when doing so may increase the
risk of outcomes that are detrimental to clients (Tao et al., 2024).

Although SLB scholarship does not explicitly distinguish between symbolic and
effective “moving towards the client,” this distinction is implicit in Lipsky’s account
of street-level bureaucrats’ reliance on routines and simplifications to manage high
demands with constrained resources. While routinization is typically interpreted as a
form of “moving away from the client” (Edri-Peer & Cohen, 2025), our findings indi-
cate that some routines are oriented toward responsiveness, insofar as they address
immediately salient client concerns. However, when such routines become entrenched
heuristics rather than reflective responses to clients’ substantive needs, they risk dis-
torting service goals and undermining actual service outcomes.

Additional support for interpreting speeding as a form of client responsiveness
rather than “moving away” or “against the client” emerges from situating findings
within the context of the Hungarian PA. Notably, speeding is not incentivized by the
Hungarian PA’s performance evaluation system, which does not use service time as a
performance indicator but instead prioritizes the absence of customer complaints as a
key measure of service quality. Our findings reinforce that workers respond to what
they feel and see and not only to formal incentives.

The study has also answered calls for more research on how job resources influence
workers’ response to workload, by shedding light on how speeding is influenced by
job design (Oldham & Fried, 2016). Regarding work schedule variables, speeding
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increases with the total volume of operations, thus contradicting previous studies sug-
gesting that long working times deplete workers’ resources (Noblet et al., 2005; Van
Yperen & Hagedoorn, 2003). Initial speeding may result from cognitive efforts to
establish a work rhythm or socialization tactics. Manager interviews indicated that a
slow start is accepted, aligning with JD-R theory that the work environment can acti-
vate workers’ resources (Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). Further, contrary to conventional
wisdom according to which speeding cannot be sustained indefinitely when servers
are overworked, service time is shortest at the end of the work shift. This result sug-
gests that clients arriving in the later part of a work shift may experience shorter ser-
vice time compared to those arriving at the beginning. This effect is potentially
worrying, because it may hide cutting corners or early discharge of customers by over-
worked frontline workers who try to reduce workload (Deo & Jain, 2019). Next, by
showing that longer breaks between service encounters engender a loss of rhythm at
high workloads, the study results invite a re-consideration of what types of on-the-job
breaks constitute effective job resources (Lyubykh et al., 2022). Further, results chal-
lenge JD-R’s tenet that resources are more impactful under high demands. Overall, the
study calls for more research on how concurrent demands, such as work schedules and
high workloads, affect workers’ behavior (Kim et al., 2018).

Examining task assignment, results show that workers with a wider range of tasks
exhibit longer service times, while those with specialized tasks have shorter service
times, a result more in line with the scientific theory of management rather than JD-R
(van Veldhoven et al., 2020). The speeding effect is weaker for workers who perform
a variety of tasks, entailing their difficulty to sustain coping by speeding over a wide
range of services. Similarly, while high specialization reduces service time, speeding
cannot be indefinitely sustained at high workload. Overall, these findings suggest that
task variety and workload should be viewed as concurrent job demands that require
balancing with adequate job resources. As job enlargement and flexibility practices are
integral to efficiency-oriented PA reforms, task variety is likely to become increas-
ingly important in public administration. Future research should delve deeper into the
variety-workload relationship by examining the mix of services that constitute variety,
to determine if it presents “challenge” or “hindrance” demands.

Implications for Practice

Speeding behavior is not evidently “good’ or “bad” but simply exposes a trade-off
that the worker has to confront with (Beck et al., 2017). Workload accentuates the need
for fast, efficient performance, as speeding allows performing larger amounts of work
within a given timeframe. However, speeding may either follow from the frontline
worker cutting the extra time for customer interaction (e.g., friendly chat) when other
customers are waiting (Vermeeren et al., 2011) or from skipping or under-performing
service steps (cutting corners), risking reduced service quality, especially for complex
services (Phan et al., 2023). It is therefore crucial that the quest for efficiency does not
trump the goal of service quality under high workload. Previous research has argued
for the importance of clarity of organizational goals and clarity of workers’ obligations
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(Beck et al., 2017). In this light, the significant speeding effect observed in our sample
contradicts the managers’ statements that workers’ obligation lay in quality not in ser-
vice time and may attest to conflicting organizational pressures that Hungarian PA
workers are subject to.

Yet other ways to avoid that workload fosters cutting corners call for increasing
organizational resources (Ancarani et al., 2021), which may be perceived as particu-
larly valuable under high workload. Examples include reducing bureaucracy or
upgrading IT capabilities. Further, since job resources such as workers’ training are
usually bestowed by teaching standard procedures, this may not help workers in deal-
ing with the changes and new demands brought about by the new system (Jakobsen
et al., 2019). For instance, training should include “trouble-shooting” exercises that
help workers handle more difficult and lengthy procedures that may promote cutting
corners under high workload (Phan et al., 2023). In the same vein, speeding suggests
that service capacity in public offices is an organizational resource that should be care-
fully planned. Specifically, if capacity is planned at below peak demand, this will
result in speeding and may reverberate into worker’s stress, as well as into customers’
dissatisfaction. Finally, similar to other coping strategies documented in the literature,
speeding may entail cream-skimming (Kaplaner & Steinebach, 2024), as it benefits
clients requiring simple services but may disadvantage those needing more time or
demanding knowledge-intensive services.

