


• Simple

• Accessible

• Respectful

How do we want people to view and 
experience government?



• Seemingly small burdens have big effects 

•Burdens have distributive effects – reinforce 
inequality

• Such experiences shape our views of 
government

Why burdens matter?



The federal government wants to reduce burden



What are 
Administrative Burdens?



• Learning Costs
• Compliance Costs 
• Psychological costs

Defining the concept



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

Learning Costs



Bhargava and Manoli 2015, 
American Economic Review



• The costs of following administrative rules 
and requirements 

Compliance Costs



Time!

7.4 billion hours each 
year on tax reporting

$196B worth of time on 
federal paperwork



• Stigma

• Loss of autonomy

• Stress

• Fear

• Frustration

Psychological Costs



Psychological costs
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Inequalities in 
Administrative Burdens in the 

Tax System





•Have shifted more of the welfare state through tax system

Public services provided through tax code





•Often have lower burdens and are less 
stigmatizing.
• Compare applying for Medicaid vs. tax subsidized 

employer insurance

Public services provided through tax code



•Don’t have the resources to navigate the tax system in the 
same way high income individuals do.
•Key challenge is the connection to the tax system
•People perform less well under conditions of scarcity, 

stress, poor health

Key Challenges for Low-Income Americans



Practical Solutions to Reduce 
Burdens



• Product of administrative and political choices

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

• Opaque nature of burdens make them attractive policy tools

• Need to make burdens more salient and understand burden 
tolerance

Recognize that burdens are constructed



•Require consideration of costs, as well as benefits, of 
burdens in policy design
• Identify effects on different subgroups
• Sludge audits: Routine processes to measure, identify, 

reduce burdens
•Make it a standard in contracting

What should governments do?



•Build up specialist CX capacity
• Simplify processes and provide support
• Engage with stakeholders to identify problems
•Use administrative data: 
• Better targeted outreach
• Change default to opt out rather than opt in 

• Engage with General Counsels

ACUS Recommendations



• Financial costs of filing

• Time spent engaging with process
• 5,000 new customer service workers
• 87% increase in phone calls answered
• Wait times declined by 85% from 27 minutes to 4 minutes

IRS investments to reduce compliance costs



•Requires leadership support, consistency of 
communication
• Example: Veteran’s Affairs core values:

Building a supportive culture



•Customer experience EO puts strong emphasis on 
inequality and access
• Should IRS be tracking variation in experiences by different 

groups?

Considering inequality



•Overburdened agencies cannot reduce burdens on 
clients
• IRA investments can be transformative
•New IRS CX office in 2022

Capacity matters



That’s it!
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