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Abstract of Dissertation

Essays on Administrative Burden and E-Government in Social Services

Public agencies are increasingly turning to digital systems to determine
individuals’ eligibility for social programs, update personal data, manage cases, monitor
claimants’ compliance with program rules, and distribute benefits. Digitalization
influences both how public servants conduct their daily work and how citizens interact
with the state. Administrative burden offers a promising theoretical framework for
investigating how digital systems shape the distribution of benefits and burdens in such
interactions. This dissertation, structured as three interconnected papers, uses multiple
methods to explore themes related to public sector digitalization, the experience of
administrative burden, and support for burdens in policy design.

In Chapter 1, I use a systematic literature review to explore how digitalization
influences the discretion of street-level bureaucrats. The results show that information
and communication technologies affect human discretion through several mechanisms,
including removing face-to-face interactions, standardizing processes, enhancing top-
down monitoring, increasing information exchanges, and providing decision support.
Street-level bureaucrats adopt various strategies to resist digital-driven standardization,
suggesting that technology implementation may alter workplace dynamics and frontline
workers’ professional identities. Revealing the processes of changing discretion has
implications for research and practice as more agencies expand their reliance on ICT to
deliver public services, thereby incorporating new actors and institutional arrangements.

Chapter 2 examines the potential trade-offs between the administrative burdens

imposed on clients and those experienced by frontline staff. Burden tolerance, understood

vil



as support for the learning, compliance, and psychological costs clients incur when
seeking services, reflects a belief that such costs serve legitimate policy purposes. Using
in-depth, semi-structured interviews with staff from U.S. workforce programs, I explore
how administrative procedures and digital platforms shape public servants’ burden
tolerance. The results show that public managers and frontline workers in a workforce
and training program tend to have low tolerance for burden and frequently engage in
active burden shifting to improve client experiences and their own workload.

Chapter 3 uses a factorial survey experiment to investigate the factors driving
burden tolerance when online application processes are used to determine eligibility for
social benefits. While the concept of burden tolerance has recently attracted attention
within the administrative burden research program, no empirical studies have explicitly
considered the role of claimants’ digital skills in shaping public support for burdensome
policy implementation. The survey results show that perceptions of claimants’ digital
disadvantage significantly influence the recognition that an administrative procedure is
onerous for specific populations. However, the effects on other components of burden
tolerance are more mixed. The findings have implications for future research on passive
and active support for burdens, as well as how e-government informs the distribution of

benefits and burdens.
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Introduction to the Dissertation

Public agencies are increasingly turning to automated systems to determine
individuals’ eligibility for social programs, update personal data, manage cases, monitor
claimants’ compliance with program rules, and distribute benefits. E-government—the
delivery of public services using information and communication technologies—is part of
a broader shift toward modernization in the public sector (Brown, 2007; Dunleavy et al.,
2006). Digitalization influences both how public servants conduct their daily work and
how citizens interact with the state. Administrative burden offers a promising theoretical
framework for investigating how digital systems shape the distribution of benefits and
burdens in such interactions. In this collection of essays, I explore themes related to
public sector digitalization, the experience of administrative burden, and support for
burdens in policy design.

Administrative burden has gained attention in public administration and related
disciplines as scholars examine how administrative processes mediate the accessibility
and provision of public services.! Emerging from earlier research based on theories like
red tape (Bozeman, 1993; Madsen et al., 2022b), street-level bureaucracy (Lipsky, 1980),
and the social construction of target populations (Schneider & Ingram, 1993), the
administrative burden research program covers a range of themes related to citizens’
interactions with government and how easily they receive services to which they are
entitled. The barriers individuals encounter when interacting with the state may constitute
administrative burdens, often conceptualized as the “experience of policy implementation

as onerous” (Burden et al., 2012, p. 642).

! Parts of the Introduction draw on an earlier paper I submitted for PhD coursework.



A mainstream framework for administrative burden categorizes onerous
experiences into learning, compliance, and psychological costs for individuals engaging
with public organizations (Moynihan et al., 2015). Regardless of whether they serve
legitimate bureaucratic or policy functions, these costs arise from deliberate political
choices and are highly consequential for the individuals who experience them (Moynihan
et al., 2015; Herd & Moynihan, 2018). Studies of administrative burden tend to center on
the experiences of citizens to understand how they experience and cope with burden (e.g.,
Nisar, 2018; Barnes & Henly, 2018; Masood & Nisar, 2021), though some studies focus
on the actions street-level bureaucrats and other state actors take to impose or alleviate
burdens (e.g., Jilke & Tummers, 2018; Bell & Smith, 2022; Bell et al., 2021).

Recent studies have also emphasized the role of burden tolerance, conceptualized
as people’s positive attitudes toward burdens and a willingness to enact them through
administrative processes (Baekgaard et al., 2021; Baekgaard et al., 2024). As
administrative burden research has evolved, there is growing recognition that burdens are
distributed along social inequalities (Herd et al., 2023; Herd & Moynihan, 2025; Ray et
al., 2023; Yates et al., 2022). Perceptions of administrative burdens vary depending on
how people prioritize public values such as equity, efficiency, accountability, and
responsiveness. For instance, people may support burdensome requirements to furnish
documents if they want to ration scarce government resources or guard against fraud,
while others may oppose such requirements if they view them as violating equity for
marginalized citizens (Doughty & Baehler, 2020). While administrative burdens

profoundly influence citizen-state interactions, questions remain about the factors



underlying people’s support for burdens and how digitalization shapes burdensome
experiences.

Like administrative burdens, government digitalization is rife with normative
debates over its potential to uphold or violate public values such as efficiency, equity, and
choice in public services (Dunleavy et al., 2006; Cordella & Tempini, 2015; Lips, 2020;
Borry & Getha-Taylor, 2019). The recent uptake in government modernization projects
has garnered the attention of researchers and practitioners interested in the effects of
digitalization on citizens. Insofar as digital systems automate bureaucratic processes that
require little human discretion (Young et al., 2019) or simplify complex administrative
procedures by shifting burdens back to the state (Herd et al., 2013), digitalization can
reduce burdens on citizens. For instance, applying for benefits or demonstrating
compliance through online systems obviates the need to secure childcare, disability
accommodations, time off work, and transportation to meet with case managers in
person. Automatic enrollment in social benefits can reduce wait times and information
barriers for clients (Herd & Moynihan, 2018; Fox et al., 2020). Informational nudges
provided through digital systems could help anticipate clients’ needs (Lopoo et al., 2021;
Scholta & Lindgren, 2023) and help people overcome the learning costs of matching
themselves to state-created categories (Moynihan et al., 2022). Removing in-person
interactions may also mitigate claimants’ feelings of welfare stigma and concerns about
racialized or gendered discrimination from frontline bureaucrats (Madsen et al., 2022a).

However, some studies suggest digitalization may introduce frictions, particularly
for citizens facing structural disadvantages due to racism, sexism, classism, and ableism

(Peeters, 2023; Madsen et al., 2022a). Automating aspects of case management may



impose burdens on applicants with low digital skills or insufficient technology access
(Bielefeld, 2021; Ali & Altaf, 2021). Introducing digital systems into client-state
interactions may also have profound impacts on frontline workers' discretion (Bovens &
Zouridis, 2002) and on public perceptions of procedural fairness (Busuioc, 2021).
Digitalization may thereby inform the degree to which people tolerate burdens in
administrative procedures, and how public servants engage in burden shifting to manage
tradeoffs in onerous experiences for themselves and clients.

The research streams on administrative burden and e-government converge to
examine how policy implementation choices shape subjective individual experiences
with government. Peeters (2023, p. 8) argues there is value in conceptualizing digital
administrative burdens at the intersection of these research streams in order to “identify
several of [digital burdens’] distinctive features, especially regarding origins, which are
often hidden in the design of information systems and algorithms (Peeters & Widlak,
2018), and possible remedies, such as carving out spaces for empathy and the human
factor in impersonal interactions and decision-making procedures (Ranchordas, 2022).”
The dissertation heeds this call to explore digital burdens and the mechanisms of burden
tolerance, which may inform the origin of such burdens.

The dissertation is structured as three essays that examine themes related to public
sector digitalization, the experience of administrative burden, and support for burdens in
policy design. I investigate contradictory assertions and the power of e-government to
shape administrative burdens from the perspectives of three stakeholder groups: frontline
workers, public managers, and citizens. Chapter 1 takes up the research question: ~ow

does the use of e-government technologies influence bureaucratic discretion in client



interactions? Revealing the processes of changing discretion has implications for
research and practice as more agencies expand their reliance on technologies to deliver
public services, thereby incorporating new actors and institutional arrangements. Through
a systematic literature review, I examine studies that explore the relationship between
street-level discretion and the use of information and communication technologies.
Results of the review show that technologies can change human discretion through
mechanisms such as removing face-to-face interactions, standardizing processes,
enhancing top-down monitoring, increasing information exchanges, and providing
decision support.

In Chapter 2, I turn to the relationship between burden tolerance and
digitalization. Burden tolerance, understood as support for the learning, compliance, and
psychological costs clients incur when seeking services, reflects a belief that such costs
serve legitimate policy purposes. Previous research has explored some of the factors
underlying burden tolerance; however, it is unclear to what extent burdens on staff
influence their willingness to shift those burdens to clients. This study seeks to address
the following research questions: (1) How do public servants think of burdens on
themselves, their employees, and their agency? (2) How do public servants think of
burdens on clients? (3) How does digitalization influence public servants’ tolerance for
administrative burden? Using in-depth, semi-structured interviews with staff from U.S.
workforce programs, I explore how administrative procedures and digital platforms shape
public servants’ tolerance for administrative burdens. The results show that public

servants in a workforce and training program tend to have low tolerance for burden and



frequently engage in active burden shifting to improve client experiences and, sometimes,
their own workload.

Chapter 3 further investigates the underlying features of burden tolerance, with an
emphasis on the role of claimants’ digital skills in constructing people’s support for
burdensome policy implementation. I use a factorial survey experiment to address the
research question: What factors drive burden tolerance in social programs that use online
application forms to determine eligibility for benefits? The results show perceptions of
claimants’ digital disadvantage significantly influence the recognition that an
administrative procedure is onerous for specific populations. However, the effects on
other components of burden tolerance are more mixed. The findings have implications
for future research on passive and active support for burdens, as well as how e-
government informs the distribution of benefits and burdens.

Collectively, the three essays demonstrate that e-government is relevant to
subjective experiences of administrative burden and to people’s support for burdensome
policy design. The findings indicate that public servants and citizens are acutely aware of
the burdens inherent in public administration and often hold strong attitudes about the
extent to which the state and individual claimants are responsible for reducing burdens.
Chapters 1 and 2 reveal that public servants may find workarounds to ease the client
experience, at times resisting rigid compliance with program rules to do so. Chapters 2
and 3 show that, despite e-government's potential to streamline processes and reduce
burdens, many people perceive greater relative burdens for digitally disadvantaged
clients. Taken together, the dissertation essays provide evidence that digitalization plays

an essential role in public thinking about the acceptability of burdensome policy design.



Chapter 1. Automating Street-Level Discretion: A Systematic Literature Review and

Research Agenda

Note: This is the final version of the following article, with in-text citations modified to
follow APA guidelines: Northcott, E.W. (2025). Automating Street-Level Discretion: A
Systematic Literature Review and Research Agenda. Policy Studies Journal.

https://doi.org/10.1111/psi.70024

1.1 Introduction

Public agencies increasingly use technology to streamline administrative
processes, improve data sharing, and engage with the public. When information and
communication technologies (ICT) are introduced to supplement or substitute human
judgment, street-level bureaucrats may observe changes to the nature and scope of their
discretion. An implicit assumption behind many ICT implementations is that process
automation and enhanced data sharing will increase efficiency in public service delivery,
thereby enhancing the work of public servants (Dunleavy et al., 2006; Buftat, 2015).
However, some frontline workers view ICT as a threat to their perceived autonomy and
contributions (Snellen 2002), signaling a concern for public managers who want to limit
turnover. Investigating the relationship between ICT and street-level discretion is
necessary to reveal potential outcomes for the public sector workforce and the clients
they serve.

Street-level bureaucracy has been a core theme in public management since
Michael Lipsky coined the term to describe how individual decision makers exercise

discretion in their work and thus shape policy from the bottom up (Lipksy, 1980). Bovens


https://doi.org/10.1111/psj.70024

and Zouridis (2002) later observed a shift from public-facing street-level bureaucracy to
“screen level” work guided by ICT and administrative datasets. They predicted some
agencies would undergo yet another transformation to “system-level bureaucracies,”
where managers and ICT programmers would replace the role of street-level bureaucrats
in individual case management (Bovens & Zouridis, 2002). The notion that ICT
implementation changes the nature of public organizations themselves has its roots in the
curtailment theory, which argues that technological advances “downgrade” street-level
work and “[predetermine] decision premises” (Snellen, 2002, p. 194). In contrast, the
enablement thesis points to ways ICT empowers street-level bureaucrats, like automating
mundane workflows or providing additional information that bureaucrats can use in their
decision-making (Buffat, 2015). Recent research has explored the impact of “digital
discretion” on public values (Busch & Henriksen, 2018) and the accountability of public
agencies (Busuioc, 2021).

Despite this conceptual progress, questions remain about how ICT shapes the
discretion of street-level bureaucrats. Discretion can be defined as the authority granted
to street-level bureaucrats to “adapt law to the circumstances of cases in a manner
consistent with policy and hierarchical authority” (Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2003, p.
4). In other words, discretion entails the freedom to make decisions given one’s
professional role, administrative rules, and organizational characteristics. ICT use in
public agencies has the potential to alter each of these contextual factors: technology may
reshape the professional roles and identities of street-level bureaucrats, supplant existing
rules, and implicitly modify hierarchies within personnel structures of organizations. This

paper investigates the mechanisms—the “engines of explanation” that regularly produce



certain outcomes (Pawson et al., 2005, p. 23; Hunter et al., 2022)—underlying such
changes to street-level discretion.

A systematic review approach is used to examine the following research question:
how does the use of ICT influence street-level discretion in client interactions? 1 review
87 studies that explore ICT implementation in street-level bureaucracies across a variety
of policy contexts. A systematic literature review is needed to integrate research findings
at the intersection of street-level bureaucracy and e-government, which has received a
dramatic increase in scholarly attention in recent years. A systematic approach is also
useful to assess trends and gaps in the substantive focus of publications, highlighting
unanswered questions and areas for future research. As such, this study contributes to the
literature by synthesizing categories of mechanisms through which ICT changes
discretion in public agencies, as well as street-level bureaucrats’ responses to such
changes.

The rest of the article is structured as follows. First, I outline some of the key
theories related to street-level discretion, public sector ICT use, and other terms that
frequently appear in the literature. I then describe the process of scoping and appraising
the literature on “digital discretion.” The findings section highlights trends in the research
and examines the mechanisms through which ICT curtails, enables, or otherwise alters
street-level discretion. Five primary categories of mechanisms are discussed: (1)
removing face-to-face interactions, (2) standardizing routines and processes, (3)
enhancing top-down monitoring, (4) increasing information exchanges, and (5) providing

decision supports. I also analyze typical responses of street-level bureaucrats to ICT-



driven influences on their discretion and conclude with a list of directions for future

research.

1.2 Theoretical Background
1.2.1 Street-level bureaucracy theory

A foundational debate in the fields of public policy and public administration
concerns the proper role of unelected bureaucrats. Some argue that workers in public
agencies, whether they serve as political appointees or career bureaucrats, should be
responsible to elected officials (see Jackson, 2009 for an overview). Others view
bureaucratic discretion as a key feature of an administrative landscape that purports to
remain adaptable to local conditions (Thomann et al., 2018) and represent the diverse
interests of the public (Riccucci &Van Ryzin, 2017). The tension between meeting top-
down policy goals and managing ambiguity from the bottom up is therefore a central
issue in the policy implementation literature, with wide-ranging implications for
“operational governance” and public performance (Hupe & Hill, 2021, p. 68; Matland,
1995; Lipsky, 1980, 2010).

Street-level bureaucrats—the welfare caseworkers, law enforcement officers,
teachers, healthcare workers, and other civil servants who directly interact with members
of the public—represent the “frontlines” of public administration (Lipsky, 2010;
Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2003; Hupe et al., 2015). Their roles often grant them vast
authority over the allocation of benefits and sanctions for those seeking public services
(Lipsky, 2010, p. xi). Interactions between street-level bureaucrats and members of the

public thus have profound impacts on people’s willingness to engage with the state

10



(Barnes & Henly, 2018). A key claim in Lipsky’s (1980) seminal work is that street-level
bureaucrats must cope with institutional and cognitive constraints in their daily work
activities, which lead them to develop “patterned” routines that affect the equity, equality,
responsiveness, and accountability of public service provision (Brodkin, 2015, p. 29).
These adaptive strategies make street-level bureaucrats “policymakers in their own right”
(Hupe et al., 2015, p. 9; Cohen & Aviram, 2021). Discretionary power therefore
encompasses the choices street-level bureaucrats make regarding the quality, quantity,
and timeliness of the services they administer, which may diverge from formal policy
expectations (Hupe, 2013; Gofen, 2014; Thomann et al., 2023). Perspectives vary about
whether street-level discretion is a positive or negative characteristic of implementation
overall (Nothdurfter & Hermans, 2018). Moreover, there may be a gap between the
discretion granted to frontline workers by policymakers and the discretion they use in
practice (Hupe et al., 2015, p. 17).