Turning to job design, findings have implications for one-stop-shop models of ser-
vice delivery (Askim et al., 2011) and on how the managers of government centers can
better handle conditions of high workload. The provision of multiple services in the
same government premises has entailed enlarging the volume and range of tasks
assigned to the single worker, without proportionally increasing organizational
resources (Kovacs & Hajnal, 2014). Hence, adequately increasing system-level
resources to handle the rising demands is an obvious indication from this study.
However, much can be done at center-level by means of job design. In the Hungarian
government centers, task assignment is the responsibility of center managers, who,
especially in centers with high volume — high variety caseloads, could leverage capac-
ity pooling to create a group of flexible workers (capable of handling a variety of
cases) and use the others trained for specialized cases to match demand. This way,
managers could balance the advantages of workers performing more tasks at a slower
pace with the benefits of more specialized workers, who may be able to combine faster
service with fewer errors.

Within the Hungarian government center system, the high degree of organizational
standardization introduced with the Government Windows suggests that the behavioral
mechanisms identified are not specific to a single center, although local conditions may
affect their intensity. While the data analyzed pertains only to Hungary, the findings are
most likely to generalize to all PA settings characterized by face-to-face interactions,
visible client waiting, and delayed feedback on service quality. Beyond the specific ser-
vices analyzed in this study, the results are relevant for a wide range of frontline public
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services, such as social assistance and immigration, where workers face similar tensions
between responsiveness and effectiveness. Cross-nationally, the adoption of centralized
one-stop shop service models strengthens the generalizability of the findings, even if
institutional differences are likely to moderate their magnitude.

Limitations

Despite its contribution, this study has limitations that must be acknowledged to put
the findings in context and guide future research. Firstly, in terms of model variables,
multiple factors other than job design may influence the relationship between work-
load and service time, yet remain unaccounted for in this study. These factors include
organizational climate, leadership, and managerial discretion, which can be leveraged
to strengthen role clarity, foster a problem-solving culture, enable autonomy in front-
line decision-making, and facilitate knowledge sharing among frontline workers, even
in the absence of additional financial resources. Prior research suggests that these fac-
tors may influence public sector workers’ behavior through the mediating role of work
engagement. In this light, future studies should examine how such variables affect
quantitative behavioral outcomes, such as service time. In the same vein, while the
study suggests that service type accounts for most data variability, the inclusion of
covariates related to workers, such as professional histories, motivation, and job satis-
faction, could improve the model’s explanatory power.

Secondly, future research could also benefit from mixed method designs that com-
bine objective and perceptual data. To clarify, the study focuses on service time as a
single outcome measure, while service quality measures were unavailable in the data-
set. Future studies could control for service quality, perhaps through matched server-
customer observations obtained via monitoring systems that capture customer
satisfaction. Another opportunity for integrating this investigation into the broader PA
literature, concerns the potential role of public service motivation. Future research
could elucidate its role in coping behavior by integrating administrative data with
survey analyses assessing its influence on behavior. Novel designs could also be
developed by combining quantitative findings from administrative databases with
experimental analyses controlling for individual worker characteristics or interviews
accounting for work organization, leadership, and HRM strategies.

Thirdly, future research could examine the impact of customer characteristics on
the relationship between workload and service time. In this regard, recent literature
has highlighted that the frontline workers tend to be more responsive to citizens from
ethnic majorities (Halling & Pedersen, 2024), thus calling for analyses to assess
whether service times vary with the citizen’s ethnicity.

Finally, we acknowledge that limitations may stem from the single-country nature
of this research. While we have endeavored to show that the Hungarian Government
Windows initiative is in line with a broader trend in public administration, national
politics may influence the organization or delivery of services. Although political
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factors influence the broader administrative context, our data indicate that day-to-day
service delivery is largely shaped by experienced managers, pointing to predominantly
administrative rather than political drivers. The robustness of our findings awaits
future comparative studies across different national experiences.

Addressing these limitations and pursuing these suggested research directions
could significantly advance our understanding of the dynamics between workload,
service time, and service quality in various PA contexts.

Conclusions

In many PA systems, service delivery involves significant human labor, because com-
paratively little of the production process has been automated. There is consensus that
PA reforms and the ensuing work organization practices have increased workload and
management’s pressures to increase throughput. This study has contributed to knowl-
edge by analyzing how frontline government workers providing standardized services
“cope with workload” by adjusting service time. The study demonstrates that “coping
by speeding” is ubiquitous, even for more complex services, where speeding may put
quality at risk. By demonstrating how job design influences the effects of workload,
the study has also unveiled the variables that may be leveraged when frontline workers
operate in demanding environments. Results have integrated PA, operational and
behavioral perspectives, and provided insights on how PA service systems can be
improved to better serve citizens.

Although some results may be specific to the Hungarian context, the majority can
be generalized to other European countries characterized by a historically strong
bureaucratic model and the implementation of public sector reforms that have imposed
new demands on SLBs. In these settings, public employees have been confronted with
increasing and often conflicting expectations from citizens, alongside intensified pres-
sures to enhance efficiency and streamline workflows within an environment of fiscal
constraint and budgetary austerity. Accordingly, the situation of increased workload
and the corresponding coping strategies adopted by public employees constitute criti-
cal conditions that warrant further scholarly investigation.
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