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Abstract:  

Policies are created at the highest level, and street-level bureaucrats (SLBs) 

implement them at lower levels. SLBs work directly with citizens and 

exercise significant discretion in their service. According to Lipsky's theory, 

SLBs face various problems and use multiple coping techniques to deal with 

them. This study focused on the discretionary powers of the heads of 

departments (HODs) and the use of coping mechanisms when faced with 

challenges in enacting the semester system policy. The existing study used 

the theoretical model of coping mechanisms using a single-case research 

methodology to investigate the HODs of a prestigious public university's 

coping behaviour in implementing the semester system. Semi-structured 

interviews were employed to get the perspectives of HODs in this qualitative 

research. This study used the classification model of coping families 

developed by Tummers, Bekkers, Vink, and Michael (2015) and concludes 

that management has given HODs some task-discretionary authority for 

carrying out the semester system policy based on thematic analysis. The 

findings reveal that HODs move against the students rather than towards or 

away from them in coping behaviour. HODs strictly follow the semester 

system's policy by adhering to rigid rule-following. 
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1. Introduction 

 

The annual and semester systems are two ways to categorize the educational system. A 

committee was set up by Pakistan's Higher Education Commission in 2003 to assess the 

nation's test practices. The committee recommended that the semester system policy be adopted 

by all Pakistani universities in its final report to the HEC in 2005. Since implementing the 

semester system policy in public and private universities, research has yet to be explored on 

the coping behaviour of teaching faculty (SLB) exercises using discretion while facing 

challenges in implementing the semester system. Michal Lipsky first used the phrase "street-

level bureaucracy" in his 1969 in his article "Towards a theory of street-level bureaucracy." 

This phrase has been used frequently about organizational policies and has developed into a 

broad area of research for academics. A new version of Lipsky's famous book has shed light to 

the contribution of bottom-up methodologies in policy study (Brodkin, 2012).  

 

According to Lipsky, street-level bureaucrats (SLBs) are "public service employees who 

directly interact with citizens in the course of their work and have substantial discretion in 

carrying out their duties” (Lipsky, 2010). Law enforcement officials, police officers, educators, 

public prosecutors, medical professionals, social workers, and other public servants are known 

as SLBs. They are authorized to access a wide range of laws and provide public services. When 

exercising significant discretion, SLBs act as both policy implementers and policymakers. 

They occasionally defy established regulations due to extreme discretion (Hadna et al., 2022). 

Front-line personnel coping skills are crucial for the efficient provision of services to residents 

in the field of public administration (Lipsky, 1980). Lipsky refers to these people as front-line 

employees in his ground-breaking study on SLB and advances the idea of coping (Lipsky, 

2010). Lipsky claims that front-line workers or SLBs face stressful working environments or 

challenges, like severe workloads, resource constraints, and client conflicts. They use a range 

of coping strategies to deal with these circumstances.  

 

According to  Tummers et al (2015), public administration still needs to classify coping 

behaviour comprehensively and shows how families and employees cope while serving by 

filling the gap through the model. The behavioural strategies front-line staff use with clients to 

master, tolerate, or lessen the pressures and conflicts they encounter on a daily basis—both 

internal and external—are known as coping behaviours (Tummers et al., 2015). Coping is 

managing one's emotions and coping with daily stresses. According to Tummers et al (2015), 

coping strategies fall into three families: "moving away from, moving toward, and moving 

against clients." Rules can be bent, broken, used as tools, arranged among clients, and used 

individually for the client's advantage. Nine different coping mechanisms were identified in 

families which are "moving towards clients" were associated with "routinizing and rationing", 

"moving away from clients" with "rigid rule-following” and “aggression" with "moving against 

clients". The last two families may be considered behavioural coping, but there is no benefit to 

the clients.  

 

The aforementioned coping family model was implemented in this study, and it was then used 

to analyze how HODs implement the semester system policy while utilizing proven coping 

mechanisms as an SLB. The study's goals are to specify department heads' discretionary 

authority in carrying out semester system policy, determine the difficulties HODs have when 

implementing the semester system, and look at the coping behaviour HODs use in dealing with 

problems during the semester system policy implementation. 
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The semester system has been the subject of numerous research  (Jadoon et al., 2008; Singh & 

Kumar, 2016). Theoretical and practical studies on how teaching faculty use coping behaviour 

while implementing semester system policy still need to be conducted. This is the first study 

to examine how HODs in the teaching staff use their discretion to address issues generated by 

the semester system. The same theoretical framework for coping classification was used to 

examine SLBs in different circumstances with distinct rules  (Tummers & Rocco, 2015). 

Evidence supports the idea that HODs react to difficulties differently depending on the 

situation. It can sometimes drive them toward, away from, or against students even though the 

semester system places additional pressures on both HODs and students. The study's central 

inquiry is: How do SLBs employ coping behaviour using administrative discretion while 

implementing policies? The broad question has two sub-questions: a) what administrative 

discretion do SLBs (HOD) exercise in the policy implementation of the semester system? and 

b) what coping behaviour ways do SLBs (HOD) employ to overcome problems during the 

implementation of the policy of the semester system? 

 

2.  Literature review 

 

This study examines how SLBs respond when administrative discretion is used to implement 

policies. The literature is reviewed in four areas—policy implementation, SLB, challenges to 

SLB in policy implementation, and coping mechanisms to address this. The details of these 

different areas are discussed below: 

 

2.1.  The application of policy 

 

Edwards (1980) pointed out that the implementation phase of policymaking, which occurs 

between the establishment of a policy and its outcomes for individuals, includes the passing of 

legislation, the granting of an executive order, the rendering of a court decision, or the adoption 

of regulatory rules. The numerous players in the policy process pay attention to putting the 

policy into effect when the designer constructs the policy instruments (Birkland, 2015). 