Given the paradoxes inherent in the realities of policy implementation, it is no
surprise that discretion is by far the most studied outcome variable in publications
focused on street-level bureaucracy (Chang & Brewer, 2022, p. 8). The behavior and
perceptions of street-level bureaucrats are also major areas of study (Tummers et al.,
2015; Chang & Brewer, 2022); this paper specifically attends to the coping behavior and
attitudes of street-level bureaucrats in response to ICT implementation. Studies in recent
years have examined how intensifying demands for operational efficiency and
performance measurement are “[squeezing] out” street-level discretion (Brodkin, 2015, p.
35). At the same time, increasing decentralization of government agencies and

uncertainty amid disasters like pandemics may expand frontline workers’ roles as de
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facto policymakers (Gofen & Lotta, 2021). E-government relates to both of these trends:
ICT use in public agencies is often rationalized on the basis of enhancing efficiency, and
it may introduce contextual factors that require street-level bureaucrats to wield their
discretion differently.
1.2.2 E-government

While some definitions of e-government include any type of public sector ICT
use, the focus on street-level discretion in this literature review calls for a narrower
definition: e-government constitutes the delivery of public services using ICT (Brown,
2007). Still, considerable variation across definitions for ICTs limits coherent theories
about their impact on human discretion. A frequently cited conceptualization by Bovens
and Zouridis (2002) points to a fundamental shift in the legal and organizational structure
of public agencies following the implementation of ICT. Using a case of automated
decisions on student grants and loans in the Netherlands, Bovens and Zouridis illustrate a
narrowed scope of human discretion to discrete tasks like managing appeals over the
automated decisions, which they characterize as “screen-level bureaucracy.” A higher-
order transformation to “systems-level bureaucracy” may occur as human workers shift
their focus away from individual case management and toward system maintenance,
“optimizing information processes,” and forming interagency partnerships (Bovens &
Zouridis 2002, p. 178).

The conceptions of screen- and systems-level bureaucracies have become

touchstones for much of the public administration literature on digital discretion.
However, their applications have broadened over time as the ICT landscape has evolved.

The umbrella term of ICT refers to many things: Internet websites and communication

12



channels, self-service web portals and kiosks, machine learning algorithms, predictive
analytics, large datasets that meet definitions of “big data” alone or in combination,
automated systems used for eligibility determinations and case management, data
warehouses, decision support systems, fraud detection software, automated compliance
systems, facial recognition technologies, software that might be called “artificial
intelligence,” and more (Desouza, 2021; Busch & Henriksen, 2018).

The integration of ICT systems in government agencies also has many names. In
addition to “e-government” (Snellen, 2002; Henman, 2010; Buffat, 2015), the
transformative nature of ICT implementation has been referred to as “infocracy”
(Zuurond, 1998), “digital-era governance” (Dunleavy et al., 2006), “cyber-bureaucracy”
(Hood & Margetts, 2010), and “algorithmic bureaucracy” (Vogl et al., 2020). The
consistent thread in these characterizations is the hypothesis that datafication and
informatization become substitutes for human discretion (Snellen, 2002). Young,
Bullock, and Lecy (2019, p. 3) use the term “artificial discretion” to describe cases when
machine-learning-based systems “augment or automate the exercise of administrative
discretion,” suggesting an impact that extends beyond the capability of other ICT tools to
inform expert judgment or render policy outcomes. However, the bounds on the decision-
making power of ICT systems are not always clear in empirical studies of their use, nor
to members of the public who engage with electronic systems and forms in place of
human workers. “Digital discretion” for automated systems ranges considerably between
validating an online benefits application for typographical errors and flagging a family

for investigation by child protective services based on data inputs, for example
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(Chouldechova et al., 2018). The extent to which ICT tools augment or replace street-
level discretion informs hypotheses about the overall effect on human agency.

Prior literature reviews have examined the impact of ICT through the lens of
public value theory. For example, a study by MacLean and Titah (2021) classifies the
impacts of e-government services according to the generation of value for taxpayers and
clients. Twizeyimana and Andersson (2019) also analyze e-government impacts through
a public value lens to develop a conceptual model of broad improvements to public
values. Busch and Henriksen (2018) focus on street-level bureaucrats by examining the
conditions under which “digital discretion” shifts public service values. These and other
reviews of e-government primarily explore the impacts of ICT use on public servants and
members of the public. Rather than focusing on impacts, this review investigates the
mechanisms through which ICT influences street-level discretion and how such

mechanisms transform the nature of service provision.

1.3 Methods
1.3.1 Search and selection

The research question calls for inquiry based on three main elements: (1) the
discretion of street-level bureaucrats, and e-government, which describes how (2) public
sector organizations use (3) ICT tools. Initial keyword searches in Google Scholar and
Web of Science were used to specify search terms and gauge the size of the literature.
Variation in the types of government technologies required the inclusion of several
keywords covering systems that might be described as algorithmic, digital, “ICT,”

automated, and “artificial intelligence.” Because the term “street-level bureaucracy” is
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unlikely to appear in disciplines outside of public policy and public administration, other

29 ¢¢ 99 ¢¢

keywords like “frontline,” “administrator,” “case worker,” “discretion,” and “decision”
were included.? Relevant sources were identified through a systematic search process
following the guidelines of the PRISMA protocol (Page et al., 2021). Figure 1.1 shows
the number of published records at each stage of the search process. A search in Web of
Science’s Social Science Citation Index (SSCI) in April 2024 yielded 933 results
published between 1998 and 2024. Prior to screening, I removed eight articles classified

as meta-analyses or reviews of the gray literature.

Figure 1.1. Search process for sources included in final report

[ Database Searching ] [ Other Sources ]
(O
Records identified from Records removed before Records identified
Web of Science screening: from:
S (WoS): Reviews or meta-analyses Citation
‘E (n=933) (n=8) searching
(n=29)
-
2
)
Article abstracts Reports excluded:
screened for eligibility Not public organization
= (n=925) (n=616)
= Not e-gov technology
8 (n=108)
3 No street-level discretion
(n=143)
—
A4
o
Studies included in
E review
S (n=87, <
° 68 empirical and 19
£ conceptual)
—

2 Search string used to conduct database search in Web of Science (April 10, 2024): ((AB=((‘automat*> OR
‘artificial intelligence’ OR ‘algorithm*’ OR ‘digit*’ OR ‘ICT’ OR ‘information communication tech*’ OR
‘egovern®*’ OR ‘e-govern*’) AND (‘street-level’ OR ‘street level” OR ‘bureaucra*’ OR 'frontline' OR
'front-line' OR ‘administrator®*’ OR ‘public servant*” OR ‘case manager’ OR ‘case worker’) AND
(“discretion’” OR ‘decision’ OR ‘decid*’ OR ‘authorit*’ OR ‘behavior’)) AND LA=ENGLISH AND
DT=ARTICLE)) AND INDEX=SSCI
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Three inclusion criteria guided the process of screening potential sources for
relevance to the research question. First, the abstract must reference a government
organization or other public sector entity. This criterion eliminated articles about ICT use
in private firms as well as noisy results.® In cases of doubt about whether organizations
mentioned in the abstract belonged to the public sector, these articles were temporarily
retained until a reading of the full text could verify the public or private sector status of
an organization. Second, the title or abstract must reference e-government, or the use of
automated, algorithmic, data-driven, or other ICT tools in public administration and the
provision of public services. I focus on e-government technologies that facilitate public
service provision and have the potential to mediate bureaucratic discretion. Such
technologies include automated, algorithmic, or data-driven systems for eligibility
determinations and case management; decision support technologies; eligibility
determinations via web or phone platforms; fraud detection; and electronic nudges for
individual clients. Articles were excluded in this round if it was clear that the type of ICT
discussed in the article would not have the potential to directly influence the interactions
between street-level bureaucrats and members of the public. For example, macro-level
technologies facilitating public managers’ decisions about military intelligence,
epidemiology and disease management, land use, climate modeling, and traffic planning

were excluded, as well as articles describing basic technologies like e-mail newsletters.

3 The database search string produced some noisy results. For example, the term ‘street level” resulted in
hits related to the construction sector and urban planning. ICT-related terms like ‘algorithm’ also led to the
inclusion of articles that feature algorithmic methodologies, but do not pertain to the study of e-
government. The keyword ‘automat*’ returned abstracts that use ‘automatically’ as a general adverb.
Because the search string is not well-suited to excluding results about the private sector, the majority of
articles were eliminated in the first screening round.
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The third inclusion criterion ensured the article discussed the discretion of street-
level bureaucrats vis-a-vis the use of ICT. For the purposes of screening, I defined
discretion broadly as the freedom and authority a worker can exercise in a specific
context (Lipsky 1980), informed by their beliefs, judgment, and decisions. Most articles
retained after the first round of screening satisfied this inclusion rule because of their
focus on public sector organizations. However, articles were eliminated if they analyzed
ICT within legal/ethical frameworks or solely discussed the process of implementing ICT
systems without attention to the role of street-level bureaucrats. For instance, articles
were eliminated if they explored the effect of ICT on healthcare outcomes for patients
without discussing the provider-patient relationship. Fifty-eight sources from the Web of
Science search were retained following all three screening rounds. A forward citation
search identified other relevant articles that cited the seminal Bovens and Zouridis (2002)
article on system-level bureaucracy (Webster & Watson, 2002). Backward citation
searching was used only to capture theories that were referenced by multiple articles in
the database corpus; this strategy addressed potential deficiencies in the search string
such as its exclusion of idiosyncratic terms like “infocracy” (Zuurond, 1998) or “public
data primacy” (Overton et al., 2022). In all, 87 sources were included in the final sample
and are listed in Appendix A.

1.3.2 Data extraction

To assess the state of knowledge in the literature on the relationship between ICT
and bureaucratic discretion, I coded the articles on 10 variables. Table 1.1 summarizes
the coding framework and descriptions of each variable. The first six variables seek to

capture the empirical focus and methodological approaches. Coding categories 7 through
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10 were used to assess the substantive focus, theoretical frameworks, and empirical

findings of the articles included in the review.

Table 1.1. Coding framework for articles

Coding Items

Explanation

Codes

Empirical focus
1. Nation/region

2. Policy area
3. Level of analysis

4. ICT type

Methodological approach
5. Research design

6. Data collection
method

Substantive focus
7. ICT ontology
8. Mechanism

9. SLB outcomes

10. Client outcomes

National and regional context in
which the study takes place

Policy area(s) under study
Level of analysis for the study

Type of e-government
technology under study

General research design

Primary data collection method

Primary rationale for e-
government

Mechanism through which ICT
influences bureaucratic
discretion

Specific outcomes for street-
level bureaucrats resulting from
changed discretion

Specific outcomes for
clients/citizens

Nation: open codes

Region: Africa, Asia, Caribbean,
Central America, Europe, North
America, Oceania, South America,
multiple, n/a

Open codes

Region, nation, state, policy, agency,
individual, n/a

Open codes

Qualitative, quantitative, mixed method,
conceptual

Content analysis, survey, survey
experiment, ethnography, case study,
interview, literature review

Curtailment, transformation,
enablement; open codes to capture

relevant theories and quotations
Open codes

Open codes

Open codes; n/a

Collecting data about the mechanisms and outcomes associated with ICT use

called for an open, iterative coding process grounded in theory. Recognizing that theories

about both e-government and street-level bureaucracy grapple with the complexities of

social systems, coding items 7 through 10 relied on a realist approach to discern “what

works for whom, in what circumstances, in what respects and how” (Pawson et al., 2005,

p. 21). Contextual factors such as organizational goals and rules, technology features, and

bureaucrats’ digital literacy inform how ICT systems are implemented and their
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associated outcomes for individuals (Busch & Henriksen, 2018). More broadly, contexts
can be understood as the conditions in which implementation occurs, which act as the
“influential force that determines whether a mechanism is activated or not” (Hunter et al.,
2022, p. 244). Mechanisms are the “engines of explanation” that produce outcomes to
some degree of uniformity (Pawson et al., 2005, p. 23; Hunter et al., 2022). Outcomes are
the consequences of an intervention—in this case, the effects of ICT use on street-level
discretion.

The seventh category, ICT ontology, represents the overarching rationale for
using ICT in a government agency based on notions about the functional capabilities of
ICT and how they might influence street-level bureaucrats’ discretion in a particular
policy context. Buffat (2015) provides a comprehensive overview of ICT ontologies; the
intent of this review is not to fully recapitulate evidence related to the curtailment or
enablement theses. Nevertheless, ontological approaches and their attendant explanations
offer insight into the contextual factors surrounding mechanisms and outcomes. Axial
coding was used to assign one or more high-level ICT ontologies (curtailment,
transformation, and/or enablement) depending on the number of ICT use cases discussed
in each article. When possible, I also extracted article quotations that provided
“conceptual richness” (Booth et al., 2013, p. 4), meaning explanatory value for why an
ontology is related to a particular mechanism or outcome. The eighth coding category
captures mechanisms by which ICT influences discretion. This category uses open codes
that were revised iteratively to group mechanisms into primary categories after all articles

had been reviewed. Finally, categories 9 and 10 include specific outcomes for
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individuals—street-level bureaucrats and clients/citizens—resulting from changed

discretion and the use of ICT.

1.4 Findings
1.4.1 Research trends

The distribution of the 87 sources by publication year is shown in Figure 1.2.
Over one-third of all articles were published in 2022 and 2023, suggesting a recent uptick
in research activity on e-government (note that the search results only include articles
published in the first quarter of 2024). Table 1.2 shows the primary discipline categories
based on the Web of Science categorizations for journals in which the sources were
published. Most journals fall under the primary discipline category of public
administration because of the review’s focus on street-level bureaucracy, but the broad
search captured interdisciplinary articles as well as publications in fields like computer
science, social work, and law.
Figure 1.2. Distribution of sources by publication year
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14
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Table 1.2. Sources by primary discipline

Discipline Freq %
Public administration 53 60.9
Social sciences (general) 6 6.9
Social work 6 6.9
Computer science 5 5.7
Information science & library science 3 34
Communication 2 2.3
Law 2 2.3
Management 2 23
Political science 2 2.3
Public health 2 2.3
Sociology 2 2.3
Criminology 1 1.1
Philosophy 1 1.1
Total 87 100.0

1.4.2 Empirical focus

Examining the geographic focus of the articles offers insight into the relevance of
the research question across cultures, as well as the representativeness of the data and
cases under study (see Table 1.3). More than half of the empirical articles study European
cases, with Nordic countries, the United Kingdom, and the Netherlands strongly
represented. The next most studied countries are the United States (14 sources), China (5
sources), and Australia (3 sources). Scant empirical attention to Asian, Central American,
South American, and African cases indicates potential areas for future research as more
countries adopt ICT in public agencies.

Table 1.4 demonstrates the substantial variation in the policy contexts under
investigation. The majority of the empirical studies focus on general welfare programs
and social policy areas; this finding reflects the reality that anti-poverty programs are
more likely to be targeted for automation than programs that benefit the wealthy (Peeters,

2023; Larsson, 2021; Eubanks, 2018). The level of analysis is similarly varied, with

21



roughly an equal number of empirical studies examining the relationship between ICT
and discretion at the policy/program, agency, and individual levels.

Table 1.3. Geographic contexts of cases

Country Freq % Continent Freq %
Netherlands 14 14.7 Europe 56 58.9
United States 14 14.7 North America 14 14.7
Denmark 13 13.7 Asia 5 5.3
Sweden 9 9.5 Oceania 3 3.2
United Kingdom 9 9.5 Africa 1 1.1
China 5 53 South America 1 1.1
Norway 4 4.2
Australia 3 32
Belgium 2 2.1
France 2 2.1
Brazil 1 1.1
Estonia 1 1.1
Germany 1 1.1
Italy 1 1.1
Kenya 1 1.1
Not defined (conceptual articles) 15 15.8 Not defined 15 15.8
Total 95 100.0 Total 95 100.0

Note: Sources were classified based on the site(s) of data collection and not by research locations or author
nationalities. Multiple classifications were allowed for the five articles that used comparative case studies.
Conceptual articles were classified as “not defined” unless they focused on a specific national context.

Table 1.4. Policy contexts of cases

Policy area Freq %
Welfare (general) 19 19.2
Policing 10 10.1
Child welfare 9 9.1
Labor and employment services 7 7.1
Health 5 5.1
Unemployment insurance 5 5.1
Social insurance 4 4.0
Economic and business development 3 3.0
Immigration 3 3.0
Tax administration 3 3.0
Agriculture 2 2.0
Childcare 2 2.0
Education 2 2.0
Inspection and auditing 2 2.0
Urban planning 2 2.0
City management 1 1.0
Housing 1 1.0
Not defined 19 19.2
Total 99 100.0

Note: Multiple classifications were allowed for the nine articles that explored multiple policy contexts.
Conceptual articles were classified as “not defined.”
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There is also tremendous variation in the types of ICT studied in public agencies,

reflecting the rapidly evolving technological landscape over the last two decades. Though

the sophistication of the ICT tools ranges, they can be consolidated into the categories

listed in Table 1.5. Some ICT tools span multiple categories; for example, an algorithm

integrated into a case management system might be used to provide predictive analytics

and support caseworkers’ decision making. As such, the frequency and percentage

columns in Table 1.5 capture the number of articles that primarily focus on each ICT

category, though the ICT tools under study may involve multiple categories or functions.

