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Outline
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• What are administrative burdens?

• How do burdens matter?

• How can we reduce them?



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, be it 
when trying to vote or enroll in Social Security.



NO!

Are burdens always bad?
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What are Administrative
Burdens?



• Learning Costs
• Compliance Costs 
• Psychological costs 

Defining the concept

7



• Engaging in search processes to collect information 
about public services, and how they are relevant to 
the individual 

Learning costs
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Learning costs: Medicare
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• 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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Image from ACLU.org

That really hurt. I’d lived in 
the same house for 85 
years, I’d served on the 
village board for 18 years, 
and then they told me that 
I wasn’t going to be 
allowed to vote. I left the 
DMV and thought, “It just 
isn’t right.” I felt so 
downtrodden…it just felt 
like I wasn’t as good as 
anyone else. 

– Ruthelle Frank



Why burdens matter



Burdens Take Time:  Onerous Processes

7.4 billion hours each 
year on tax reporting
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Burdens Affect Participation: SNAP

Source: CBPP



Michael Williamson, Washington Post



Burdens Exacerbate Inequality

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

18



How can we reduce burdens?



Burdens are constructed

• Product of administrative and political 
choices
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How public officials should evaluate burdens

Transparency
• Who is affected (distributional impacts), how are 

their views/interests considered

Rationality
• Benefits and Costs (e.g. people not getting needed 

benefits) must be considered.
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Design: “Administration is legislation in action”



Deconstructing burdens: Training

• Cost-benefit analysis is a parallel

• “Sludge audits” 
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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
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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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That’s it!
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