Implementing policy can be viewed as developing due to periodic adjustments in response to 

pressures and changing environments (Powell et al., 2009). According to a literature review, 

two schools of thought focus on policy implementation: top-down and bottom-up. The first is 

concerned with macro implementation, where middle-level participants develop government 

policies or programs, and the second is with micro implementation, where individuals or 

organizations respond to these programs and policies and decide how to carry them out 

(Matland, 1995). Cerna (2013) asserts that there are distinctions between these two schools of 

thought or viewpoints concerning actors, their roles, how they interact, and the kinds of policies 

they adopt in a particular context.  

 

According to proponents of the top-down technique, policies are created by higher authorities 

and communicated to front-line employees, who promptly put them into practice (Fox, 1987). 

It focuses on variables under the control of higher management and those decision-makers at 

the top. The behavioural implementation element of actors and the critical role of implementers 

at the local level, as well as top-down models, were criticized by bottom-up models (Schofield, 

2001). The desired population and service offerings are given much attention by bottom-up 

strategy theorists who maintain that local autonomy delegation leads to the formulation of 

public policy at the local level according to local needs. Because it sees the public policy from 

the perspective of service providers, therefore, this approach is more valuable in the execution 
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phase than the centrally controlled top-down approach (Abas, 2019). Michal Lipsky is credited 

with creating this bottom-up methodology and developing the term "Street-level bureaucracy" 

(Hill & Hupe, 2002). 

 

2.2.  Street-Level Bureaucracy (SLBs) 

 

The domain of Public administration is always lively by the vital role of Street-level 

bureaucracy in the implementation of Policy (Lipsky, 2022). The term "bureaucracy" describes 

an administrative authority's organizational structures, procedures, and policies. On the other 

hand, "street level" represents the distance that the organization's higher authority is from the 

centre (Lipsky, 2010). Lipsky employs a common factor for street-level bureaucracies, such as 

welfare departments, legal aid offices, police, schools, and lower courts, where employees have 

much freedom in deciding which public rewards and penalties to impose. It also considers the 

possibility that street workers are only sometimes front-line employees who contact clients 

directly, such as when teachers interact with students in a classroom. A street-level bureaucrat 

is still seen as a street-level bureaucrat whether they speak with clients face-to-face, over the 

phone, or by email  (Vedung, 2015). Nonetheless, most of the street-level bureaucrats are 

subject to the highly politicized bureaucracies and various institutional incentives (Zarychta et 

al., 2020). 

 

SLB is a "sociological theory" that examines the various methods employed by front-line 

employees in public organizations to carry out public policy and how they apply their beliefs 

to their work. The theory is based on the premise that public sector services are the welfare 

industry's risky, demanding, and dangerous coal mines (Cooper et al., 2015). The work of SLB 

fills in the gaps between the "policy as formulated" and the "policy as implemented." Street-

level bureaucracy incorporates the paradox of handling individual cases when appropriate 

while treating all individuals equitably in their claims to the government (Lipsky, 2010). In the 

theory of SLB, the concept of discretion is essential to how policy is applied  (Mutereko & 

Chitakunye, 2015). Contexts and processes decide whether it is suitable to employ 

discretionary power in conjunction with policymakers to optimize client requirements. The 

corporate culture, structure, and professional function can occasionally influence the responses 

to launch policy, and resilient higher education institutions can face enormous challenges in 

many situations (Gull et al., 2023). 

 

2.3. Administrative discretion 

 

In the literature on policy implementation, SLB and discretion have received a lot of attention 

(Tummers et al., 2009). According to Hupe and Hill (2007), discretion is the ability of public 

servants to choose between different options for action and inaction. According to Tummers 

and Bekkers (2014), discretion is the excessive allocation of resources during policy 

implementation and the capacity to make decisions on one's own. Administrative discretion 

was defined by Scott (1997) using either worldwide or micro perspectives. From a broad 

perspective, discretion is connected to the expanded latitude that a public entity has in making 

judgments. A micro perspective, by contrast, concentrates on the choices made by field workers 

on the front lines or street levels. One perspective asserts that administrative discretion 

empowers public servants to respond to residents' needs (Sowa & Selden, 2003). However, 

because of their discretionary power, public employees can alter implementation policies 

against the wishes of policymakers (Reddick et al., 2011).  
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2.3.1. Typologies of discretion 

 

There are numerous categories of administrative discretion. Despite their diversity, they do not 

all conflict with one another. Below is a list of the numerous discretionary categories identified 

in the literature. 

 

a)  Decision-making under states of high uncertainty 
 

Shapiro (1983) asserts that bureaucrats can make decisions despite a "high and equal level of 

uncertainty" regarding the results of specific policy ideas. They can occasionally feel secure in 

the course of action they have taken. Still, they can occasionally go through a state that makes 

them wonder whether their chosen plan will be successful. They try to use decisions taken in 

comparable circumstances in the past (Angervil, 2017). 

 

b)  Task discretion 

 

The administrator's responsibilities are closely related to his discretionary power. According to 

Taylor and Kelly (2006), task discretion also applies to "priority setting" or to "thematic statutes 

or lottery statutes" when the government has prioritized objectives. When policymakers do not 

issue specific directions, task discretion refers to decisions made by administrators to lessen 

the burden and enhance performance over time (Shapiro, 1983).  

 

c)  Administrative discretion to enhance implementers’ predilection 

 

"Street-level bureaucrat discretion" refers to administrative discretion made at a lower level of 

an institution. According to the street-level method, officials create rules, regulations, and 

procedures to deal with issues that come up when policies are being applied. When an 

organization has few resources or its policies could be more precise, bureaucrats use their 

discretion to craft regulations and procedures to deal with these problems. By compelling those 

receiving social services to follow the rules and laws to get benefits, they exercise their 

significant discretionary influence over them (Lipsky, 1980).  