Table 1.5. Primary ICT types in reviewed articles

ICT category Description Freq %
Decision support  Algorithms used alone or in combination with predictive analytics 23 26.4
tools or internal records to guide client evaluations, case
management, and risk assessments.
Case System that uses client data, program rules, and caseworker 20 23.0
management records to assess, enroll, monitor, and refer clients. The system
system may include robotic process automation (RPA) to automate
workflows and assessments. Some systems can issue sanctions or
disenroll clients.
Database Warehouse for client data and other administrative data, which 14 16.1
may include integrations across agencies, divisions, and third-
party data sources.
Predictive Statistical modeling using administrative data to predict client 7 8.0
analytics outcomes (e.g., risk assessments, eligibility determinations,
employment matches) or performance. Models may be used for
decision support or to automate internal processes.
Fraud detection Use of data and algorithms to identify and/or prevent fraudulent 6 6.9
benefits claims.
Public-facing Agency websites with information about public services and/or 5 5.7
web page portals where clients can apply for public services.
Identity Tools that use facial scans, biometrics, and/or data matching to 3 34
verification / verify records of citizen identities.
facial recognition
Smart city Urban area that uses different types of ICT tools and sensors to 3 34

collect information about residents, resource use, and traffic.
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Telephone Call centers or other communication channels to process inquiries 2 23
from clients.

Autonomous Chatbots or other tools that respond to client/caseworker queries 2 2.3
agents using machine learning or other forms of automation, without the
need for person-to-person communication.

Remote work Technologies that facilitate offsite work and monitoring by public 2 2.3
tools managers, such as smart devices.

1.4.3 Methodological approaches

In terms of general research designs, the sample contains 19 conceptual articles
and 68 empirical articles; 46 of the empirical articles have qualitative research designs,
19 are quantitative, and three use both qualitative and quantitative methods. Most
qualitative studies utilize ethnographic or case study designs with interviews, field
observations, and documents as the primary data sources. Quantitative studies often use
survey experiments, surveys of street-level bureaucrats, and administrative data to
examine the effects of ICT implementation.
1.4.4 Rationales for e-government

The rationales for using ICT in public agencies are key contextual factors that
inform the mechanisms through which street-level discretion changes following ICT
implementation. Beliefs that ICT systems can reduce errors or recover losses caused by
street-level bureaucrats’ insufficient knowledge or capacity are associated with efforts to
curtail human discretion using technology (Snellen, 2002). Similarly, the idea that
bureaucrats are self-interested actors who may abuse their power or discriminate against
disadvantaged clients might correspond with the view that automated systems are not
susceptible to such flawed judgment (e.g., Compton et al., 2022; Coglianese, 2021;

Considine et al., 2022; Miller & Keiser, 2021; Meilvang & Dabhler, 2022). Curtailment
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approaches often imply a desire for greater top-down control to bring street-level
bureaucrats in line with programmatic goals and rules (Snellen, 2017; Zuurond, 1998;
Thunman et al., 2020; Nielsen et al., 2016; Ranerup & Henriksen 2022; Ochara, 2010).
The mechanisms to remedy these supposed problems of human discretion often involve
full or partial removal of human decision-making in certain tasks. However, it is not
entirely accurate to claim that human discretion is “curtailed.” Discretion is diffused
among a larger network of actors, including software developers, ICT system designers,
and legal experts (Henman, 2010; Buffat, 2015; Zouridis et al., 2020). This reality
challenges normative concerns about democracy: like street-level bureaucrats, technology
developers are unelected individuals shaping government processes from the bottom up.
The fact that data mining, predictive analytics, and digital surveillance can exacerbate
discrimination by encoding bias into algorithms also complicates the desire to protect
citizens from discriminatory decision-making (Alon-Barkat & Busuioc, 2022; Grof3e-
Bley & Kostka, 2021; Alkhatib & Bernstein, 2019).

A key proposition behind the concept of “systems-level bureaucracy” introduced
by Bovens and Zouridis (2002) is that organization-wide changes will accompany
reductions in street-level discretion associated with ICT implementations. Policymakers
who oversee efficiency-oriented modernization efforts might be agnostic regarding the
value (or threat) of street-level discretion, but implementing ICT to streamline services
nevertheless advances an assumption that computer processes have the potential to
reduce costs or outperform human bureaucrats in certain tasks (Cordella and Bonina
2012). Some theories about the transformative potential of ICT posit that public sector

organizations will become increasingly data-centric, requiring human bureaucrats to
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reorganize their daily activities (Vogl et al., 2020; Overton et al., 2022). The ability to
gather and assess large quantities of information through ICT is also thought to reduce
the need for face-to-face client interactions in some street-level bureaucracies (Keiser,
2010; Peeters & Widlak, 2023; Hansen et al., 2018).

ICT-driven data proliferation similarly forms the theoretical basis for the
enablement thesis. Street-level bureaucrats can use granular data to “exert closer control”
over people seeking services, perhaps enabling their discretionary power (Buffat, 2015,
156). Greater “platformization” and data-centricity could also empower street-level
bureaucrats to make more anticipatory decisions (Kim et al., 2022) and focus their
attention on tasks that are deemed too complex for automation, like managing
complicated cases for clients or remediating system errors (Bullock et al., 2020; Snow,
2021). If street-level bureaucrats spend more time handling elaborate or highly
individualized cases, one could argue their overall discretionary power is enhanced (Jorna
& Wagenaar, 2007; Schupann, 2015). ICT may also equip citizens with more information
in their interactions with the government (Pedersen & Wilkinson, 2018). Put differently,
the enablement thesis implies that both “frontline agents and citizens will use
technologies as action resources” (Buffat, 2015, p. 68).

1.4.5 Mechanisms for influencing discretion

The review of the literature revealed that the mechanisms through which ICT
changes discretion can be clustered into a relatively small set. Table 1.6 summarizes the
main mechanism categories, typical outcomes for street-level discretion, responses of
street-level bureaucrats, and an example article for each mechanism type. Interestingly,

most mechanisms span the categories of rationales for e-government, suggesting that
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Table 1.6. Mechanisms by which ICT influences street-level discretion

Mechanism
Category

Potential Outcomes for Discretion

Potential Responses of Street-Level

Bureaucrats

Exemplar Article

Removing face-
to-face
interaction

Standardizing
processes or
data
requirements

Top-down
monitoring

Increasing
information
exchange

Providing
decision
support

Curtailed discretion for routine
cases

Emphasis on using discretion for
complex cases

Curtailed discretion for routine
cases

Reduction in task complexity
Reduction in workload
Burnout or isolation

Curtailed discretion

Reduced autonomy
Reconfigured relationships with
supervisors

Introduction of new actors like
data analysts

Curtailed discretion
Ability to use data as action
resources for complex tasks

Fewer opportunities to use
discretion

Increased autonomy
Improved ethics

Acquiescence to ICT-driven
routines

Development of new decision
routines

Acquiescence to ICT-driven
routines

Resistance to protocols through
informal uses of discretion
“Complication responses”

Stronger adherence to rules
Exercise of discretion in
complex cases

Resistance to sharing
information
Administrative innovation

Automation bias

Selective adherence/algorithm
aversion

“Artificing”

Ball et al. (2023): A study of European welfare-to-
work programs shows that digitalization shifts the
onus onto clients to activate services; street-level
bureaucrats spend more time “triaging” and
handling complex cases.

De Witte et al. (2016): Interviews with Belgian
social workers reveal that they use various
strategies to maintain relationships with clients
amid digital standardization in a client registration
system.

Alshallaqi (2022): Qualitative study of a large
agency in the U.K. shows that “digital artefacts,
unlike non-digital artefacts, have a strong potential
to curtail [street-level] discretion” (p. 13) and give
managers ‘“new affordances” to monitor the
behavior of frontline staff.

Baines et al. (2010): A case study of an effort to
facilitate data sharing across local agencies in
England reveals that many frontline workers held
positive attitudes toward the innovative potential
of the project to improve service delivery, though
“over-integration” may downplay the diverse skill
sets needed to manage complexity.

Roehl and Crompvoets (2023): An exploratory
study of automated decision support tools in
Denmark highlights that public servants
increasingly rely on “algorithmic” rather than
“material” expertise.




ICT-based interventions do not have predetermined outcomes for discretion. For instance,
standardizing information exchanges might curtail street-level discretion in one context
while enhancing discretion in another. This finding reinforces the conclusion by Busch
and Henriksen (2018) that contextual factors and the type of ICT implemented in a public
agency have profound implications for street-level discretion. The mechanism categories
are discussed in more detail below, starting with those that tend to curtail discretion and
concluding with mechanisms that might enable or otherwise alter the nature of human
decision-making.

A common mechanism to curtail frontline discretion is removing face-to-face
interactions. Instead of engaging directly with clients, street-level bureaucrats perform
much of their work in front of a computer screen in a fashion like what Bovens and
Zouridis (2002) term “screen-level bureaucracy.” Self-service applications for public
services accompany this shift, reducing street-level bureaucrats’ role in routine case
management as clients are expected to submit their personal information electronically
(Ball et al., 2023; Madsen et al., 2022a; Considine et al., 2022; Gao & Tan, 2020;
Fowkes, 2020; Ranerup & Henriksen, 2022). Reducing interactions between clients and
street-level bureaucrats may diminish the role of client assessment in how frontline
workers make decisions. Instead, other factors like caseworkers’ attitudes about
organizational goals and rules may become more important in their exercise of discretion
(Keiser, 2010). The proliferation of telemedicine has prompted healthcare workers to
engage in new routines, such as meeting together with groups of providers to make
decisions about clients (Finch et al. 2008) and developing new strategies to reach clients

who may experience language barriers in accessing online platforms (Mangrio et al.,



2022). Welfare applicants who lack the skills to apply for services using self-service
technologies may also require assistance from human caseworkers, thus combining forms
of screen- and street-level bureaucracy (Hansen et al., 2018; Schou & Pors, 2019; Burrell
& Schweyher, 2021).

Erecting digital barriers between clients and public servants may enhance
accountability and prevent street-level bureaucrats from acting as “rogue agents”
(Wenger & Wilkins, 2009). Studies of client outcomes in the U.S. unemployment
insurance system have found that removing face-to-face interactions reduced street-level
bureaucrats’ ability to change claimant data in ways that produced discriminatory
outcomes against women and people of color (Wenger & Wilkins, 2009; Compton et al.,
2022). Compton et al. (2022) found that although racial disparities in administrative
errors persist when claims filing is automated, claimants were less likely to experience
errors with an automated system than with a human bureaucrat.

Several studies probe the standardization of data and workflows as a mechanism
that alters frontline discretion, usually with a curtailment effect. Requiring strict
adherence to rules and routines may be justified on the basis of equity (preventing
discrimination or arbitrary decision making, as in the unemployment cases described
above), equality (providing consistent service experiences for clients), or efficiency
(preventing waste or fraud). Some scholars argue that tasks low in both complexity and
uncertainty are better suited for automation compared to tasks high in complexity, which
should remain within the purview of human discretion (Bullock, 2019; Nagtegaal, 2021;
Petersen et al., 2020; Roehl & Crompvoets, 2023). Nevertheless, studies in this review

demonstrate that algorithms and robotic process automation are often regarded as tools
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that can help reduce the complexity of both internal administrative work and tasks
requiring client engagement. For example, articles in the sample show that many policy
contexts like child welfare and social work have undergone substantial efforts to
standardize client registration (Leberg, 2022; Kaun, 2022; De Witte et al., 2016; Ranerup
& Henriksen, 2022; Petersen et al., 2021), case management, and referrals (Meilvang &
Dahler, 2002; Moller, 2022; Hoybye-Mortensen, 2015; Wastell et al., 2010).

ICT-driven standardization may change the types of tasks street-level bureaucrats
undertake in their daily work. Replacing job functions traditionally performed by humans
reduces discretion in those task domains (Zouridis et al., 2020; Zuurond, 1998). It is
possible that such task replacement “downgrades” the work of street-level bureaucrats
(Snellen, 2002, p. 194), validating fears among the public sector workforce that ICT will
render their skills and training obsolete (Fowkes, 2020; Henman, 2010). Standardization
processes aimed at increasing efficiency may do so at the expense of street-level
bureaucrats’ professional satisfaction, thereby reducing service quality (Andersson et al.,
2022; Nielsen et al., 2016). On the other hand, substituting ICT for human discretion in
simple tasks could release street-level bureaucrats from mundane work and allow them to
concentrate on complex tasks instead, with benefits for service quality and
professionalism (Bullock, 2019; Grimmelikhuijsen, 2022; Ranerup & Henriksen, 2019;
Cordella & Tempini, 2015; Li et al., 2023). The mechanism of standardization
demonstrates that the rationale for using ICT dramatically shapes effects on discretion. If
the goal is to shrink bureaucracies, ICT will inevitably curtail frontline discretion by
replacing human tasks. Goals like increasing equity or quality of services might instead

enable street-level bureaucrats to exercise their discretion differently.
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Top-down monitoring and control typically accompany ICT-based
standardization efforts. An emphasis on citizen self-service through digital portals may
limit opportunities for street-level bureaucrats to exercise discretion when managers are
designated as the sole authorities to create exceptions in complex cases (Alshallaqi,
2022). ICT thus imposes constraints on frontline workers by consolidating discretion at
the managerial level, reconfiguring “supervisor-subordinate relations” (Alshallaqi, 2022,
p. 12). Public managers must then enforce new decision-making structures and provide
strong leadership on all things pertaining to “platform government,” or the use of highly
integrated technologies (Kim et al., 2022). Implementing ICT not only changes decision
control but also has the potential to introduce new actors endowed with discretionary
power. For example, the use of algorithmic decision support systems in police agencies
requires oversight from data professionals (“system-level bureaucrats”) who exercise
discretion to inform police operations based on data insights (Fest et al., 2023).
Perspectives differ about the effect on public values when discretion is rolled back from
the street level to a higher administrative level; some argue this process threatens
bureaucrats’ ability to ensure fair processes (Schmidt & Scott, 2021) while others view
automation as a path to greater accountability and citizen participation (Coglianese, 2021;
Pedersen & Wilkinson, 2018; Carroll & Yeo, 2024).

Efforts to reorganize information channels within agencies often coincide with the
implementation of ICT systems. At a macro level, public agencies may centralize
information systems to limit local agency control, relegating some agency employees to
the role of ICT users (GroBe-Bley & Kostka, 2021; Ochara, 2010). The imposition of

standards and routines may bring about broader organizational changes by moving data
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ownership to the higher levels of government. Peeters and Widlak (2023, p. 4) describe
this phenomenon as follows:
“Whereas system-by-system level bureaucracies maintained an organizational
unity of information and decisions, the infrastructure-level bureaucracy breaks up
this unity by transferring practices of data collection, exchange, and analysis to a
provision that spans all organizations or units participating in the infrastructure,
while administrative decisions continue to be made at the level of individual
primary processes.”
In other words, standardization and interagency data sharing reorganize power
relationships in public agencies by making street-level bureaucrats dependent on
integrated databases that are removed from the frontline decision-making context.
Conversely, greater “collective intelligence” at the agency level can create new feedback
loops and incorporate a broader set of information for individual workers to use in their
decision-making (Vogl et al., 2020). Centralized and accessible data sources may endow
street-level bureaucrats with additional information to use discretion in cases that require
subjective judgment. A case study of German call centers illustrates this phenomenon,
with a centralized ICT system curtailing discretion for simple and standardized
interactions while enhancing the information street-level bureaucrats could utilize when
handling difficult inquiries (Schuppan, 2015). Similarly, a case study of a project to
integrate information systems across multiple service providers in England demonstrates
that frontline workers were eager to leverage cross-agency data sharing to improve

outcomes for their senior and disabled clients (Baines et al., 2010). ICT systems may also
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foster innovation when they allow public servants to identify new methods of mobilizing
their knowledge (Meller, 2022) and delivering services (Giest & Klievink, 2022).

“Decision support” technologies represent a heterogeneous set of analytic tools
that have the potential to curtail, enable, or otherwise alter frontline discretion. In the first
category, decision support tools curtail discretion by predefining decision trees or
removing events in which street-level bureaucrats might exercise judgment (Kersing et
al., 2022; Wang et al., 2022; Giest & Klievink, 2022). Fully replacing human decision-
makers with algorithms represents one extreme in which algorithms generate decisions,
data, or assessments while human decision-makers primarily check for errors or handle
appeals. Alkhatib and Bernstein (2019) argue that “street-level algorithms” can only
refine their decision criteria after making a decision, severely limiting their ability to
accommodate complex cases or extenuating circumstances.

