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What are Administrative
Burdens?



• Learning Costs

• Compliance Costs 

• Psychological costs 

Defining the concept
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Why the term “Administrative Burden”? 
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• We need a language—and a clear conceptual 

frame—to talk about the experiences people 

have when they engage with government



Some parameters

Interested in:

• Burdens in the rules 
governing public services, not 
on private providers

• Effects on individuals (but 
could be employees)

• Look at access to public goods
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NO!

Are burdens always bad?
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• Engaging in search processes to collect information 
about the rules governing public services, and how 
they are relevant to the individual 

Learning costs

8



• The costs of following administrative rules and 
requirements 

Compliance costs
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• Stigma

• Loss of Autonomy

• Stress

Psychological costs
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Why burdens matter



Burdens are consequential



Burdens Take Time: Onerous Processes

US public spends 7.4 
billion hours – or $196B –
each year on tax reporting
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Burdens Affect Participation

15



Burdens Affect Participation
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Burdens are distributive



Exacerbating Inequality: Targeting

• Poor more subject to means-testing, more 
subject to burdens
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Exacerbating Inequality: Human Capital

• Education, economic resources, health, 
language skills, time and other individual 
resources shape peoples’ ability to navigate 
burdens.
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Meeting 

between 

citizens and 

the rules of 

income 

support



How to reduce burdens



Recognize that burdens are constructed

• Opaque nature of burdens make them 
attractive policy tools

• Preferences of administrators may affect the 
implementation of burdens
• Nature of processes
• How information is communicated
• Who gets hassles/help
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Deconstructing burdens:  Technology

• Can both reduce and increase burdens
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Deconstructing burdens: Automation

• Changing the default and otherwise automating 
processes – powerful type of nudge that reduces 
all types of costs

• Relying on ex-post rather than ex-ante checks

• Needs state capable and willing to use 
administrative data 
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Deconstructing burdens: 
When help is required

• Information does not solve compliance problems

• Individuals feel overwhelmed, lack capacity

• Third parties can help, but can reinforce inequality
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When nudges are not enough: Help

• Using information technology to automate help
• Pre-filled forms
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When nudges are not enough: program design

• Social Security: “The biggest 
bookkeeping organization in the 
world”

• Complex program feels simple, 
strong political support 

• Management principles:
• Simple

• Accessible
• Respectful
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That’s it!