 

2.3.2. Prominence of street-level discretion for awareness of policy execution 

 

Lipsky provided SLB's "power position" a lot of attention. The organization's acceptance of 

bureaucrats' discretion directly affects their position of authority. SLBs are different from 

lower-level workers in that they have great flexibility in determining the kind, scope, and form 

of incentives and sanctions imposed by their organizations. Teachers have the authority to 

determine, for example, which students will be suspended, which ones can attend class, and 

which ones cannot. Second, it is up to the police to decide whether to detain, exemplary, or 

release a person with a verbal or written warning once they are detained for obnoxious 

behaviour (Lipsky, 2010). The SLB has the freedom to interpret the regulations when 

implementing the policy, as articulated by Stensöta (2011), which qualifies them de facto as 

"bureaucratic policymakers." 

 

Both "top-down" and "bottom-up" methods of implementing policy must take into account the 

concept of discretion in street-level bureaucracy (DeLeon & DeLeon, 2002). The practical 

implication of discretion is not favoured in the top-down approach. In a bottom-up approach, 
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discretion is evaluated differently. In specific cases, SLBs may exercise discretion but cannot 

circumvent broad norms, rules, and regulations because they support the policy program 

democratically and help it function efficiently. Additionally, they typically have a finite amount 

of time, money, and rules, norms, and regulations to use in enacting policy; as a result, SLB 

must use its discretion to decide which resources should be used and which rules to apply in 

the particular context in which they operate  (Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2000). Numerous 

works have explained SLB in various ways at their discretion after Lipsky's idea. Strong and 

weak discretion are two distinctions  (Evans & Harris, 2004). Vital discretion is typically used 

by professional organizations, such as doctors, who determine the criteria for decision-making 

and then decide based on those criteria. On a different continuum, weak discretion involves a 

set of guidelines or norms; SLBs are permitted to make decisions but only follow specific 

guidelines (Gilson, 2015)SLBs deal with clients with great discretion, and they encounter a 

typical range of difficulties while implementing public policy. 

 

2.4. Challenges faced by SLB in the implementation of policy       

 

The pressure or stress front-line employees or SLBs experience when providing public service 

is a topic that receives much attention in the literature on public administration (Hassan et al., 

2021). Front-line workers, including social workers, doctors, public servants, and teachers, 

occasionally struggle with heavy workloads and limited resources, as well as conflicts between 

client demands and needs and the rules and values of the organization (Lipsky, 2010; Tummers 

et al., 2012).  

 

2.4.1. Inadequate resources 

 

SLB operates in a setting with insufficient resources to complete the task. Different types of 

resource deficiency may exist. One of the under-resource issues is that there need to be more 

SLBs, yet they have many cases or clients compared to what they should be doing. They also 

have administrative duties like completing forms, which can speed up client service. Others 

could require additional soft skills, such as handling a demanding work environment due to 

insufficient experience or training. 

 

2.4.2.  Ambiguous Goals 

 

As government entities frequently need their objectives to be more precise and consistent, SLB 

frequently needs more clarity when defining its activities. For instance, does the organization's 

function in the educational system consist of imparting specific knowledge and ideals or 

meeting employers' training requirements? The program may contain opposing viewpoints that 

were never reconciled when the program was designed, or an organization may have 

accumulated its objectives year after year without critically evaluating them and, if necessary, 

needed to develop them again to align with customer compliance. These and other factors are 

among the many causes of vague, ambiguous, or contradictory objectives. 

 

2.4.3 Role conflict 

 

In the opinion of Tubre and Collins (2000), a position is a pattern of behaviours that an 

employee believes to be anticipated. Tummers et al (2012) discuss the conflicts that frontline 

employees have when carrying out government policy. Role conflicts frequently occur when 



 
S. H. B. Naqvi, Y. Salman, S. Hassan, M. Gull, K. Capraz 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
  
Journal of Humanities, Social and Management Sciences (JHSMS)  141 
 

employees on the front lines see a discrepancy between demand and policy. A common conflict 

is "Policy-client role conflict," which happens when front-line staff members believe that the 

client's demands (who want their needs or circumstances met) and the behaviour necessary for 

the policy to be implemented (such as strict adherence to the rules) are incompatible. To address 

these difficulties, institutions use control mechanisms to achieve their goals (Tummers & 

Bekkers, 2014). 

 

2.5. Coping behaviour of SLB 

 

SLB requires more information or more time to make decisions for citizens while enforcing 

public rules. When citizens are involved, the SLB's rules for carrying out a policy may only 

sometimes apply. Due to their high levels of autonomy, or "discretion," at work, SLBs create 

coping strategies or behaviours to be responsive. In response to job stress, front-line employees 

engaged in coping behaviour, known as " managing work stresses" (Lipsky, 1980). Mohammed 

(2022) proposes that, SLB in spite of being charged with immense responsibilities, they utilize 

coping ways to carry out tasks and serve to the requirements of clients. 

 

By condensing their ideal representation of the job to a more realistic form, officials on the 

ground can change their core beliefs about their work. By establishing emergency preferences 

for the solution, classifying clients based on merit, giving more attention to the easy clients, 

such as creaming, and developing techniques to manage workload during service provision, 

they modify the conception of the beneficiaries (Ellis, 2011). Winter (2002) asserts that coping 

can help lessen workload and make the job more tolerable. According to Lipsky, who believes 

this conduct needs to be fixed, implementing policies and accomplishing the organizational 

aim is systematically hampered and distorted by SLB's coping behaviour.   

 

Front-line staff members use behavioural attempts while interacting with their citizens to 

overcome, tolerate, or decrease the pressures and confrontations they experience every day, 

according to the notion of coping proposed by (Tummers et al., 2015). Three families of coping 

behaviours have been categorized in the study, and nine different ways of coping are included 

within each family. Moving towards the client is referred to as the first family, and it serves 

the client's interests. The second family, which moves away from clients, and the third family, 

which moves against clients, serve opposite clients' interests.  