Most of the empirical studies included in the review explore cases in which street-
level bureaucrats either use ICT-generated information to complement their expert
judgment (e.g., Roehl & Crompvoets, 2023; Hoybye-Mortensen, 2015; Petersen et al.,
2020; de Boer & Raaphorst, 2021; Meilvang & Dahler, 2022; Pedersen & Wilkinson,
2018; Haroz et al., 2021) or can override algorithmic assessments (e.g., Chouldechova et
al., 2018; Alon-Barkat & Busuioc, 2022; Snow, 2021). In a qualitative study of
autonomous agents and predictive analytics used in a British local agency, interviewees
were “careful to highlight that these tools should supplement rather than replace existing
skilled insight, and hence act as kind of secondary check on decisions already made™
(Vogl et al., 2020, p. 952). Similarly, Thunman, Ekstrém, and Bruhn (2020) found that

even highly regulated interactions in a public call center required workers to use
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discretion, sometimes resulting in increased personalization and responsiveness. When
street-level bureaucrats have some flexibility to ignore decision support tools or
incorporate algorithmic recommendations in their own judgments, they may feel more
secure in making decisions amid high levels of uncertainty (Aviram et al., 2024;
Hartmann & Wenzelburger, 2021).
1.4.6 Responses of street-level bureaucrats

Street-level bureaucrats have varied responses to automation-based changes in
their discretion levels. The precise responses and outcomes depend on the type of ICT
introduced and other organizational or policy factors. Busch, Henriksen, and Sabg (2018,
p. 554) use a multiple case study of public agencies in Norway to examine the underlying
logics of street-level bureaucrats’ responses to the influence of ICT on their discretion,
finding five main response types: “compliance, acquiescence, habitual acceptance,
appropriation, and defiance.” As other studies affirm, these responses are explained by
contextual factors such as complexity and uncertainty (Bullock, 2019; Nagtegaal, 2021)
as well as professional identity. In instances when discretion is truly curtailed, adjusting
to lower levels of discretion and learning how to use digital tools can be time-consuming
and demoralizing for public servants. When ICT reduces face-to-face interactions, some
street-level bureaucrats experience professional isolation (Hakansta, 2022), change
fatigue and cynicism (Doring et al., 2024), or the sense that their work has lost value
(Andersson et al., 2022; Fowkes, 2020; Considine et al., 2022; Hjalmarsson, 2009; Schou
& Pors, 2019). The learning curve required to integrate ICT tools in routine tasks may
prompt street-level bureaucrats to find new ways of coping with automation and the

corresponding changes in their discretion. In a study of Norwegian welfare workers,
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Loberg (2022) found that frontline workers adopted “complication responses” following
the introduction of online registration forms, reconstructing fragmented information
about client needs into coherent narratives that they could understand and act upon.
Curtailed discretion sometimes leads street-level bureaucrats to distrust their own
experience and intuition if they conflict with algorithmic advice, translating to
“automation bias” or overreliance on the presumed rationality and accuracy of ICT
systems (Alon-Barkat & Busuioc, 2022; Chouldechova et al., 2018; Fussey et al., 2021;
Busch & Eikebrokk, 2019).

Perceived changes to their discretion level may change how street-level
bureaucrats enforce rules and how they conceive of their public service identity (Baines
et al., 2010; de Boer & Raaphorst, 2021; Kersing et al., 2022; Thunman et al., 2020;
Wang & Pan, 2024). In cases of enhanced top-down monitoring, street-level bureaucrats
may adhere more strongly to rule-based routines (Alshallaqi, 2022; de Boer & Raaphorst,
2021). In other cases, frontline workers adopt workaround strategies to maintain their
professional identities and discretion levels amid ICT implementations. An ethnographic
study of a Danish job center revealed that caseworkers intentionally withheld data from
automated case management systems because of moral opposition to representing
sensitive information in a standardized, prescriptive recording system (Petersen et al.,
2021). This example illustrates a broader trend of manipulating data inputs to maintain
street-level discretion (Zouridis et al., 2020). Other studies provide examples of street-
level bureaucrats finding workarounds to ICT-driven rules to help people verify their
immigration/citizenship status (Burrell & Schweyher, 2021) or register for welfare

services (De Witte et al., 2016; Wastell et al., 2010). Such workarounds include
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intervening in standardized processes to advocate for clients, entering placeholders in
required fields, developing parallel recording systems, and finding loopholes in protocols.
These responses challenge the curtailment thesis by showing that new forms of discretion
can emerge to reduce the reach of ICT tools.

The enablement thesis assumes that ICT use will increase autonomy and agency
for human bureaucrats by releasing them from tasks that require little expertise (Buffat,
2015). A study that is frequently referenced in support of the enablement theory is a case
study of management information systems (MIS) for housing and farming subsidies in
the Netherlands (Jorna & Wagenaar, 2007). The authors found that the data integrations
and decision support tools embedded in the MIS increased frontline workers’
productivity while reducing inconsistencies. However, Jorna and Wagenaar (2007, p.
210) emphasize that ICT “[obscures] informal use of discretion” and threatens personal
ties within public organizations. Likewise, Vrabiescu (2022) documents that police in
France selectively use digital decision-support tools to criminalize Romanian citizens.
Increased access to data might improve street-level bureaucrats’ autonomy and process
efficiency at the expense of professional cooperation. In some cases, ICT could enable
public servants to exert more control over clients by providing them with information
from sources other than the clients themselves or allowing them to use technological
nudges to change behavior (Schmidt & Scott, 2021).

If street-level bureaucrats see value in a digital tool, they are more likely to use it
in combination with their own discretion, an approach Snow (2021) calls “artificing”
based on Simon’s (1955) theory of “satisficing.” In a study of Swedish social services

agencies, Ranerup & Henriksen (2022) found that a “hybrid model” of human-
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technological decision making can have a positive effect on ethical values and fair
decision making among street-level bureaucrats. Other studies show that street-level
bureaucrats do not automatically defer to algorithmic recommendations but follow them
if they comport with their own knowledge or expectations (Selten et al., 2023; Haroz et
al., 2021; Bullock et al., 2020).

While not explicitly investigating outcomes for street-level discretion, several
empirical studies explore implications for public values when ICT changes the role of
human decision making. In their study of a risk prediction algorithm used in a Danish
child welfare agency, Jergensen and Nissen (2022, p. 10) find that “social workers
remain indispensable decision makers and therefore responsible for providing legitimacy
and accountability to decision-making processes and outcomes.” Similarly, Petersen,
Christensen, and Hildebrandt (2020) caution that automation via rule-based logics may
reduce uncertainty but cannot eliminate complexity that must be addressed through
human judgment. Conceptual studies in the review cover a vast range of theoretical
perspectives on the relationship between technology, ethics, and discretion, though the
consensus is that ICT restructures power relations and raises new ethical questions about
public values like transparency, trust, and responsiveness (Coglianese, 2021; Pedersen &

Wilkinson, 2018; Ranchordéas, 2022; Schiff et al., 2021; Vredenburgh, 2023).

1.5 Discussion
The introduction of ICT systems to public agencies profoundly alters the
administrative landscape. Whether intended or not, ICT affects the everyday work of

street-level bureaucrats, potentially enhancing their work or reducing the perceived value
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of their contributions. The latter possibility signals a concern for public managers who
want to limit turnover and burnout in the public sector workforce. Automation is more
likely to threaten public sector occupations that are disproportionately occupied by
women and non-white employees, potentially creating challenges for the maintenance of
a diverse workforce (Borry & Getha-Taylor, 2019). Above the street level, ICT may
modify aspects of managerial control by incorporating new actors, organizational
arrangements, and information flows.

Technological change also shapes interactions between the state and members of
the public. The empirical evidence presents an unclear picture of whether ICT hinders or
improves clients’ access to social services, and to what extent any changes to street-level
discretion mediate those outcomes. Articles that discuss the enabling effects of ICT on
street-level discretion often allude to ostensible benefits such as greater “collective
intelligence,” opportunities to innovate, and more efficient workflows (Vogl et al., 2020;
Lietal., 2023; Kim et al., 2022), which suggest an increased scale of services that might
benefit members of the public. However, clients may experience administrative burdens
(Herd & Moynihan, 2018) if they lack the skills to engage with public agencies through
digital channels; the resulting administrative exclusion has distributive effects that
reinforce societal inequalities (Madsen et al., 2022a; Schou & Pors, 2019; Considine et
al., 2022). Curtailing human discretion at the street level can put the onus on clients to
self-advocate while excluding the “digitally invisible” (Overton et al., 2022; Young et al.,
2019; Zouridis et al., 2020). Alon-Barkat and Busuioc (2022, p. 14) also note that ICT
may exacerbate racial discrimination: “...the likelihood that decision-makers adhere to

algorithmic advice (rather than resist it) precisely when predictions are aligned with
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group stereotypes and disadvantage minority groups is disconcerting, and speaks to
potential blind spots in our ability to exercise meaningful oversight.” Survey experiments
that gauge citizen perspectives on street-level digitalization indicate that people may have
greater trust in ICT when it is used in scenarios with low complexity (Busch, 2023) or
when racial minorities anticipate interacting with “out-group bureaucrats” in the absence
of a digital system (Gaozhao et al., 2023; Miller & Keiser, 2021). More research is
needed to connect street-level bureaucrats’ responses like “artificing” and selective
adherence to actual outcomes for citizens.

The review uncovered an interesting tension in the literature between
standardization and personalization as they relate to client outcomes. In some cases, a
purported goal of ICT is to better tailor services to individuals through data collection and
creating new information flows within or across agencies (Considine et al., 2022; Vogl et
al., 2020; Snellen, 2002). This goal only relates to discretion in the sense that the
enablement theory assumes datafication will empower frontline workers to exercise their
judgment differently. Future studies might investigate whether ICT truly leads to more
personalized services and how street-level discretion mediates personalization for clients.
A seemingly opposing goal of ICT is to ensure consistency and equality by standardizing
services (Kersing et al., 2022; Wang et al., 2022). Apart from the studies that documented
less discrimination toward clients following ICT implementation (e.g., Compton et al.,
2022; Wenger & Wilkins, 2009), it is unclear to what extent standardizing client-state
interactions might improve outcomes for clients. This tension speaks to a broader debate
about personalization in public services (see Needham, 2011); more research is needed to

explore the role of ICT in the standardization/personalization agendas. It also illuminates
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the possibility that ICT exacerbates a key paradox of street-level bureaucracy. Lipsky
(2010, p. xi1) calls attention to the difficulty of promoting both responsiveness to
individual needs and equal treatment of citizens while administering public services. The
rationales and mechanisms for implementing ICT in street-level bureaucracies may
provide clues about which value—responsiveness or equality—is given greater priority.
The findings of the articles in this review also challenge simplistic interpretations
of the curtailment thesis. Automation rarely displaces human discretion outright, though
it can change street-level discretion styles, rule adherence, and identity as public servants.
There is limited evidence for theoretical propositions about ICT enabling human
discretion, but future research might identify more cases of enablement if frontline
workers find ways to leverage ICT systems in favor of public values like fairness and
responsiveness. When ICT transforms agency structures and simplifies complex
processes, street-level bureaucrats may also be freer to innovate or concentrate on
difficult client cases. At the same time, ICT implementations pose challenges for
conventional approaches to democratic accountability by concentrating decision making
power at the managerial level and introducing technology features designed by software
developers who may receive little oversight from the agencies that use their products.
Moreover, terms like “digital discretion” and “artificial discretion” might obscure the
human agency inherent in any ICT implementation that affects frontline decision making.
Vredenburgh (2023, p. 2) asserts that discretion itself has moral value, and overreliance
on algorithms as “indifferent bureaucrats” can lead to a “problematic imbalance in the

distribution of moral dispositions in organizations.” Petersen, Christensen, and
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Hildebrandt (2020, p. 329) argue: “Per definition, discretion cannot be automated since
then it is no longer discretion.”

This paper has several limitations. With its focus on public sector agencies
(excluding third-party institutions that might provide public services), the search strategy
does not capture the full scope of bureaucratic discretion. The focus on street-level
bureaucrats also means that the broader literature on government modernization is
underrepresented in the corpus of articles. Further, sparse regulation of ICT systems and
variations in technological maturity complicate predictions about whether the
mechanisms of changing discretion in one context will mediate in another context. Future
research could investigate the boundary conditions of the mechanism categories
summarized in this article, with attention to variation in technology types and policy
contexts. Given that most publications focus on European and U.S. cases, studying ICT
implementations in the Global South might yield new findings about the relationship
between e-government and street-level discretion. More empirical study is needed across
emergent forms of public sector ICT, such as automated compliance monitoring tools in
social policy programs and identity verification using facial recognition software. The
rapidly evolving landscape of “artificial intelligence” tools in public agencies may also
introduce new mechanisms or add nuance to the mechanism categories in this article,
particularly “decision support.”

In general, the results of this review highlight the need for more research on the
outcomes and responses of street-level bureaucrats as well as client outcomes resulting
from ICT implementation in public agencies. The factors underlying street-level

bureaucrats’ resistance to ICT demand particular attention and could potentially uncover
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public value risks in government modernization efforts. While several articles in the
sample pointed to instances of street-level bureaucrats developing workarounds and
informal uses of discretion, this topic represents a research avenue that warrants direct
exploration. Investigating how street-level bureaucrats respond to ICT in various contexts
will help refine theories about technology aversion, “artificing” (Snow, 2021), and
automation bias. Understanding the relative influence of individual, organizational, and
policy-level factors on the responses of street-level bureaucrats could also help
researchers and practitioners develop best practices for implementing ICT. Finally, future
research should examine the impacts of moderated discretion on clients seeking services
with attention to subpopulations that have been historically underserved, as well as

implications for distributive justice.

1.6 Conclusion

The rise of e-government in street-level bureaucracies poses dilemmas for civil
servants who seek to enhance public services in line with multiple public values. ICT
may dramatically alter the scope of street-level discretion, affecting the everyday work of
bureaucrats as well as the life chances of the clients they serve. This matters because
discretionary power is central to the professional role of many street-level bureaucrats.
Indeed, in his original conceptualization of street-level bureaucracy Lipsky (1980, p. 161)
asserted that “the nature of service provision calls for human judgment that cannot be
programmed and for which machines cannot substitute.” The emergence of new forms of
ICT like machine learning algorithms complicates the notion that technology cannot

substitute human judgment in a street-level bureaucracy, regardless of normative views
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about whether it should. Perhaps more importantly, ICT may prompt street-level
bureaucrats to utilize their discretion differently or develop workarounds to maintain their
discretionary power.

This systematic review contributes to the public administration literature by
identifying mechanisms through which e-government technologies shape street-level
discretion, thus altering the nature of public service provision itself. The primary
mechanisms of changing discretion—removing face-to-face encounters, standardizing
routines, enhancing top-down monitoring, increasing information exchanges, and
providing decision supports—represent administrative processes that could be evaluated
to build evidence-based practices for ICT implementation in public agencies. Empirical
findings in the literature do not always comport with theoretical expectations about how
ICT might curtail or enable discretion, demonstrating a complex array of responses
among street-level bureaucrats. Future studies could explore how the mechanisms of
changing discretion shape these responses in different policy contexts.

The systematic review highlights several other avenues for future research. For
example, studying the effects of street-level bureaucrats’ responses to ICT could yield
important insights about client outcomes. More research is needed to uncover the sources
of street-level bureaucrats’ resistance to ICT, especially across different ICT types. The
paradox that ICT is variously used to standardize or personalize services warrants further
investigation given that both agendas might influence street-level discretion. Studies
could also investigate the alignment between ICT ontology and outcomes—in other

words, do efforts to curtail or enable street-level discretion through ICT actually produce
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the intended results? Furthermore, what is the role of street-level bureaucrats when ICT is
used to promote responsiveness or equality in the provision of public services?

The data science adage “garbage in, garbage out™ illustrates that machine learning
algorithms are bound to the data they are trained with, and the design principles human
agents embed in technology tools. Simply automating administrative processes that
produce inequitable outcomes creates the danger of replacing “the sometimes-biased
decision-making of frontline [workers] with the rational discrimination of high-tech
tools” (Eubanks, 2018, p. 192). This review challenges technological determinism by
focusing on how e-government shapes the discretion of street-level bureaucrats and how
they resist changing decision control. It is reductive to claim that public sector ICT either
curtails or enables street-level discretion; rather, ICT restructures power relationships and
creates new avenues for frontline workers to exercise their judgment. The transformative
nature of ICT-driven changes in public administration has broad implications for how

members of the public might engage with social service agencies of the future.
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Chapter 2. “It’s a Vetting Process:” The Influence of Administrative Procedures on

Public Servants’ Burden Tolerance

2.1 Introduction

Administrative procedures shape how citizens interact with the state and access
public services to which they are entitled. Public servants may support administrative
burdens, understood as onerous experiences of policy implementation (Burden et al.,
2012), if burdens serve legitimate purposes. For example, digitalization can serve
legitimate purposes in social services, such as increasing administrative capacity,
efficiency, or accessibility. In some cases, digitalization reduces burdens by streamlining
enrollment processes, creating new information channels, and enabling virtual
interactions that diminish accessibility barriers and feelings of welfare stigma (Peeters,
2023). In other cases, digital-based standardization may lead to administrative exclusion
of individuals with low digital literacy or limit public servants’ discretion in
accommodating complex cases (Bovens & Zouridis, 2002; Peeters, 2023). This
phenomenon also extends to non-digital procedures if public servants prioritize
standardization over personalization or vice versa.

