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• What are administrative burdens?
• Why should we care?

Overview
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What are 
administrative 

burdens?



• Individual’s experience of policy implementation as 
onerous 

• Occurs in any context that state regulates private 
behavior, or structures access to services

• Learning, compliance and psychological costs 

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

• Example – learning that a program exists, whether 
you are eligible, how much it might benefit you, 
how to apply

• Such knowledge is not innate

Learning costs
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Child tax credit learning cost

• Mitigated by automatic enrollment –
if you file taxes, or got COVID 
stimulus

• Some will not have received it before 
(lacked an earnings offset) or be 
enrolled

• Large outreach effort – but this is not 
a core IRS skill
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The costs of following administrative rules and 
requirements 
• Completing forms
• Providing documentation of status
• Frequency of re-certification
• Money spent (e.g., fee for services, hiring legal help)

Compliance costs
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CTC
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• Low compliance costs if enrolled
• Much higher if you have to enroll - initial 

website not very useful, no mobile option, 
accessible only in English

• Intuit withdrew after criticism, Code for 
American (non-profit) on board now 



• Stigma of applying for or participating in a 
program with negative perceptions

• Loss of personal power or autonomy in 
interactions with the state

• Stresses of dealing with administrative 
processes, loss of benefit

Psychological costs

10



Why should 
we care?



Burdens are distributive 

• Benefit or disadvantage some groups more than 
others

• Less advantaged groups may be more targeted by 
burdens
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Burdens are distributive: CTC 

• 86% 
automatically 
enrolled, 
but……
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Burdens are constructed

• Policymaking by other means
• Burdens are opaque

• The “details” of administration
• Effects not widely understood
• Present as technical fixes or serving values with 

wide support (reducing fraud)
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Burdens are constructed

• Burdens partly a product of administrative and 
political choices

• Preferences of political actors about policy or 
constituency will affect the design of burdens
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Child Tax Credit

• Design intended to reduce burdens
• But the key issue is the experience for the 

poorest recipients 
• Potential implications of work requirements
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That’s it!