 

2.5.1. Moving towards clients 

 

Street-level employees frequently pragmatically alter customers' requirements to assist them 

ultimately. It can be viewed as a coping mechanism used to the client's advantage  (Tummers 

& Rocco, 2015). It is also linked to public service motivation, which illustrates front-line 

employees' willingness to provide meaningful public service even in confusing circumstances 

(Perry, 1996; Wright et al., 2012).  

 

a)  Rule bending  

 

In the family of moving toward clients, "adjusting the rules to meet client demands" is the most 

common coping mechanism. It describes how front-line employees alter rules or regulations to 

satisfy client needs. Front-line employees' experiences implementing policies are 

fundamentally characterized by role conflict. It explains the rules and guidelines developed for 
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a policy incompatible with the needs and wants of beneficiaries (Tummers, et al., 2012). For the 

client to profit from the policy, rules are modified to deal with the role conflict (Tummers & 

Rocco, 2015). 

 

b)  Rule breaking  

 

Neglecting or purposefully impeding the rules in order to satisfy a client's requests is known as 

Rule breaking, and it is the second most commonly recommended coping style. It's comparable 

to the first approach. However, rules are intentionally broken for beneficiaries instead of the 

other way around.  

 

c)  Instrumental action  

 

In this family, the instrumental action is the third form of the coping behaviour. It is 

characterized by the implementation of durable solutions to resolve difficult circumstances and 

satisfy client requests. This action requires long-term perseverance, and there is enough time 

to find solutions.  

 

d)  Setting priorities  

 

Setting priorities among clients, such as “giving particular customers additional time, 

resources, or energy," is the fourth coping strategy in the list of coping strategies. Workers on 

the street level employ this method when confronted with a severe workload and a lack of 

resources. Consequently, treating every citizen with justice can be a challenging task. This 

coping mechanism works well for some beneficiaries or client groups but might need to work 

better for other residents. 

 

e)  Utilizing personal resources  

 

Utilizing personal resources is the final method of overcoming difficulties in this family, 

defined as "using one's own time, money, or energy to benefit the client." Even though this 

coping behaviour goes above and beyond what is required by their job descriptions, this type 

also applies to street-level workers who spend their time assisting consumers in meeting their 

requests. When employees use their resources, they can spend extra time and money (Tummers 

et al., 2015).  

 

2.5.2. Moving away from clients 

 

Moving away from clients refers to behavioural patterns when front-line staff avoid developing 

deep relationships with their clients.  

 

a)  Routinizing  

 

The first and most commonly mentioned coping method in this family is routinizing interacting 

with citizens in a standard manner. With a severe workload, employees on the ground 

endeavour to offer the same services to many citizens quickly. Receivers compromise the 

calibre of the services as a result.  
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b)  Rationing 

 

The final coping strategy in this family list is rationing, defined as "decreasing service 

availability, attractiveness or expectations to clients or client groups." In this way, using public 

services created by bureaucrats at the street level is taxing for citizens. When extreme work 

pressure and staff have significant control over the accessibility of service delivery, rationing 

is frequently practised (Tummers et al., 2015). 

 

2.5.3. Moving against clients 

 

The front-line employees directly compete with the clients, as explained by moving against the 

clients.  

 

a)  Rigid rule-following  

 

In the family portrayed, one coping strategy is strictly enforcing the rules, even if it means 

ignoring the client's requests. The front-line staff adheres to the regulations. This method is the 

antithesis of breaking and bending the rules. When there is a contradiction between the demand 

and the policy regulations and the workload is heavy, SLB will employ this coping mechanism. 

To control their clients, particularly those beneficiaries who are particularly demanding or 

manipulative, front-line staff members typically adhere closely to set guidelines (Tummers et 

al., 2015).  

 

b)  Aggression  

 

The family's final coping mechanism is "hostilely confronting clients." Front-line employees 

routinely deal with aggressive clients (Barling et al., 2001). Nevertheless, aggressiveness is a 

pertinent link between workers and clients, and the client hostility is not the only source; the 

front-line personnel may also respond aggressively, according to Hershcovis & Reich (2013). 

The workers occasionally act violently to vent their dissatisfaction. As a result, the clients may 

not necessarily be the primary source of the stress that leads to the aggressiveness (Tummers 

et al., 2015).  

 

Due to the availability of research on this topic, the coping families stated above were used in 

the context of semester system policy (Jadoon et al., 2008; Rahman, 2013; Singh & Kumar, 

2016) demonstrate the theoretical and empirical gap that the researcher identified because no 

studies have been conducted on how teaching faculty use discretion to cope with difficulties 

when implementing semester system policy. Teachers, members of law enforcement, public 

servants, social workers, health professionals, and other public officials having direct contact 

with residents and complete discretion in handling difficulties can all be SLBs (Lipsky, 2010) 

because they have many choices in executing semester system policies, instructional staff like 

HODs were considered to determine the gap.  

 

2.6. Semester system policy 

 

Higher education institutes provide advanced education services for individuals to learn high-

level knowledge (Afni, 2024; Sitopu et al., 2024). To improve the standard of higher education 

and support research and development, HEC was founded in Pakistan in 2002. There is still 



 
The role of administrative discretion in the coping behaviour of street-level bureaucrats in higher … 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
JHSMS, 2024, 5(1), 8, 135-159           144 

 

much to learn about the expansion and changes of colleges since independence. One of the 

examination system changes made by HEC in 2005 was the implementation of the semester 

system policy in Pakistani universities. The word's root is "menstrual," which means "six 

months." The semester system splits the academic year into two semesters. A semester is the 

term used to describe the six months students receive their education. Students can advance via 

this discussion of the system, presentation, task delivery, and midterm and final exams. 