The objective of this study is to evaluate potential trade-offs in administrative
burdens imposed on clients versus those imposed on frontline staff administering
workforce programs, with a focus on digital platforms and procedures. This evaluation
pertains to the concept of burden tolerance, which refers to the degree to which
individuals are willing to accept administrative burdens and impose them on clients of
social services (Baekgaard et al., 2021). Burden tolerance has gained recent attention

within the administrative burden research program, with most empirical studies relying



on surveys and survey experiments (Baekgaard et al., 2024). Relatively few studies focus
on tolerance among people who have the power to impose burdens (for notable
exceptions, see Bell et al., 2021; c.f. Baekgaard et al., 2021; Tiggelaar and George,
2025). Moreover, at the time of writing, there has been little emphasis on the relationship
between burden tolerance and the perceived trade-offs of burden on state actors versus
citizens.

To explore burden tolerance from the perspective of public servants, this study
investigates the following research questions:

1. How do public servants think of burdens on themselves, their employees, and
their agency?

2. How do public servants think of burdens on clients?

3. How does digitalization influence public servants’ tolerance for administrative
burden?

This study relies on 18 qualitative interviews with government employees who
administer Title I of the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) program.
The interview questions primarily focus on administrative procedures within WIOA Title
I to explore how regulations, red tape, eligibility criteria, and digital implementations
shift the burden balance between staff and clients. The results show that public managers
and frontline workers tend to have a low tolerance for burdens on beneficiaries and view
many of the program requirements as unnecessarily burdensome for both staff and
clients. Interviewees cite various examples of how digitalization reduces burdens for
clients, but express concern that digitalization creates parallel reporting processes in a

program that already includes onerous paperwork requirements. Some frontline staff
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develop workarounds to further shift burdens from clients back to the agency. Others use
administrative procedures to test clients’ commitment to the job search process;
compliance burdens thus serve as mechanisms for sorting and prioritizing clients within
heavy caseloads. Bureaucratic personality (Bozeman & Rainey, 1998) and public service
motivation (Perry et al., 2010) appear to inform public servants’ overall tolerance for
burdens. Drawing on rich interview responses from a geographically diverse sample of
bureaucrats, this study seeks to refine theoretical and operational definitions of burden

tolerance.

2.2 Literature Review
2.2.1 Burden tolerance

A central premise of the administrative burden framework is that burdens are
constructed, having their origins in “hidden politics” that inform implementation choices
(Moynihan et al., 2015). The concept of burden tolerance has emerged in recent years to
illuminate some of the factors underlying the construction of burdens; however, few
empirical studies have been conducted to date (Backgaard et al., 2024). Most scholars
follow Baekgaard et al. (2021, p. 185) in defining burden tolerance as “the degree to
which policymakers and people have positive attitudes toward state actions that create
administrative burdens and are willing to impose such actions upon individuals.”
Operationally, this definition encompasses passive and active components: positive
attitudes toward burdensome policies and the willingness to implement them. Some
studies operationalize burden tolerance through measures of support for specific policies,

such as the Oklahoma Promise college scholarship program (Bell et al., 2021),
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Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (Keiser & Miller, 2020), and Medicaid work
requirements (Haeder et al., 2021; Halling et al., 2023). Others examine support for
implementation choices that may result in burdens, such as requirements for in-person
interviews, mandatory waiting periods, and lengthy application forms (Haeder &
Moynihan, 2023a, 2023b; Campbell & Ahn, 2023).

The literature in this domain often rests on the assumption that people’s tolerance
for burdens will have a feedback effect on the actual construction of burdens (Mettler &
SoRelle, 2017; Sievert & Bruder, 2023). Here, policy feedback refers to both formal and
informal state actions, understood as “laws, rules, requirements, and how such are
implemented by public officials and street-level bureaucrats” (Baekgaard & Tankink,
2022, p. 17). However, the evidence is mixed regarding how and to what extent burden
tolerance affects state actions (Halling & Baekgaard, 2023, pp. 10-11). Additional
questions remain regarding whose burden tolerance induces a policy feedback effect.
Sievert & Bruder (2023) investigate burden tolerance among the general population
based on the proposition that experiencing administrative burdens (or merely perceiving
burdensome policies) shapes citizens’ opinions about policy legitimacy, with potential
feedback effects on the policy process and democratic governance. Others explore direct
feedback effects by probing attitudes of politicians and bureaucrats, positing that high
burden tolerance might allow them to wield discretion toward the actual enactment of
burdens (Bell et al., 2021; Johnson & Neshkova, 2023; Baekgaard et al., 2021; Tiggelaar
& George, 2025; Soss et al., 2011).

Another line of inquiry within this research area concerns the factors contributing

to individuals’ burden tolerance. Empirical studies have begun to demonstrate strong
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correlations between burden tolerance and constructs such as political ideology
(Baekgaard et al., 2021; Halling et al., 2023; Keiser & Miller 2020; Bell et al., 2021;
Chavez et al., 2025), racial resentment (Barnes, 2023; Haeder & Moynihan, 2023a;
Haeder & Moynihan, 2025), politicians’ personality (Aarge et al., 2021), people’s
personal experiences with welfare programs (Baekgaard et al., 2021; Johnson & Kroll,
2021), and perceptions of client deservingness (Haeder, 2025; Haeder & Moynihan,
2023b; Nicholson-Crotty et al., 2021; Haeder et al., 2021). This last factor is highly
consequential, as the burden tolerance concept links deservingness cues to support for
public benefits and services (Aarge et al., 2021; Keiser & Miller, 2020; Nicholson-Crotty
et al., 2021), thereby affecting distributive justice (Campbell et al., 2025).

While much of the existing literature focuses on burdens imposed on clients, there
has been scant attention to tolerance for burdens experienced by public servants. This is
partly a function of the administrative burden framework’s emphasis on subjective
individual experiences (Herd & Moynihan, 2018; Pandey, 2023) and the social justice
implications of burdensome policies (Campbell et al., 2025). The concept of burden
tolerance may illuminate the interdependence between the burdens imposed on frontline
staff and those on clients. To the extent that burdens serve legitimate administrative
functions, it is important to understand how burdens might be shifted from clients to the
state (Herd et al., 2013). Burden shifting may be more feasible in programs deemed
essential or where clients are seen as deserving, making burden tolerance a key piece of
the policy implementation puzzle. In some cases, frontline workers choose to absorb
clients’ learning and compliance costs by altering their outreach methods and work

routines. Burden tolerance can also help explain where burdens arise: for example, in
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programs with high public support, are burdens more likely to appear in the hidden realm
of backend case management than in the public-facing application process that citizens
use to apply for benefits? While previous survey research has explored the factors
influencing burden tolerance, a qualitative approach is useful for gleaning insights about
the conditions under which the passive components of burden tolerance become active.
Put differently, why might a frontline worker choose to impose (or reduce) burdens for
clients? And how does an individual’s burden tolerance inform their evaluation of
tradeoffs when shifting burdens?

Finally, at the time of writing, no study has explicitly investigated the relationship
between digitalization and burden tolerance (Halling & Baekgaard, 2023). Some studies
have explored how administrative burdens appear as unintended consequences of large-
scale automation efforts, highlighting how variation in policy implementation shapes
barriers for clients (e.g., Larsson, 2021; Peeters & Widlak, 2018, 2023). However, these
studies rely on individual case study designs and do not employ the burden tolerance
framework, suggesting there is room for conceptual refinement. As public sector
digitalization transforms the landscape of policy implementation, new administrative
burdens will arise while others shrink or disappear entirely. Frontline staff face additional
pressures to adjust their own routines to digital realities while helping clients navigate
public technology systems (Kirjavainen & Jalonen, 2025). Understanding how
digitalization influences public servants’ burden tolerance has theoretical and practical

implications for burden-reduction efforts.
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2.2.2 E-government and administrative burden’

Technological change complicates debates over deservingness, the
appropriateness of administrative burdens, and relations between state actors and the
public. At the macro level, private technology companies exert unprecedented (and
largely unregulated) control over public discourse, shaping narratives about
deservingness and the composition of the U.S. welfare regime. At the administrative
level, technology implementation introduces new actors and mediators that transform
citizen-state interactions and even the structure of public agencies themselves, giving rise
to “system-level bureaucracies” (Bovens & Zouridis, 2002). Technologies used in public
administration include e-communication systems, online forms for benefits applications,
algorithms used to determine eligibility, automated compliance monitoring systems,
intranets, integrated case management systems, and backend algorithms to mine and
interpret client data (Busch & Henriksen, 2018; Northcott, 2025). “E-government” refers
to the delivery of public benefits and services using such technologies (Brown, 2007).

E-government has the potential to improve the accessibility of public programs by
increasing the number of communication channels and outreach modes (Linos et al.,
2022). In a field experiment, Kim et al. (2025) demonstrated that using text reminders
and flexible scheduling options greatly reduced the learning costs associated with the
“administrative checkpoints” of safety net interviews. Individuals might experience fewer
burdens if they can apply for benefits online and demonstrate program compliance
without arranging transportation, childcare, and time off work to visit a welfare office in

person (Lens, 2006). Some welfare recipients might prefer digital communication

4 This subsection draws on one of the essays submitted as part of my Field Comprehensive Exam in August
2023.
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channels because they offer greater flexibility and privacy. Managing benefits claims
remotely might help reduce stigma or fears of discriminatory interactions with frontline
workers (Madsen et al., 2022a; Jilke & Tummers, 2018; Vogel et al., 2025).

At the same time, administrative burdens can be unintentional byproducts of
digitalization. Transitioning outreach strategies to social media and online advertising
might inadvertently exclude groups that rely on “word of mouth” to learn about social
programs, such as Spanish-speaking residents in rural areas (Barnes & Gennetian, 2021).
Many public agencies have implemented online benefit applications without providing
adequate translation support for non-English speakers (Code for America, 2023). Online
application forms are often designed with categorical question formats that may be easy
for middle-class individuals to answer, while imposing learning costs on those with more
complex lives (Brown et al., 2021; Christensen et al., 2020). Adhering to program
conditions like uploading proof of employment documents may be difficult for Black and
immigrant women who are more likely to have informal work arrangements than their
white counterparts (Gelles-Watnick & Anderson, 2021). While issues of administrative
exclusion in welfare claiming are not new (Brodkin & Majmundar, 2010), online forms
and automated verification systems introduce learning and compliance costs that
represent additional barriers to people facing structural disadvantage or inadequate skills
to navigate digital systems.

Understanding how frontline staff and clients negotiate the trade-offs of e-
government reveals insights into burden tolerance related to specific aspects of

administration, namely digital systems and procedures. The following section reviews the
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policy context for this study, providing background on other aspects of administration

relevant to e-government and burden tolerance.

2.3 Program Overview: Title I of the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act

A bipartisan majority of the House and Senate signed the Workforce Innovation
and Opportunity Act (WIOA) into law in 2014 as an amendment to the Workforce
Investment Act of 1998. The purpose of WIOA is to “strengthen the United States
workforce development system through innovation in, and alignment and improvement
of, employment, training, and education programs in the United States, and to promote
individual and national economic growth” (H.R.803, 113" Congress). Under the
legislation, states must strategically align their workforce development efforts through
combined four-year state plans to meet established performance goals. American Job
Centers, also called “one-stop” career centers, provide a variety of employment and
training services related to the various components of WIOA: Title I (services for adults,
dislocated workers, and youth), Title II (adult education and family literacy), Title III
(Wagner-Peyser employment services), Title IV (vocational rehabilitation), and Title V
(general provisions). State and local workforce boards are responsible for career pathway
development, integrating various programs to provide comprehensive services for
individuals.

The focus of this study is WIOA Title I. The populations served under Title I
include:

e Adults: individuals age 18 and over.
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e Dislocated workers: individuals who have “been laid off or have received notice
of termination from employment, are self-employed but unemployed due to
general economic conditions, are the spouse of a member of the Armed Forces on
active duty who is unemployed due to relocation for permanent duty
reassignment, or are displaced homemakers.”
¢ In-school youth (aged 14-21) and out-of-school youth (aged 16-24) who meet
specific criteria for school enrollment status, income, homelessness, justice
involvement, disability, pregnancy, and more (The Center for Law and Social
Policy, 2016).
Career services under Title I encompass a range of initiatives, including training
programs, job search assistance, skill assessments, career counseling, financial literacy
programs, and more (Congressional Research Service, 2022). Depending on the size of a
one-stop’s service area and the array of workforce programs housed within, some have
dedicated business liaisons. In contrast, others require case managers to engage with
employers in addition to their job seeker clients. Many of the study participants
emphasized that WIOA Title I is not a job placement program. Instead, services focus on
clients’ medium- and long-term career objectives to improve their career readiness and
mobility. Participants also reported that some local agencies utilize Title I as a funding
stream of last resort if individuals are eligible for more narrowly tailored programs, such
as Jobs for Veterans State Grants or YouthBuild.

The policy domain of WIOA Title I is well-suited to the research questions for
several reasons. First, aspects of the program design are burdensome compared to some

other workforce and education programs. The program name is less recognizable than
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those of programs like Medicaid or SNAP, which means that potentially eligible
applicants may encounter learning costs when seeking services or receiving a referral
from a partner organization. Compliance costs are significant for both clients and agency
staff, as WIOA requires the collection of extensive eligibility information, supporting
documentation to prove eligibility, and performance data. Because some eligibility
criteria include barriers to employment, such as homelessness and job loss, applicants
may also experience psychological costs when recounting their circumstances to case
managers.

Second, WIOA programs have recently undergone significant modernization
efforts that are likely to continue.’ The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the use of
digital platforms for uploading and verifying eligibility documents, providing virtual
career services, and managing clients’ cases (Mack & Dunham, 2021). Implementing
new technologies may alleviate administrative burden in some respects while introducing
burdens in others. While remote service delivery has resulted in some efficiency gains for
agencies and greater accessibility for clients, it has also required agency staff and job
seekers to rapidly upskill in digital literacy (Bennett et al., 2020). Recent emphasis on

modular procurement and integration with other social services (e.g., New Jersey

3 Recent proposals to reauthorize WIOA, such as A Stronger Workforce for America Act (H.R.6655, 118™
Congress, 2023-2024), emphasize technology developments in several sections. For example, the proposed
amendment to section 134(d)(1)(A) of WIOA states that local workforce development boards shall
“strengthen, through professional development activities, the knowledge and capacity of staff to use the
latest digital technologies, tools, and strategies to deliver high quality services and outcomes for jobseekers,
workers, and employers.” The proposed amendment to section 121(e)(2) states that one-stop service
delivery should endeavor to “make each of the programs, services, and activities...available to individuals
through electronic means, in a single, virtually accessible location, and in a manner that improves
efficiency, coordination, and quality...” Additionally, the proposed amendment to section 15(b)(2)(F)
emphasizes that “the capabilities of digital technology and modern data collection approaches are
effectively utilized” in the workforce and labor market information system. Despite the emphasis on the use
of modern digital technologies in WIOA reauthorization proposals, in early 2025, modernization efforts for
unemployment insurance systems and related IT systems slowed in the wake of the U.S. Department of
Labor terminating grant funding for states under the American Rescue Plan Act of 2021.
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Workforce Innovation Notice WD-PY?24-9) also means that workforce program staff
must use multiple online platforms and backend data systems to provide services and
manage reporting.

Third, WIOA presents an interesting policy case for examining how interagency
collaboration influences administrative burdens. Its latest reauthorization encouraged
close coordination between the public workforce development system and other means-
tested programs, such as Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF). Training
and Employment Guidance Letters (TEGLs) from the U.S. Department of Labor’s
Employment and Training Administration, such as TEGL 7-20, similarly underscore the
importance of cross-program integration to enhance service delivery for priority
populations under WIOA Title I. While automated co-enrollment in multiple programs
could reduce burdens for eligible clients (Herd & Moynihan, 2018), it is also plausible
that poor system integration may introduce administrative errors and new frictions for
clients. Legacy case management systems often rely on monolithic designs and lack the
interoperability needed for seamless referrals. Organizational siloes reinforce
technological gaps, resulting in a fragmented client experience.

Public agencies have begun addressing these challenges by adopting principles
like “Aligned Case Management” to centralize client information across workforce
partner programs, utilizing human-centered design and customer journey mapping
(National Association of State Workforce Agencies, 2025). Aligning case management
serves dual purposes: simplifying client service access and streamlining case managers'
workflows. While these goals are ostensibly mutually reinforcing, decision points guiding

data connectivity may prioritize the customer experience over that of agency staff, or vice
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versa. For example, TEGL 10-23 sought to reduce administrative burden for clients by
removing the requirement to disclose their Social Security Numbers for eligibility
determinations. As a result, some agencies struggled to sequence SSN collection during
the case management process and were tasked with creating new unique identifiers for
data matching across programs. This is worth unpacking from the perspective of burden
tolerance.