According to Yousaf and Hashim (2012), since the semester system test was introduced in 

universities, there have been variances in the exam's approach, including semester tenure, paper 

setting, semester examination behaviour, and students' attitudes, discipline, and learning in the 

system. Some of the factors influencing the quality assurance of the semester system include 

unskilled staff, inadequate facilities, shortage of budget, below-standard feedback techniques, 

and incompetent institutions (Ullah, 2023). 

 

3. Research methodology  

 

The 'case study' method was selected as the research design to address the research issues. One 

public university's HODs serve as a single-case study group for this comprehensive 

investigation of the coping mechanisms that HODs use to administer the semester system while 

exercising individual discretion. For this research, a selected case study may be the best 

research strategy for various reasons. Yin (2003) believes that a case study is the best technique 

for contextual analysis when a contemporary occurrence is the main topic and it is set in a real-

world setting. The phenomena of SLB utilizing discretion to cope with obstacles (under 

investigation) is not remote from its context (policy implementation) because SLB needs to 

meet challenges and cope with them during policy implementation.  

 

This study examines how HODs coped with the introduction of the semester system. It also 

examines how HODs approach, sidestep, and engage students to deal with issues. Moreover, 

the case study research technique can be used to collect a variety of data types. Yin (2003) 

states, "The case study's unique strength is its ability to deal with a full variety of evidence 

documents, artefacts, interviews, and observations." Due to its adaptability, the case study is 

most suited to addressing the research issues through the gathering of data from the selected 

unit of analysis utilizing a qualitative approach (semi-structured interview). 

 
Table 1: A quality check methods 

Quality 

tests 
Tactics used by the researcher  Stages of research 

Construct 

Validity  

• Creation of a literature review to operationalize the ideas. 

• key informants reviewing the interview guide for validity 

• Pre-data collection 

• Data gathering 

(Pilot tests) 

Internal 

Validity 

• Explanation development  

• Use of the theme analysis approach 
• Data analysis 

External 

Validity 

• Careful Case Selection  

• Use of Theory for Analytical Generalization 

• Research design 

• Data analysis 

• Discussion 

Reliability 

With diligence, creating a case study methodology that 

includes an interview guide, a letter of permission requesting 

informed consent, and thorough documentation of data 

collecting constructing a case study database with care. 

• Pre-data collection 

• Data collection 
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3.1.  Case evaluation 

 

The current study views HODs as a "critical" and "unique" circumstance to support the single-

case analysis. The HOD is essential because it establishes the framework for applying SLB's 

well-designed theory when executing the semester system policy. It is also a unique problem 

because no research has been done to examine how HODs function when the semester policy 

is implemented.  

 

3.2.  Sampling method 

 

Data was gathered through purposive sampling from the HODs. Purposive sampling aims to 

deliberately sample people or instances for the samples chosen to be pertinent to the research 

goals, (Bryman, 2016). HODs were selected for data collection because they are pertinent to 

the predetermined study topics, interact directly with students, and resolve issues by using their 

discretion within the semester system at the departmental level. 

 

3.3.  The sample size 

 

Small sample sizes are likely to be emphasized in case study research. Its goal is to investigate 

a real-life phenomenon rather than draw statistical conclusions about a vast population (Yin, 

2003b). The researchers chose 11 participants for this investigation. These 11 responses were 

from HODs and instrumental in implementing the semester system policy. 

 

3.4.  Strategy for research 

 

For this study, the qualitative research approach was adopted. We can understand the thoughts 

and opinions of HODs on their ability to use discretionary powers and coping mechanisms to 

address issues that arise throughout the semester system, as well as how this behaviour causes 

them to act against, away from, or toward students.  

 

3.5.  Methodology of study 

 

"A research method is simply a technique for collecting data"(Bryman, 2016). Because the 

study involved individual interviews, a semi-structured technique of data collecting using 

purposive sampling was adopted. We conducted in-depth interviews in which respondents 

responded to open-ended questions that allowed for debate to get rich information (Sultana, 

Ansari, & Ilyas, 2020). This method of qualitative interview was adopted because it allows 

interviewees to express themselves in their own words (Hassan, Ansari, & Rehman, 2022). The 

researchers interviewed HODs to obtain their perspectives on discretionary powers and 

whether or not they employ copying methods under the semester system. The interview 

guideline includes 11 questions about respondent discretion, problems, and coping 

mechanisms. The questions about copying methods were developed from (Tummers & Rocco, 

2015) categorization model, as the author provided definitions in nine ways, which the 

researcher translated into questions with context alterations.  

 

4. Analysis of data 

 

Data from qualitative research were analyzed using thematic analysis techniques. It identifies,  
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examines, and interprets themes or patterns in qualitative research data  (Maguire & Delahunt, 

2017; Sultana et al., 2020). Creating codes, creating categories, and identifying themes are 

typically the three stages of thematic analysis (Gibbs, 2007). The interviews recorded as part 

of the data-gathering procedure were transcribed by the researchers, who then produced the 

written text of each interview. Researchers first created codes after carefully examining the 

interview transcript. Data coding is the process by which the researcher separates the data into 

its component segments and then gives each piece a label (Bryman, 2016). After coding the 

initial data, the second phase creates the categories. According to Wong (2008), this procedure 

assigns codes into categories and after developing categories, more prominent themes were 

formed.  