Moreover, the sheer number of actors involved in administering WIOA programs
may exacerbate administrative burden (Herd et al., 2023). WIOA Title I is federally
funded through formula grants and subject to federal performance measures, overseen by
state agencies, and administered through an extensive network of providers whose
priorities are set by local workforce development boards. Policy devolution promotes
local flexibility but may reduce administrative capacity by requiring greater coordination
among agencies (Campbell et al., 2025). Although the one-stop system prioritizes a “no
wrong door” approach for job seekers, Title I clients must nevertheless acquire program-
specific knowledge, which may entail learning costs. Finally, the successive layers of
WIOA authorization, TEGLs, and local implementation procedures represent a policy
accrual problem that increases complexity, even when digital systems are otherwise
designed to reduce burdens (Pahlka, 2023). This was a recurring theme in the participant

interviews, discussed in more detail in the findings section.

2.4 Methods

With its focus on public servants’ perceptions of administrative procedures and

how they influence burden tolerance, the epistemological foundation of this study is
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constructionist. The interview questions center on subjective individual experiences with
administrative procedures; these experiences are likely to yield “varied and multiple”
meanings (Cresswell, 2007, p. 20) based on contextual factors, socially constructed
identities, public servants’ digital skills (Peeters, 2023), and how much they value
administrative efficiency (Campbell & Ahn, 2023). Recognizing the socially constructed
nature of participants’ meaning-making justifies the knowledge produced through an
interpretive research design (Carter & Little, 2007; Haverland & Yanow, 2012).
2.4.1 Interviews with subject matter experts

Fact-finding interviews with subject matter experts were used to refine the
sampling strategy and interview protocol for the study. These interviews were
unstructured to gather insights about the current landscape of technology use in WIOA
Title I and recent policy changes that might influence program staff’s day-to-day work.
Subject matter experts included three employees of the U.S. Department of Labor—two
from the Employment and Training Administration, which oversees WIOA Title I, and
one from the Office of Disability Employment Policy—and three experts in workforce
technology from the National Association of State Workforce Agencies (NASWA).
These interviewees provided key contextual information about the program and
suggestions for participant recruitment, which led to a revised sampling approach.®

2.4.2 Data collection

¢ Prior to the subject matter expert interviews, the sampling strategy partially used a quota approach based
on states’ “models of digitalization” (i.e., whether states use custom off-the-shelf systems provided by
major vendors or use home-grown systems, and their level of digital maturity within each). Feedback from
subject matter experts highlighted that other factors would likely be more salient to agency employees’
experience with policy rules and administrative procedures. As a result, states’ models of digitalization
were not formally included as sampling criteria.
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The sampling frame consists of program staff and local workforce development
board members overseeing WIOA Title I. A purposive snowball sampling method was
used to recruit participants (Miles & Huberman, 1994), beginning with outreach to five
potential participants identified by subject matter experts and my workforce system
contacts as information-rich cases. At the end of each interview, study participants were
asked to recommend other individuals who could be contacted for potential participation.
While this approach yielded some additional participants, most were recruited through
email outreach using the CareerOneStop directory of American Job Center contacts.’
Throughout the recruitment process, I sought variation across geography, manager versus
frontline staff, the case management technology used (homegrown/commercial/hybrid),
years of experience, and the size of the service area. Gradual sample selection prioritizes
theory generation and depth of information over case representativeness (Patton, 2015;
Teddlie & Yu, 2007). I continued recruitment until theoretical saturation was reached
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967).

Table 2.1 summarizes the demographic characteristics of the 18 participants
included in the study. Fourteen different states are represented in the sample: Arizona,
Arkansas, California, Colorado, Illinois, Louisiana, Michigan, Minnesota, New Jersey,
New York, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, Virginia, and Washington. There was
substantial variation in agencies’ caseloads, service area sizes, population density (urban

vs. rural), labor market composition, and colocation with other workforce, education, and

7 CareerOneStop is funded by the U.S. Department of Labor’s Employment and Training Administration
and provides workforce information to job seekers, students, workforce intermediaries, and employers.
Their American Job Center Directory allows individuals to email the general center email, veterans
representative, business representative, and youth services contact at each of the 2,300 American Job
Centers in the U.S., though some contact information is missing or out of date. More than half of these
available contacts were used in the recruitment process.
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human services programs. When asked to describe the populations they serve under
WIOA Title I, most participants used descriptors such as “low income, low education,
and hard-to-serve.” They also discussed barriers to employment, including a lack of
transportation, unstable housing, behavioral health issues, and involvement with the
justice system. Some agencies serve areas with large populations of immigrants and
people who speak English as a second language.

Table 2.1. Demographic characteristics of study participants (N = 18)

% %

Group participants Group participants

Region WIOA program
Northeast 17% All Title I 56%
Midwest 17% Youth 28%
South 33% Adult & Dislocated Worker 17%
West 33% Supervisory status

Gender Yes 61%
Men 39% No 39%
Women 61% Years in agency

Highest education Oto5 28%
HS diploma/GED equivalent 6% 6to 10 44%
Some college (no degree) 6% 11to 15 11%
Bachelor's degree 50% 16 to 20 0%
Master's degree 39% 21 plus 17%

Age Years in government
26-29 6% 0to5 17%
30-39 22% 610 10 22%
40 - 49 22% 11to 15 33%
50-59 33% 16 to 20 0%
60 or older 17% 21 plus 28%

Using WIOA Performance data from PY 2023, I examined the performance
measures for the participants’ workforce areas on the following indicators: Employment
Rate in the 2" Quarter After Exit, Employment Rate in the 4" Quarter After Exit, Median

Earnings in the 2" Quarter After Exit, Credential Attainment Rate within one year after
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exit, and Measurable Skills Gain Rate.® With a few exceptions, the participants represent
workforce areas that report performance outcomes close to the nationwide averages. Only
two workforce areas had employment rates substantially above the national average, and
two other workforce areas reported credential attainment and measurable skill gains
substantially below the national average. This high-level analysis suggests that the
sample is reasonably representative of the WIOA Title I programs in terms of overall
performance.

The participants' professional roles can be divided into roughly three categories.
First, frontline staff closely engage with clients by reviewing eligibility information,
conducting intake, managing cases, and tracking client outcomes. Individuals in this
category typically meet the definition of street-level bureaucrats due to the discretion they
may exercise in client interactions (Lipsky, 2010); they hold job titles like Career Advisor
or Career Coach. Second, mid-level managers often supervise individuals in the first
category while overseeing other aspects of program implementation through activities
like creating budgets, writing grants, and procuring new technologies. Compliance is a
significant job function for many managers, including verifying client eligibility,
managing contracts with training providers, and submitting reports to state compliance
monitors. Examples of job titles in this category are Director of Special Initiatives,

Director of Workforce Development, and Team Lead. Most participants who currently

8 Aggregate data come from state submissions of individual participant records according to the Participant
Individual Record Layout (PIRL) (ETA-9172) and aggregated according to the WIOA Quarterly
Performance Report (QPR) (ETA-9173). See

https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/ET A/Performance/PY2023 WIOA Local Board Annual Report.ht
ml

61



serve as program managers previously worked as frontline case managers and discussed
their client interactions in these previous roles during the interviews.

The third category comprises administrator-level positions for local workforce
boards, typically held by individuals with job titles such as Executive Director or Director
of Workforce Development. These individuals supervise program managers, business
engagement teams, and data administrators for WIOA Title I and other programs,
sometimes overseeing multiple localities within a workforce region. They are also
responsible for strategic leadership and oversight of partnerships with training providers,
economic development organizations, employers, and community organizations.
Interviewing participants in a range of professional positions provided a comprehensive
view of administrative procedures and digitalization in WIOA Title 1. The breadth of
participants’ responsibilities also allowed exploration of the passive and active
components of burden tolerance (Baekgaard et al., 2021), as participants’ ability to
impose burdens varied by job function and supervisory status.

The study’s data consisted of semi-structured narrative interviews. To test the
wording and sequence of the draft interview questions, a pilot interview was held in
October 2024 with a former regional manager of a state workforce agency. All the study
interviews (N = 18) were conducted via Zoom in January and February 2025.° The
average interview duration was 30 minutes, excluding the demographic questionnaire.
The questionnaire served the dual purpose of obtaining demographic information from

participants and screening individuals for eligibility to participate. No individuals were

9 Several other contacts expressed interest in participating in the study but cancelled their interviews amid
uncertainty in their daily work after the White House’s Office of Management and Budget released a memo
on January 27, 2025 that directed federal agencies to temporarily pause spending on federal financial
assistance programs.
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screened out, as all participants disclosed job titles and employment sites that met the
sampling criteria. Verbatim transcripts were generated from video recordings of each
interview.

The main interview questions are outlined in Table 2.2, and the full interview
protocol is available in Appendix B.1. Interviews began with an introductory question to
establish rapport and to understand how participants see themselves within their roles,
which could provide insights into professional personality. The interviews then moved
into more detailed questions about administrative procedures, tolerance for burdens, and
the perceived impacts of digitalization. Most questions used open-ended prompts to
gauge participants’ attitudes toward client deservingness and their overall understanding
of potential burdens that clients may face. Each of the main interview questions is
mapped back to a research question, generating thematic knowledge while contributing to
a “natural conversational flow” (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009, p. 132).

Probes were used to elicit examples and detailed explanations. For example,
continuation probes encouraged participants to continue discussing a subject, and
elaboration probes requested more detail or explanation about an experience or
phenomenon (Billups, 2021, p. 47). Clarification probes tended to surface organically and
helped ensure the interviewer and participant ascribed the same meaning to a given word,
phrase, or explanation. Steering probes were sometimes used to guide interviewees back
on topic (Billups, 2021). However, participants were encouraged to raise other factors or
contextual details they considered relevant to digitalization and administrative burden.
Seemingly tangential answers can be helpful for “revealing the processes that led to

specific outcomes” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 88) and clarifying connections between
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theoretical constructs. The concluding question and debrief section invited participants to
share additional comments.

Table 2.2. Semi-structured interview questions

# Question

1  Please tell me briefly about your current role with your employer. In a few
words, how would you describe your responsibilities to your agency and to
clients?

2 Tell me about your agency’s current processes for enrollment and case
management in WIOA Title I. What is your opinion about how easy these
processes are for employees in your agency?

3 What is your opinion about how easy these processes are for clients seeking
services?

4  How would you describe the client population served through your program?

Do you think some clients have a more difficult time enrolling or managing

their cases compared to others? Why or why not?

6  What would you think about a change to the WIOA case management process
that made it harder for some clients to manage their cases, but improved
efficiency within your agency?

7  Imagine a client was struggling with part of the enrollment or case
management process. How would you see yourself helping them, if at all?

8  Now, please think about some of the processes your agency has digitalized
recently (for example, online applications for programs, virtual training
options, and automated case management and referrals). What is your opinion
of these digital processes?

9 Do you think digitalization makes it easy for potential clients to learn about
the program, determine eligibility, and apply? Why or why not?

10 Do you think digitalization has improved capacity within your agency? Why
or why not?

(V)]

2.4.3 Data analysis
Interview data were analyzed using a three-step coding process suggested by
Gioia et al. (2013), which has its roots in grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The

(113

inductive, iterative approach to coding assumes that researchers are “‘glorified reporters’
whose main role is to give an adequate account of the informants’ experience,” and a

priori constructs may not apply (Gioia et al., 2013, p. 3). First, [ adopted an interpretive

approach to analysis, closely reading each transcript to identify emergent concepts related
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to administrative burden, burden tolerance, and digital government (Haverland & Yanow,
2012). An external collaborator followed the same close-reading process, using a
randomly selected transcript to ensure consistency in identifying key quotes. I then
assigned open, first-order codes to the highlighted quotes in the interview transcripts to
restate the main ideas in plain language without interpretation (Corley & Gioia, 2004).
The first round of coding revealed patterns visible across emergent categories that could
be distilled into second-order categories (Gioia et al., 2013, p. 6). After creating a
preliminary list of categories, I revisited the literature on burden tolerance and digital
government to “[cycle] between emergent data, themes, concepts, and dimensions”
(Gioia et al., 2013, p. 7) before grouping the second-order themes into aggregate
dimensions. Finally, I examined the original code list and revised it iteratively until I

reached a reasonable number of first- and second-order codes.

2.5 Findings

The interviews provided insight into the burdens faced by clients and staff, public
servants’ perspectives on digitalization, and the extent to which they engaged in burden
shifting to ease client experiences with the program. The first subsection reviews key
contextual factors of WIOA Title I that influence interviewees’ burden tolerance. The
following subsections highlight examples of burdens experienced by clients and staff, as
well as the role of digitalization in shaping these burdens. Figure 2.1 displays a data
diagram summarizing these potential sources of burden on clients and staff. The final

subsections discuss the passive and active components of burden tolerance, as
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exemplified in the interviews. Figure 2.2 displays a data diagram summarizing the
concepts and themes related to burden tolerance.

Figure 2.1. Data structure for sources of administrative burden

First-order concepts Second-order themes Aggregate
dimensions
»  Staff serving multiple roles Insufficient
»  Heavy caseloads funding and staff Program
features
s Lack of flexibility to allocate
funds based on local conditions Red tape
» Perception that some rules and
procedures are arbitrary
¢  Documentation required for Eligibility
eligibility verification determinations
# Length of enrollment process
*  Wariness about providing Client burdens 1
personal information
¢ Lack of transportation, Accessibility
childcare, and translation barriers
*  Duplicative nature of paperwork
s Lack of discretion in case Compliance
management burdens Staff burdens
» Emphasis on compliance and
performance reporting
» New outreach modes
*  Virtual reality for career
exploration Increased
» Expedited approvals through efficiency
digital documentation
#  Streamlined reporting
Digitalization
* Low digital literacy among
clients ﬂ.l.ld staff B Digital-based
#  Poor design of digital systems burdens
#  Duoplicative requirements for
data entry
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2.5.1 Program features influencing administrative burdens

In addition to the attributes of WIOA Title I outlined in the section titled
“Program Overview,” interviewees highlighted specific program features that create
burdens for staff and clients. Some issues are common across U.S. social programs,
including understaffing, heavy caseloads, and administrative churn associated with
forming interagency partnerships (Barnes & Henly, 2018; Strader & Misra, 2015; Heflin
et al., 2020). Participants in rural areas emphasized that they have no choice but to serve
multiple job functions:

“In the rural areas, I feel like we wear so many hats compared to the metropolitan
areas...one person might just do the orientation of the program, and that’s it. One person
might just do the intakes, and that’s it. One person might do exits and follow-ups, and
that’s it. One person might just be going to the schools. And we’re doing all of it...if
we’re going to fill that need, we have to be able to juggle and meet the community where
they’re at.”

Policy accumulation and red tape were consistent themes in the interviews. Many
participants lamented the complexity of federal legislation, noting that spending rules
limit local flexibility in serving clients. They tended to recognize the rationale behind
spending thresholds, but wanted greater discretion in allocating funds based on regional
labor market conditions:

“Yes, there needs to be checks and balances. But there needs to be some trust as well in
the goodwill implementation of programs and using money in a flexible enough way to
be able to help communities the way local areas need it. We know our areas best.”

“I wouldn’t have three pots of money [Adult, Dislocated Worker, and Youth]...I would
take out a lot of the set-aside requirements that limit what we can do. It limits the services
we can provide to a youth because we’re checking boxes. We’re required to spend 20%
of our money on work experience. We’re required to spend 75% of our money on out-of-
school youth and 25% on in-school youth. For me, that means I’'m waiting for youth to
fail and not be successful, and be out of school and unemployed, to find them, bring them
back in, and then get them reengaged in some kind of skill training or education... I
understand some of the concerns, like if we just leave the money wide open, it won’t be
spent appropriately...[but] you have to actually trust the people who’ve been trusted to
do these operations.”
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“The [U.S.] Labor Department negotiates with states to increase the performance every
year, regardless of funding availability...and locals are the last stop...the fact that we’re
serving so many adults with low literacy and numeracy cannot be factored into
outcomes.”
Commenting on proposed requirements related to eligible training providers in the latest
WIOA reauthorization language, one participant said:
“I just thought that was really an extreme position for Congress to take....these are
artificial burdens that policymakers are placing on the local boards without any
recognition of what that does to our ability to, frankly, provide services to customers.
We've been able to manage so far, but it's getting much more strict.”
A different participant characterized the WIOA Eligible Training Provider List (ETPL)—
statewide directories of training programs approved to offer training services using
WIOA funds—as a “ridiculous program” that has imposed unnecessary burdens on local
staff and board members. Yet another participant mentioned that they had to appoint a
full-time staff person just to maintain the ETPL for their local area.
Several interviews highlighted a tension between complying with program rules
and being responsive to client needs:
“On the one hand, we hear from the Department of Labor that you need to make this
easier for people to access [supportive services] money so they can get to work. And at
the same time, they also tell us, but first you need to make sure you’re exhausting all
other resources for that person...so it’s like, what do you want? Do you want us to give
them access to the service, or do you want to make us jump through these hoops before
they can do it?”
“Congress and the federal government, the [U.S.] Department of Labor, are so concerned
about what might be viewed as risk in the system that they would only allow a local
board like ours to have two- or three-days’ worth of cash on hand in order to be able to
pay our bills.”
“It’s almost like you’re so worried about setting up the system so it meets the

requirements, you lose sight of what is best for the customer, and there’s got to be some
proper sort of analysis there. But people are rule followers for the most part.”

Despite criticisms of certain program requirements, multiple participants mentioned
feeling supported by their state-level counterparts, with state leadership advocating on

behalf of locals for audits and federal performance reporting.
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2.5.2 Client burdens

By far, the most referenced burdens for clients are related to eligibility
determinations. Without being prompted for specific estimates, several participants
mentioned that the initial eligibility process takes approximately 45 minutes, followed by
additional staff time to initiate case notes. Participants shared that the enrollment process
is particularly burdensome for youth, who often meet some but not all eligibility criteria.
In these cases, staff may enroll them in the Wagner-Peyser employment services
program, allowing them to still receive some services. One participant stated that her
youth program has never exceeded 100 clients per year due to the narrow eligibility
criteria. Another participant said:

“I’ve got one student right now who very much would be an excellent candidate for
WIOA, and has a lot of barriers, but is not hitting the one plus one barrier. So while he is
low income, he does not have another [official] barrier...there does seem to be a
population of students that kind of falls through.”

Confirming eligibility after intake is a major compliance burden for many WIOA
clients. Due to complex eligibility criteria, obtaining the required supporting documents
may be challenging. For example, most youth applicants must provide proof of their
parents’ income until they age into the Title I Adult program at 25, but some youth no
longer live with their parents or have strained relationships with them. One frontline staff
member mentioned that merely asking for pay stubs can cause issues in the workplace,
depending on the work environment. Participants’ descriptions of the compliance burdens
associated with the eligibility process include the following.

“We have to ask for proof of identification, eligibility to work in the United States, you
know, and some people don't necessarily have a copy of their birth certificate on hand,
and yes, they can request it, but that could take a month or longer, or a Social Security
card, too. Getting an appointment with Social Security is really difficult. So some of that
takes a lot of time away too, because if we get somebody interested in a training next
month, and they don't have one of those documents, they're not going to make that
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training. It gets a little difficult for us to sometimes help people when we know that there
is certain proof, but it's not acceptable. Like we know that they would be eligible. But if
we got audited or put it in the system, it wouldn't work.”

“Another challenge for a job seeker would be the length of the WIOA application. The
backup details that we typically need to see — if they’re homeless, they might not have a
fixed address.”

“The amount of documentation that we have to collect from applicants to deem them
eligible is extraordinary. And it does create an operational burden, and it creates a time
lapse for participants to get into training...typically, that process takes about two weeks
to get everything through the approval process. So if somebody comes to us and they’re
looking to get into training quickly, very seldom does that happen, because by law we
have to make sure we have everything uploaded, and it is a burdensome process.”

The general public is not knowledgeable about WIOA and its requirements, leading to
learning and psychological costs for clients who are surprised by the level of personal
information they must provide to claim services:
“I think [the eligibility process] makes clients extremely upset. A lot of times, they say, ‘I
just did this. Why do I have to do this again? Why are you collecting all this information
from me?” A lot of people in this day and age are extremely paranoid about providing a
lot of personal information.”
“Because of confidential information, we can’t speak on behalf of [clients]. We can’t
answer questions for them, and that gets frustrating for us and the individual, because
sometimes they have no idea where to start with any of this information, or how to access

it, and we can only give them so much before they have to take it over themselves.”

“Some people, I think, are wary of giving you information. Even though they know in the
beginning that it is a government program that is going to require that stuff.”

“I[When I have asked youth applicants] ‘Would you consider your household a one-parent
household, two-parent household?’ They just cry to me. ‘No, [ haven’t talked to my mom
in years. My dad died because he was killed.” ‘My dad passed away because of drugs, my
mom, I don’t know where she is’...I would like to be able to say, ‘You know what, next
Monday, you’re going to go talk to a psychologist because you have real issues. [ don’t
have those resources.”

Finally, many participants discussed the lack of transportation and affordable childcare as

barriers to accessing WIOA services. Options for virtual trainings and meetings with

career counselors may alleviate these burdens, as discussed in the subsection on

digitalization.
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2.5.3 Staff burdens

The rigidity of program eligibility rules also affects frontline staff's daily work,
reflecting the interdependent nature of compliance burdens for clients and staff. The
tremendous amount of time staff must dedicate to filing paperwork was one of the
prevalent interview themes:

"We’re overwhelmed with paperwork, and we struggle because of that. We’re triplicate
in everything that we do. We have to have a paper file, and then we upload it into the
state system, and then we have to upload it to our managers.”

“Having to put in case management [data] three different times in three different
places...just get rid of the paper files. That’s literally the only thing I can tell you.”

“The administrative side is incredibly burdensome...it’s all very duplicative, exhausting,
time-intensive work.”

“It would make it easier on the students if we, as advisors, could change things in the
system, because sometimes the student has to wait on us to get that done to complete a
process. There’s so much bureaucracy, paperwork, and red tape.”

Some participants reported that the paperwork load has contributed to staff burnout and
turnover, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic. One case manager described his job
as consisting of three parts: (1) working with clients, (2) complying with WIOA
legislation and administrative rules, and (3) working with digital technologies. He
reflected that those second and third job functions have grown disproportionately over
time, taking time away from individualized client support. Some agencies have opted to
instruct clients to fill out the initial eligibility paperwork on their own, with staff
available to assist as needed. Many participants expressed a desire for more automation
and auto-filling forms using connected datasets, though the efficiency gains are uncertain:

“We’re in the testing process to have a modernized system that’s supposed to make
[paperwork] easier. But I’ve been doing this job long enough that it’s like, it’1l just be
something different. It’s a lot of data validation. It feels like it pulls energy of case
managers away from doing the actual work to support youth with their goals.”
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Frontline staff often perceived that they lacked the necessary discretion to do their
jobs effectively. Related to duplicative systems for paperwork, staff are sometimes
required to submit change orders to higher-level managers to correct simple data errors.
The legislative emphasis on performance measurement and compliance in WIOA trickles
down to comprehensive case note requirements, resulting in increased compliance
burdens for staff. Participants expressed that the recordkeeping standards do not always
reflect how case management interactions work in practice:

“There are times when one appointment will have three different services. If you talk
about a resume, that’s one service. If you talk about resource navigation or housing,
that’s a totally different service. And then if you talk about something else, if they read it
in that case note, then the monitor comes in and says, ‘You should have coded it like this
as well, and all the different pieces of your meeting, your notes need to be organized.’
And we know that’s not how human beings talk. That’s not how these sessions work. It’s
very cumbersome, and it’s very disheartening, I think, for a lot of case managers who just
want to help. Like, just let me serve.”

While participants understood the need for compliance monitoring, many viewed
state audits as excessive and thought monitoring contributed to unnecessary
administrative burdens. The following quotes exemplify participant perspectives within
this theme:

“With the focus being so heavy on compliance, the monitors kind of run amok. [ mean,
they are there to get you, right, like they see their job as they’ve got to find something
you’re doing wrong. And sometimes it just becomes the most nitpicky, ridiculous things
that they are pointing out, which then of course takes time from us...it was something
like 45 different uploads and documents that we had to send to them so they could
review.”

“When our state comes out to monitor and audit us, they’re going to look at the
documents. They’re going to look at the data entry there, you know, our service codes.
And so everything has to be in alignment there, and it doesn’t matter what you do in
person. It’s got to be in the documents, you know.”

“My standard response these days to monitoring is, ‘Can you show me in federal or state
code that I have to do that?” And 9 times out of 10, they can’t. It’s all opinions.”

“The training guidance letters [from the U.S. Department of Labor] ...if they’re not clear
on something, [the monitors] are going to favor the more conservative approach.”
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Legislatively mandated performance reporting also creates compliance burdens for staff.
In particular, participants mentioned challenges obtaining employment verification from
clients after they completed their training. When agencies are unable to provide client pay
stubs to auditors, their “measurable skill gain” indicators are undercounted, potentially
affecting funding levels for the WIOA program.

2.5.4 Digitalization

The interviews revealed nuanced perspectives on digitalization, with participants
highlighting varied ways in which digital technologies shape burdens for clients and staff.
Using digital systems for case management reduces client burdens through several
mechanisms: (1) faster feedback loops between submitting documentation and case
managers approving services; (2) the ability to submit eligibility materials remotely,
allowing clients to overcome accessibility barriers like a lack of transportation; and (3)
new modes of nudging clients through virtual reminders and texting. Several participants
also reported that their agencies have begun exploring the use of virtual reality (VR)
technologies to help clients explore different career paths before committing to training
programs tailored to specific occupations. For example, one participant used VR to help
clients recognize their fears of needles or heights, which steered them away from their
intended training paths in healthcare and construction.

For staff, digitalization has been crucial in managing increasingly large caseloads.
Despite the aforementioned compliance burdens associated with duplicate (or triplicate)
paperwork, digital records streamline performance reporting and enhance customer
journey mapping. Texting or emailing clients for the mandated follow-ups one year after

program completion is often less time-consuming than phone calls. Additionally, staff
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can more easily retain information about potential clients who disengage partway through
the enrollment process in case they reactivate their cases later.

On the negative side, participants noted that digitalization can create barriers for
some clients. Individuals with low digital literacy or limited access to technology at home
may be hesitant to use digital options for case management and enrollment. However,
many participants emphasized that frontline staff are willing to help clients navigate
digital systems or use paper-based options. One participant said, “I would be completely
opposed to demanding that a participant engage in those digital systems, because that
would be a huge barrier. We would just lose those that need us the most.” Digital literacy
is also an issue for staff; many participants noted that technology training has been
inadequate, and some older staff have been slow to embrace the shift toward process
digitalization.

Participants shared mixed opinions about virtual options to meet with clients.
Videoconferencing has become indispensable to staff managing large caseloads in rural
areas. On the other hand, some American Job Centers now experience longer wait times
for walk-in clients because staff are occupied with virtual meetings. Many centers have
opted to require in-person meetings for initial client intake, with virtual options for
follow-up meetings offered on an individual basis. This is discussed in more detail in the
subsection on active burden tolerance.

A common theme in the interviews was that digital systems are often outdated or
poorly designed. Participants highlighted a need for more human-centered design to
alleviate burdens for clients and staff:

“Our state decided, instead of using a well-established CRM [customer relationship
management system], they built their own thing...now, there’s messy code. They clone
things and then don’t change things.”
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“It’s a very outdated system, in my opinion...you have to put some information in three
different places, and if you miss one of the three, it can count incorrectly. It can disrupt
the enrollment, and you don’t necessarily get a notification like Oh, you’re missing this.”

“The state will ask you something, or even the feds will ask you for something, and it
seems like a small thing. But getting that information [involves] a lot of painful steps
because of the way it’s set up and how we enter services...I don’t have the information
until four months down the road, when [the client] gives me their transcript to go back
and redo it. And the system is slow, and I have to redo it in three places.”

“Where customers can upload [documents], there’s no way to know whether an upload
was successful, and the same can happen here locally if a staff person is uploading
documents...so you have a lot of clean-ups to do.”

“There’s no way to hover over information to see what that definition is or whether you
should use a particular activity code. I think there’s a lot of guesswork in the beginning
until it becomes intuitive...and for capturing case notes...there’s too much back and
forth.”

“That is one thing that [our state] does not do. We do not ask customers for their opinions
on anything. We base our processes around that dang system.”

Some data systems lack proper integration with related datasets, creating burdens for
staff:

“The systems of record don’t talk to each other because of privacy concerns...often the
case manager has to sit with both systems open at the same time, type something into
one, and then copy and paste into the other.”

“I think the most irritating thing is putting data into [the state-based CRM], because that
serves no purpose to me. It doesn’t really show you enough data about what happened.
It’s just a touch point that goes in there.”

“Because of HIPAA, or because our systems don’t talk to each other...you have no idea
whether clients got referred out or if they got services unless they communicate. I wish

there were an inter-system way to help us communicate with each other to more quickly
help the customer on their journey, because we’re held to performance standards, too.”

Despite these technological challenges, many participants shared positive examples of
building new digital processes from scratch and taking advantage of pandemic-era
flexibilities to implement user-friendly systems such as Jotform to engage with clients.

One participant commented that the government should employ process engineers to
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develop digital processes within the legal bounds of WIOA while applying human-
centered design principles to reduce burdens.
2.5.5 Passive burden tolerance

The interviews revealed several factors underlying participants’ passive burden
tolerance, conceptualized as their attitude toward burdens. Figure 2.2 displays the data
structure for passive and active burden tolerance.

Figure 2.2. Data structure for burden tolerance

First-order concepts Second-order themes Aggregate
dimensions
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relevant information management

s  Career coach mentality
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circumstances
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s  Personal experience receiving Public service
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compliance monitoring Bureaucratic
+  Perspective that performance personality
reporting is important
+  Allowing small compliance Active burden
burdens in eligibility process to Gauging client tolerance
test client engagement yeadines: E—
+  Virtual meetings offered on
case-by-case basis
+ Co-enrollment in other services
*  Systems navigation Burden shifting
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# [Intentional non-compliance
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Second-order themes in this dimension include participants’ approaches to case
management, attitudes toward the clients they serve, and public service motivation.
Overall, the participants in this study were highly motivated to serve clients and
displayed empathy for clients’ circumstances:

“Some are in their thirties and forties, and have figured out, ‘Now I know what I want to

do.” Those are the ones that I just love to help...if they can get in the program and stick

with it and keep up with all the challenges that they have to do, by working, raising
children, and doing all their homework on time and successfully. I just applaud those,
because it’s a lot of things to balance. But some of the older ones really know they’re
ready and are full steam ahead.”

“I have a lot of empathy for people. Working within the system, I’ve seen a lot of people

come in and come out, and I understand it’s a difficult situation to gather [eligibility]
information.”

Empathy towards clients can take an emotional toll on frontline staff. Participants said
managing difficult cases can feel “heavy” or even make them “want to cry sometimes.”
One participant shared that the emotional burden of case management prompts her to
walk around the outside of the building to recalibrate. She went on to say:

“Some days you’re going to have a client come in crying or in a panic. And it just breaks
your heart. So you have to say, ‘Okay, I need to slow down and get some objectivity on
this, so that I can help the client better, instead of getting so involved that you’re maybe
doing more than you should. And sometimes that happens, because we want to help them
with everything. But we also need to learn to empower the client, because there are some
things they can do on their own...if we’re doing it for them, we’re really not helping
them. We’re enabling them.”

As this quote demonstrates, frontline staff often feel the need to guide clients rather than
do all the work for them. The underlying sentiment is that clients must take initiative to
help themselves, and some burdens may be acceptable if they fail to demonstrate intrinsic
motivation to succeed. Examples of this include the following:

“It’s tough, you know. You can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make them drink. We
have so many resources that we help them with.”

“I feel like those are the hardest ones, when they’re not self-motivated. We can deal with
life that gets in the way. But we can’t motivate someone.”
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“People will come to this program not knowing about it. There’s no marketing done on
these programs; it’s all done in-house. So people walk in saying, ‘A friend of a friend told
me about this. I don’t know what this is.” Eligibility workers don’t want to hear that,
because to them, it means they now have to explain all 21 of these pages that you have to
sign and read. So now it’s a burden.”

“I would say [justice system involvement] is not a barrier, but more of an attitude. The
attitude is one of apathy. They’re not thinking of, ‘What do I want to do to become
better?” They’re just going for the status quo of, ‘well, my family was on food stamps. So
I’m going to be on food stamps.’ So it’s that generational poverty and trying to change
that mindset that you don’t have to go down that road.”

“I’m not trying to make any judgment. But it seems like people in that demographic [food

stamp recipients] would have more challenges and less coping skills. The people who are
in WIOA have a little more coping skills and some challenges.”

A few participants also mentioned “behavioral health issues” among clients and

noted that frontline staff were ill-equipped to deal with them. Despite these indications of

passive burden tolerance, most participants described the client populations in positive or

neutral terms. The interviews generally illustrated high levels of public service

motivation among staff, linked to low burden tolerance:

“[Clients] are used to combative staff, kind of like the DMV. They come in and say, ‘I
have to fight for every single thing that I get, because the system’s against me. So I'm
coming in ready to box these people, you know, give me priority services.” So one of the
main challenges my people have is to be able to let them know, ‘Hey, we’re not like that.
We’re a professional agency here to assess you. Let me help you.”

“We all have big hearts, you know, the joke is we don’t do this for the pay. We do it
because we want to help. We want to help our clients succeed. When we share those
success stories, boy, that really helps. It’s like a shot in the arm. And we celebrate that.”

“I have a great staff. They are 100% dedicated not just to the job, but to their clients, to
make sure they succeed.”