 

Figure 1: Thematic analysis stages 

 
 

4.1.  Theme 1: HODs' discretion in the execution of semester system policy 

 

The subject of this study is the SLBs/HODs’ administrative discretion in executing semester 

system policy. Some respondents claimed that our system is centralized. However, some 

respondents have decision-making authority based on individual judgment under the semester 

system. The following categories were created following the analysis of 11 interviews from the 

respondents: 

 

4.1.1. Decision-making based on centralization 

 

Interviews with HODs from several departments were undertaken. Everyone expressed how 

they defined discretion. Due to respondents' beliefs that they must adhere to the rules and 

regulations, this category was created. Like the academic calendar at the start of the year, the 

examination office provides all these regulations, and HODs must abide by them. Any unwise 
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action may have been brought to the attention of the university's higher authorities. One of the 

responses remarked that rather than making the decision themselves, they forward the student 

issues to the relevant bodies. One of the respondents said: 

 

“As a HOD or faculty member, do not possess discretionary rights or authority in the 

examination system. All of the powers are set according to the exam rules. The problem is that 

the semester system has established rules, so why must a HOD use discretion? Second, there 

is a thorough procedure in place for how things operate, even in the case of exceptional 

circumstances, difficult situations, or inconsequential situations. After going through a process, 

the application moves to the exam branch for compliance.” (HOD-02). 

 

Some respondents claimed they need discretionary authority that can be exercised according 

to the circumstances. They cannot help students with problems; they must deal with them 

according to the regulations. One of the participants stated: "If a student takes frequent 

vacations, it is up to the exam branch to decide what to do about the missed lessons or absence. 

HOD can submit the student's application, but the exam branch will make the final call. HOD 

possesses no SPECIAL POWERS that allow him to make decisions dependently” (HOD-03). 

Most participants said they must get approval from the related authorities to make their decision 

official.  

 

4.1.2. Decision-making based on individual judgment of HOD 

 

This category draws attention to the influence of some respondents who value discretion in 

their decision-making. Regarding some departmental decisions, the HODs have the last say. 

The decision is then carried out in the department. The HODs also spoke about their authority, 

including their ability to run the semester system smoothly. The HODs chose the departmental 

timetable. The HODs can assign faculty members to various courses and modules. 

One of the respondents said: 

 

“The HOD has all the authority to properly manage the semester system since those at the 

operational level of the departments understand how to run it. HOD choose certain aspects, 

such as the timetable. They consider the faculty's convenience and how they prefer to run their 

classes.” (HOD-04) 

 

The HODs retorted that higher authorities had assigned some authority to ensure a successful 

semester. They believe the exam branch provides students with a time planner for their final 

and midterm exams; the department is responsible for setting up the rest, like discretion in 

making data sheets.  

 

4.2.  Theme 2: HODs employ coping behaviour to address challenges while 

 implementing the semester system policy 

 

This study also looks at how SLBs/HODs employ coping behaviours to respond to challenges 

throughout the implementation of policies. The HODs were questioned about their experiences 

utilizing coping mechanisms after the researchers adapted the model of coping ways. Each 

respondent gives insight into their difficulties with semester system policies and how they have 

applied those copying behaviours in various circumstances while exercising their discretion 

and authority. They were based on the idea that every circumstance is different and should be 
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handled differently depending on the department. The following categories were created after 

interview data was analyzed and interpreted. 

 

4.2.1. Witness of moving toward students 

 

This category states that problem-solving strategies are advantageous to the client. It includes 

priority, instrumental action, breaking and bending rules, and personal resources. Each 

respondent talks about these kinds of encounters. When the HODs were asked if they had ever 

adjusted the regulations to benefit or assist students in times of need, they said no. 

Most respondents stated that, as a HOD, they had no authority to change the rules. It must be 

done by exam branch officials, not even staff at the front line. However, just two respondents 

responded to the researchers about how they changed the rule to assist students. They believed 

they could alter rules according to the conditions to help the students.  One respondent 

described how she modified the evaluation test for the student's benefit.        

 

"Midterm exams are now decentralized, but it was previously conducted under the examination 

department" and adhere to their weekly dates. It is entirely up to the HOD to prepare a date 

sheet for that week. So, if a student cannot attend the mid-exam for genuine reasons, she given 

an assignment instead. Yes, this is an amendment in the rule because HOD assigned an 

assignment instead of a midterm." (HOD-01) 

 

The researchers also acquired evidence concerning long-term solutions proposed by 

departmental HODs. The difficulties differ by department and necessitate different remedies. 

Two HODs responded to the researchers on how students in our department encounter resource 

constraints, such as a lack of classrooms. They solved the challenge by working together across 

departments, called it "intra-departmental collaboration". Through resource sharing, they built 

a plan at their level between HODs. 

 

"A year ago, departments were facing the problem of a lack of space (classrooms)," remarked 

one respondent. HOD devised a strategy for sharing rooms with other departments. They share 

rooms with another department by locating the free slots, and then accommodate students in 

those classes. (HOD-07) 

 

Using personal resources was the most practical means of moving towards students. Each 

respondent contributed to the student’s success by devoting their efforts, such as working 

longer hours and utilizing personal funds from their pockets. Respondent Said: 

 

"An example of this is my student who froze her last semester when I asked her, and she told 

me that she could not pay a fee for the semester," I told her she could finish the semester and 

paid her money." (HOD-01) 

 

Some HODs also told the researcher that they assist students by submitting a fee, purchasing 

books or resources etc.  

 

4.2.2. Witness of moving away from students 

 

The examination of the interviews revealed evidence of the HOD's coping way of moving away 

from the students. When the SLB has a severe workload, "Routinizing and Rationing" are used 
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in this family. They usually attempt to contact clients in a standard way, such as through 

meetings or by telling them to wait. The HODs informed the researchers on how to deal with 

the circumstances when the work pressure is intense. The researcher has discovered more 

evidence of rationing than of routinizing.  

 

During data collection, some HODs informed the researchers that they are now dealing with a 

tremendous workload due to parallel semesters in progress and first-semester admissions 

having yet to begin. Classes, upcoming admissions examinations, ongoing semester exams—

all these are workloads, along with students' issues, and they make themselves available to 

them when they get free. They do, however, make every effort to accommodate students. As a 

HOD stated: 

 

"The internship viva are going on, and most of my classes could not commence on time." As a 

result, I organize make-up classes as a priority. It is how I approach the matter." (HOD-04) 

 

The researchers witnessed only one behaviour: routinizing work. One of the HODs responded: 

“Due to heavy workload along with administrative tasks, the quality of work suffers. We have 

demanding schedules of classes, administrative tasks and research at the same time. A solution 

to this problem is for the supervisor to have a less workload and fewer research students to 

manage." (HOD-09) 

 

4.2.3. Witness of moving against students 

 

Under the stated category, students' coping with challenges is against their benefits. It consists 

of rigid rule-following and aggression. The analysis of the interviews showed that practically 

every responder exercised rigid rule-following behaviour. They used aggression with the 

students only to enforce the rules firmly.  

 

The HODs made a point of rigidly adhering to the rules and regulations, whether for the benefit 

of the students or not. The examination branch is authorized to change and create rules. They 

exclusively implement them because, according to the HODs, they are accountable for 

implementing the rules. One HOD stated:  

 

"There was a student who was carrying cheating material. She had that piece of paper in her 

pocket. Her dishonesty was exposed. The department forwarded her matter to the investigation 

branch. genuine cases like these cannot be handled at the departmental level. “(HOD-04)  

 

"If a student comes to us with an issue of frequent leaves without intimation," another 

respondent added, "we forward their case to the concerned officers to lessen our involvement." 

(HOD-10) 

 

The HODs told the researchers that, to their frustration, they try not to be nasty toward the 

students. However, they considered that when students exploit teacher leniency against them, 

they must be strict with them. One of the respondents responded: 

 

"I have never had anything like this before. It happened while teaching undergraduate students 

in the early years of my job. When I showed students the marked scripts, a student started 

acting out against me, saying that I had treated her unfairly by giving her less marks, and so 
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on. I was surprised. How does a student challenge our impartiality? I satisfied her with my 

detailed feedback" (HOD-06). 

 

5. Discussion and conclusion 

 

The study used a single-case design to apply the  (Tummers et al., 2015) classification model 

of coping families to the HODs to examine how they used their administrative discretion to 

move toward, away from, or against students. There are five ways to go toward clients: Rule 

bending, Rule breaking, Institutional action, prioritizing clients, and Personal resources. Two 

ways are included in moving away from clients: rationing and routinizing. The final family 

uses Rigid rule-following and aggressiveness to move against clients. The study was designed 

with two sub-questions based on the primary research issue: 

 

a) What administrative discretion do SLBs (HOD) exercise in the policy 

 implementation of the semester system? 

 

According to the literature, SLBs have solid and weak discretions when executing policies 

(Evans & Harris, 2004). This study validated the low discretion of HODS by using their 

judgments when making decisions. During the research analysis, this study found surprising 

and fascinating data that directly contradicted the SLB theory. The study discovered the 

viewpoint of some of the HODs that they are executing policy in a centralized system. Many 

control authorities manage student-related issues, such as the exam branch, student affairs, and 

student council office. The study observed that HODs must abide by the rules and can only 

help students by suggesting them to the appropriate authorities. Because policies are created 

by higher authorities and disseminated to front-line personnel, who implement them without 

discretion, these findings confirmed the top-down approach reported in the literature (Fox, 

1987). According to the discussion, it can be deduced that the semester system policy can be 

implemented using the SLB theory. The HODs are given discretionary authority as part of their 

duties. However, the amount of discretion depends on the policy at hand and the number of 

powers that higher authorities have granted to be used in policy implementation.  

 

b)  What coping behaviours do SLBs/HODs employ to overcome problems while 

 implementing the semester system policy? 

 

The main goal of this study is to examine how SLBs as HODs cope with the difficulties of 

using discretion when implementing the semester system policy at a higher education 

institution. The study discovered that HODs face a variety of difficulties in the semester 

system, including the workload in the system, role conflicts between students and examination 

rules, a lack of resources, and student financial issues (Lipsky, 2010; Tummers et al., 2012). 

This study discovered that HODs employ nine coping ways to execute the semester system 

policy. Each way they exercise has its problems and must be solved according to the 

circumstances of the semester system. The empirical utilization of nine coping behaviours by 

the HODs involves moving either toward, away from, or against the students. 

 

5.1. Witness of moving towards clients/students 

 

Regarding evidence pointing toward clients, SLB is frequently seen adjusting clients' 

requirements to assist them, and clients may benefit from using it as a coping practice. Five 



 
S. H. B. Naqvi, Y. Salman, S. Hassan, M. Gull, K. Capraz 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
  
Journal of Humanities, Social and Management Sciences (JHSMS)  151 
 

coping behaviours are practised in this family: rule-bending, rule-breaking, prioritizing among 

clients, instrumental action and personal resource. HODs deal with various problems and cope 

by utilizing these coping behaviours, but one of the main challenges HODs face is students' 

financial issues; the study revealed that personal resources were the most practical method 

inside the specific family (moving toward clients). HODs support students by spending their 

money.   

 

In keeping with the concept of moving towards clients, one coping behaviour "rule bending" 

that has been documented in the literature is that SLB bends the rules or regulations to 

accommodate client demands to resolve a role conflict and enable the client to benefit from the 

policy (Tummers et al., 2015). The research found minimal evidence related to rule-bending 

because HODs had a perspective that in the semester system, we do not get any authority 

related to discretion to alter or amend examination rules and regulations. With the help of the 

literature, it was discovered that SLBs experience role conflict when the demand and the rule 

are incompatible(Tummers et al., 2012) and the study came to an unexpected conclusion when 

the HODs had to deal with the problem of incompatibility between the demands of the students 

and rules. They amended the assessment test rule to help the students cope with this challenge. 

 

Another instance of "rule-breaking" inside the former family documented in the literature 

involves SLBs who purposefully flout the law rather than collaborating with 

beneficiaries(Tummers et al., 2012). This study did not support the idea that HODs utilized 

examination rule-breaking as a coping mechanism to help the students. Although no one could 

break the regulations of the test branch, the HODs had a strong opinion on this since they could 

amend it according to the circumstances but not break it. 

 

The previous family's practice of "prioritizing among clients" is another coping mechanism 

SLBs use to deal with overwhelming workloads and limited resources. Because SLB invests 

time, effort and resources in specific clients, this approach benefits sure clients more than the 

remaining citizens (Tummers et al., 2015). The study found evidence of prioritization between 

MS and PhD students due to a lack of resources; for example, when there is a seating area issue 

in the department, to cope with the problem, we provide less resources for MS students and 

give PhD students a priority, including the best resources and more time for their quality work 

than other students.  

 

Another approach inside the former family is "instrumental action." The SLB uses this coping 

method to implement long-term solutions based on severe issues for an extended period 

(Tummers et al., 2015). The current study validated this approach since HODs used their 

discretion to create departmental-level solutions to the persistent problem. The study 

discovered an intra-departmental collaboration method within instrumental action to deal with 

the issue of resource shortage, such as in a classroom.  

 

SLBs' utilization of their "personal resources" is the last method of coping used inside the 

family. They practice coping with the challenges by exercising their money and extra hours 

above the job description to support the client (Tummers et al., 2015). This is the most 

functioning one found in the research. HODs utilize their money to assist students who are 

having financial difficulties. Each HOD revealed their experiences helping students 

undercover using their own pocket money. The research found that HODs support the students 

with semester fees, book purchases, and pay for photocopying, scanning, or printing. 
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5.2. Witness of moving way clients/students 

 

The literature shows that SLBs move away from clients to avoid significant interactions with 

them. Two coping methods are stated in this family: Routinizing and Rationing. While there is 

a heavy workload and the SLB has control over the attainability of service supply, they act this 

way while implementing policies(Tummers et al., 2015). The study found evidence that HODs 

often adopted rationing behaviour to deal with work pressure and seldom became unavailable 

to students. The literature supported this behaviour of SLB to limit client demand by asking 

them to wait or referring them to higher authorities (Vedung, 2015).  

 

In this coping family, routinizing is the first coping mechanism SLB employs to deal with the 

problem of the heavy workload. SLB uses a standard way to treat clients by attempting to offer 

numerous citizens the same level of services, making it a matter of routine (Tummers et al., 

2015). The research analysis did not support the coping method of HODs in the semester 

system because every student face challenges and needs help to resolve them in a standard way. 

When facing the challenge of a heavy workload, they employ rationing behaviour rather than 

routinizing. Surprisingly, the research only witnessed one routinizing behaviour in the semester 

system. During the semester system, they face the challenges of heavy work pressure because 

of dealing with various things simultaneously, including managing their time for classes and 

research supervision.  

 

"Rationing" is the second or final coping mechanism in this family. When SLBs face extreme 

pressure in policy execution, they exercise this coping mechanism. In this way, workers at the 

street level lower client expectations and service availability. They only employ this behaviour 

when they have significant control over the possibility of service provision(Tummers et al., 

2015). The study witnessed rationing behaviour in HODs' actions when coping with the 

workload issue. The study claimed that to deal with the pressure of work, they held waiting the 

students for some time but accommodated them later on. 

 

5.3. Witness of moving against clients/students 

 

This is the final family in the coping mechanism employed by SLB. The literature identified 

that SLBs exercise this behavioural pattern to include each other in confrontations with clients. 

Coping exercised by workers at the street level who are not serving the client's interests can 

help us understand this family, and this is the opposite of the client's benefit. SLBs utilize this 

coping mechanism when they face heavy workloads. Rigid rule-following and Aggression are 

the two coping behaviours defined in this family (Tummers et al., 2015). HODs strictly 

employed this action in executing the semester system. As stated by HODs, if the rules are 

against the students' interests or if the students are having any issues with the rules or 

regulations of the examination, we advise them to contact the concerned body. In the semester 

system, the investigation also discovered the aggressive actions of HODs with students. 

 

The first coping mechanism, "Rigid rule-following," falls under the family of moving against 

clients. According to the literature, SLB adheres to rules or regulations that may not be in the 

client's best interests or go against them. SLB sticks to following the rules rather than bending 

and breaking them. They employ this coping mechanism (Tummers et al., 2015). This coping 

way was identified in the HODs in the semester system by the current study's analysis. 

Examination rules are against students' benefit or not; they follow them strictly. According to 
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this study, HODs more closely adhere to rules and regulations than rule bending or breaking 

for students. The literature demonstrates that SLBs rigorously adhere to regulations to make 

their work safer and simpler (Tummers & Rocco, 2015).  

 

Aggression is the last coping way used within a family. SLB engages in adversarial dialogue 

with its clients in this way. According to the Literature, SLBs use aggression to ease frustration 

(Tummers et al., 2015). This study discovered evidence of aggressive behaviour on the part of 

HODs but stringent rule-following for students, such as failing to submit assignments on time. 

The study also found that clients can be aggressive toward employees at the front line and that 

students can sometimes become frustrated (Barling et al., 2001). Stress and burnout can also 

affect how street-level bureaucrats interact with their clients (Mikkelsen et al., 2023). 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

According to the current study's results, HODs are more likely to move against students than 

toward or away from them to deal with challenges. When there is a role conflict between 

students and examination rules, HODs are more likely to adhere to the rules than to bend or 

break them. This research reveals some restrictions and future directions. This study is initially 

"gender specific." The researchers examined only female HODs' coping strategies for 

implementing the semester system. Because the institution chosen was a female university, 

female HODs were the unit of analysis. Therefore, more research is needed in which academics 

may apply the same theoretical model to various SLBs, such as social workers, physicians, 

police officers, lawyers, and lower court judges, employing both genders (female and male) 

and different policies in various contexts or scenarios. 
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