For some participants, their motivation to serve clients emerges from personal experience

with WIOA or other social services. Identifying with the challenges her clients face, one

participant said, “I’ve been there. I remember when I lost my job...I’m a parent, and my

only concern was that I needed to pay for my rent, and I needed to pay for food.”

Participants who articulated sympathy and understanding for clients’ circumstances were
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more likely to express a low willingness to impose burdens, as discussed in the following
subsection.
2.5.6 Active burden tolerance

Active burden tolerance is crucial for the subjective individual experience because
it reflects public servants’ willingness to either increase or reduce burdens for clients.
Interviews uncovered two main factors influencing participants’ willingness to impose
burdens: (1) bureaucratic personality, understood as a firm adherence to rules (Campbell
& Ahn, 2023), and (2) judgments about clients’ self-sufficiency and their readiness to
comply with program requirements. Since all participants in the study expressed some
dissatisfaction with WIOA program rules and avoided describing the client populations
negatively, burden tolerance is most closely associated with heavy burdens on staff. In
other words, participants demonstrated active burden tolerance only to the extent that
imposing burdens on clients helped alleviate their own burdens.

When clients fall into a gray area for eligibility or when program rules are
unclear, some participants and their colleagues take a conservative approach to
administering services:

“I think we tend to lean more on the compliance side instead of looking at ease of
customer use. There is just a ton of paperwork that needs to be done.”

“Some of the managers, they’re people-people. People they’re really good at. They’re not
as good at policy interpretation. Some are just going to defer; they’re more conservative.
Our current policy and programs manager, or our current quality assurance manager, both
of them are pretty conservative and more black-and-white than [ was when [ was in that
position.”

“For so many years there was this hard line, eligibility, eligibility, eligibility...somebody
who’s a frontline worker and who’s lower on the pay scale for income, when it comes to
what’s happening in the agency, they’re not going to feel empowered...the decision
making would require that [frontline worker] to be like, ‘There’s only one [eligibility]
document missing. Let me get up and go speak to my supervisor.” They don’t often do
that. I think people are more worried about getting caught for doing something that
wouldn’t be appropriate.”
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“So I am pretty conservative [with rule following]. I get really nervous, mainly because
[the state] has been so compliance-focused. I mean, the monitoring they do on us is
extreme.”

The emphasis on compliance may also lead to cream-skimming, with implications for the
distribution of services and the burdens clients encounter. One participant noted that her
colleagues have “really transparent conversations” about whether to engage in “cherry-
picking” to achieve a balanced caseload of youth who are high- and low-risk from the
perspective of performance measurement.

Many participants shared examples of gauging client readiness by intentionally
imposing small compliance burdens. Specifically, case managers sometimes use the
WIOA eligibility and enrollment procedures to assess clients” motivation to receive

services:

“I give them tasks to do. The most reliable one is, are you showing up to meetings on
time? Are you rescheduling? Are you no-showing? And then from there, I branch out into
doing tasks for them that are kind of triage-based. So I’ve got one student who I’m not
entirely sure is ready to be in this program. I sent him out with the task of, ‘Hey, go find
your resume. Find your cover letter. If you have one, bring it to me, and then we’ll do a
job search’...so giving them tasks that are worth their time and aren’t them just running
around.”

“Almost 100% of the time, we enroll participants into one of our [state youth grants] first
to gauge readiness because WIOA has performance measures that we’re required to meet.
Just as a way of, I guess, vetting their level of engagement and ability to execute their
education and employment goals...once they’re demonstrating progress, then we call
them into WIOA.”

Within this theme, participants demonstrate a transition from passive to active burden

tolerance based on their perceptions of clients’ self-motivation:

“The way that we describe the partnership between the participant and their case manager
is like a 50-50. We try to let them know that from the very beginning, before they even
apply to WIOA. We’re going to match the pace and the energy and the ability for you to
work on your goals with where you’re at...we’re not a placement agency. We can’t
guarantee employment. We can give you the tools, and then it’s up to you to really
practice those tools and put some of that work in.”
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“When [ started, it was very much, ‘if you qualify, I'm taking you in.” I’ve been doing it
a bit longer. I now have an easier time saying, “You’re not showing the level of
engagement needed. You can change that.” But at this point, I’'m not going to enroll
people who I’m not confident are going to be engaging as much as they should.”

“It’s a vetting process. If this person’s serious, and they say, ‘Hey, I'm going to do
everything that I possibly can to represent you and myself well on the job site,” then I’'m
willing to vet them seriously to refer them over. Because if I contact one of my good
employers, they’re going to hire the person because of our relationship...I’m going to put
you through the wringer and then ensure you understand that this is a serious program.
Just because you’re not paying for it doesn’t mean it’s free. I treat this money like it’s my
money. If I think you’re serious, yes, by all means, take everything you can from this
program. But I’m not going to give it to you just because you say you want it.”

These quotes also demonstrate bureaucratic personality to some extent, with staff viewing
themselves as responsible stewards of public funds. Depending on how well clients
engage, staff may become more lenient in offering options for virtual meetings and
training sessions. Several participants said they hesitate to allow clients to complete
training virtually because distance learning does not adequately prepare them to
overcome barriers to maintain in-person employment.

Conversely, many participants demonstrated a strong willingness to reduce
burdens for clients. Common ways staff reduce burdens include actively seeking
opportunities for co-enrollment, assisting with systems navigation, creating workarounds
to shift burdens, and intentionally not complying with program rules. First, staff often use
intake processes to encourage clients to enroll in other programs for which they might be
eligible. Services such as transportation assistance through TANF can help customers
overcome barriers to participating in WIOA programs. Staff may recommend that clients
disclose a disability to access additional supportive services. One participant said he
offers clients “little incentives...to get over the line,” such as gas cards. Second, many
participants acknowledged the significant learning costs clients incur in obtaining

verification documents during the enrollment process. Although not obligated to do so,

81



they assist clients with system navigation by providing guidance on obtaining birth
certificates or other identity documents. If clients struggle with the compliance burdens
of providing income verification, staff may suggest applying for food assistance
programs, as co-enrollment can serve as proof of low-income status.

Many participants felt it was the responsibility of staff to absorb as much burden
as possible from clients when their routines allow for burden shifting:

“We serve the people and all the stuff that has to happen behind the scenes, we hope the
customers don’t know about...they’re here for a service, and that’s where our heart is.
But the work that we have to do on the back end is pretty labor-intensive.”

“We’ve worked really hard with our youth team to say, serve first if you can. Meet the
person where they’re at, and then we’ll take care of making sure things look good on the
back end.”

“We use a technique called motivational interviewing. So it’s asking questions, questions,
questions, because if there’s any part of the process that they’re not understanding, either
we didn’t explain it well enough, or there’s something else going on that we don’t know,
or we just didn’t uncover that question.”

“Most of our clients are low-income. They already struggle. I’'m not going to ask them to
keep repeatedly coming to a different county to get assistance, when hopefully I can
reach out to them to make it easier for them as much as we can through a digital process.

But when we need to meet [in person], I can be the one who travels to them instead of
them coming to me.”

Another participant shared that when she learned a client walked six miles in the cold to
meet with her in person, she chided him for not asking her to conduct the appointment via
phone and personally gave him cash for bus fare home.

Some staff members wield discretion to reduce client burdens by pushing against
the bounds of program rules and procedures. Discussing an emergency assistance
program to provide clients with new tires so they could safely drive to in-person
trainings, a participant said:

“We have to use our judgment constantly...[a higher-up manager] really gave me a hard
time about [selecting the middle of three quotes for new tires], and I said ‘I know this
dealership they’re using, and it’s really trustworthy and it has a good warranty,” and she
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said ‘No, you always have to use the lowest quote.” So I just determined that, okay,
whatever. If another student needs tires, I’'m just going to make sure that the one I believe
is the best dealership around here is the lowest quote...I’ll send my student to other really
exorbitant places to get the quotes from, so that the best place can be the ‘lowest.””

Other participants stated they were willing to forgo compliance with rigid interpretations
of program rules to provide more services to clients. Quotes illustrating intentional non-
compliance include the following:

“We’re going to say this counts [for eligibility], and here’s why. And if the State came
and said no, at least we know we’ve acted in our best judgment. It might mean the
person’s no longer eligible, and there’s a disallowed cost. But they might say, ‘Don’t do
that again. You should do this instead.” And we’re okay with that. We’re okay with a
little admonishment.”

“Maybe we’re only 90% in compliance in a certain area. To be perfectly honest, like
we’re forced to backdate documents to be in compliance with the audit requirement dates,
because...you can’t get all the paperwork done in one day.”

“This is a struggle that [ have had with my supervisors. I think that every single youth
who enters an American Job Center seeking assistance should be automatically
approved.”

Overall, the interviews included many more instances of participants finding ways to
reduce client burdens than to impose them, demonstrating an ethos of burden shifting

within the WIOA Title I program.

2.6 Discussion

This study sought to explore burden tolerance among public servants, focusing on
their interactions with administrative rules and procedures that influence the burdens they
and their clients face. A sparse but growing literature on burden tolerance has posited a
connection between support for burdens and state actions (Halling & Baekgaard, 2023),
suggesting that individuals’ burden tolerance may have consequential impacts on the
distribution of public resources. Few studies have investigated burden tolerance among

current public sector employees, and even fewer have relied on qualitative methods.
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Given the wide array of beliefs, ideologies, and personal characteristics that may
contribute to one’s burden tolerance (Halling & Baekgaard, 2023), in-depth interviews
are useful for distinguishing between passive and active burden tolerance and generating
examples of the burden shifting that may result.

On balance, the participants in this study demonstrated a strong commitment to
both helping their clients succeed in obtaining quality jobs and meeting high standards of
performance in the WIOA program. Previous research has found mixed support for the
relevance of feedback effects—that is, how staff’s experiences of burden influence their
burden tolerance and subsequent actions (Halling & Baekgaard, 2023, p. 10). The
interviews revealed a remarkably low tolerance for client burdens, with many participants
expressing empathy for clients’ circumstances and the difficulties they face in securing
public benefits. Hearing about clients’ learning, compliance, and psychological costs as
they navigate program enrollment often prompted staff to reduce these burdens. This
suggests there may be a feedback effect involving burden tolerance in the WIOA context.
Intolerance for client burdens manifests in frontline staff finding workarounds to ease
clients’ enrollment experience, co-enrolling them in supportive services for which they
are eligible, and sometimes pushing the boundaries of strict eligibility rules. Each of
these categories of burden shifting is notable for its contribution to the already significant
burden on staff. Indeed, helping clients with systems navigation and further complicating
heavy reporting duties are time-intensive activities that may exacerbate staff members’
own compliance burdens. Examples of staff taking steps to reduce burdens for their

clients were typically paired with descriptions of their dedication to assisting vulnerable
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populations, highlighting public service identity (Vandenabeele, 2007) as a trait linked to
low burden tolerance.

Burdens on staff prompted some participants to either passively allow or actively
impose burdens on clients. Instances of active burden tolerance mainly stemmed from
specific staff burdens. For example, participants who expressed rule adherence consistent
with the construct of bureaucratic personality (Bozeman & Rainey, 1998) complained of
onerous monitoring within the WIOA program. Career coaches who assigned extra
“tasks” to gauge clients’ level of engagement tended to be staff dealing with heavy
caseloads and managing multiple job functions. Performance measurement was another
factor that induced frontline staff to prioritize services to clients who signaled self-
sufficiency and a willingness to engage with program rules. Client reciprocity thus
shaped public servants’ active burden tolerance, in line with recent studies on “earned”
deservingness (Jilke & Tummers, 2018; Meuleman et al., 2020). Participants’ imposition
of small compliance burdens reflects a perspective that administrative burdens can serve
as a “countervailing force to achieve legitimate public values and prevent misuse of
public resources” (Nisar & Masood, 2022, p. 1). Examples of this view include
participants saying they treat program funds as their own money and that they hesitate to
approve substantial amounts of funding if they are unsure about clients’ motivation to
complete their training. Notably, participants were much more likely to indicate tolerance
of compliance burdens in the Adult and Dislocated Worker programs of WIOA Title I
compared to its youth program. This suggests that WIOA staff may respond differently to

cues of “needed deservingness” depending on clients’ age (Jilke & Tummers, 2018).
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The interviews also called attention to digital systems and processes as key
components of policy implementation that can shape administrative burdens. Consistent
with prior literature, the study found that digitalization can both increase and reduce
burden (Peeters, 2023; Madsen et al., 2022a). Participants rejected the notion that clients
should be mandated to use digital systems such as online eligibility forms, identifying
digital literacy as a learning cost that could be difficult for some clients to overcome. On
the other hand, many participants recognized that digitalization has removed barriers for
some client populations by increasing their flexibility for virtual meetings and online
document submission. The interviews highlighted how digitalization reduced staff
burdens by simplifying performance reporting and granting greater discretion in how they
communicate with clients.

At the same time, poorly designed digital systems exacerbated red tape by
contributing to staff members’ paperwork load, requiring duplicative data entry,
curtailing discretion to correct administrative errors, and prescribing standardized formats
for case notes. There were surprisingly few examples of staff members actively using
digital tools to shift burdens for themselves or clients, aside from offering options to meet
virtually or submit verification documents online. Many participants viewed digital tools
as features of the administrative landscape that could influence burdens. Still, for the
most part, they did not seem to regard digitalization as a force that swayed their burden
tolerance one way or the other. In line with previous research, some interviews suggested
that digitizing processes in compliance monitoring and performance reporting may
encourage frontline staff to enforce rules more rigorously (de Boer & Raaphorst, 2021).

Future research should more directly examine how the introduction of digital systems or
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processes affects public servants’ rule adherence and the extent to which this affects their
willingness to impose burdens on clients.

Finally, the study revealed evidence for practice. Practitioners should be aware
that in the absence of clear guidance, many staff administering WIOA Title I feel
pressure to defer to conservative interpretations of rules and regulations, with potential
downstream effects on staff and client burdens. The accumulation of policies, official
guidance, informal understandings of program rules, and several layers of digital systems
to administer them all contributes to path dependence and complexity. Even the most
compliance-minded participants found the paperwork requirements and top-down
monitoring to be onerous. This perception of burden influenced participants’ active
burden tolerance differently depending on their professional personality and views of
client deservingness. Some participants took significant steps to reduce clients' burdens—
even if doing so meant they incurred more burdens themselves—while others shifted
burdens to clients in a measured way. How burdens on state actors mediate their active
burden tolerance remains an underexplored topic within administrative burden research.
Future studies should investigate the mechanisms by which staff burdens shape burden
tolerance across different policy settings.

This study has some limitations. For clarity and concision, there is limited
discussion of minor themes and diverse cases (Tong et al., 2007). Overlooking divergent
perspectives may have altered the presentation of major themes related to burden
tolerance. While the analytical approach suggested by Gioia et al. (2013) demands a high
level of transparency and rigor, involving multiple coders would have further improved

the credibility of second-order themes and aggregate dimensions presented in the paper.
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Similarly, my subjective judgment might have influenced the determination that
theoretical saturation had been reached (Glaser & Strauss, 1990).

Social desirability bias can compromise interpretations of burden tolerance, as
participants may be inclined to portray themselves or their colleagues in a favorable light
(Johnson & van de Vijver, 2003; Bergen & Labonté, 2020). To build rapport and
encourage open responses, the interview protocol did not include direct questions about
client deservingness. Consequently, the interviews contained only minimal and subtle
indicators of certain factors underlying passive burden tolerance, such as racial
resentment and conservative political ideology. Perhaps the most significant limitation is
transferability. As with many interview-based study designs, there is the possibility that
study participants differ from their peers who did not volunteer. For instance, the
generally low tolerance for client burdens expressed by participants in this study may not
hold true among WIOA staff who did not participate. Lastly, although many of the
themes discussed in the interviews apply to other policy areas, some may merely reflect

idiosyncratic features of the WIOA policy context.

2.7 Conclusion

Administrative burdens are rarely zero-sum; policy implementation choices that
create burdensome experiences for clients may also produce burdens for program staff.
The in-depth, qualitative interviews in this study revealed that staff in WIOA Title I do
not view burdens as trade-offs between the quality of clients’ and staff members’
experiences. Nevertheless, the participants expressed low tolerance for most types of

administrative burdens on clients and actively shifted them to enhance clients' subjective
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experiences. When clients demonstrated insufficient motivation or program engagement,
staff were more tolerant of compliance burdens and imposed them strategically to assess
deservingness. The examples of burden shifting in this study highlight a relationship
between the passive and active components of burden tolerance, suggesting that burden

tolerance can meaningfully influence state actions and the distribution of public services.
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Chapter 3. Digital Administrative Burden: Evidence of Burden Tolerance from a

Survey Experiment

3.1 Introduction

Policy design and implementation choices critically shape access to social
services. A growing body of research demonstrates that intentionally or not, policy design
can impose learning, psychological, and compliance costs on individuals (Moynihan et
al., 2015). These costs may lead to low benefits take-up and administrative exclusion,
reinforcing structural inequality among populations who have been historically
marginalized and underserved by public programs (Herd et al., 2023; Campbell et al.,
2025; Daigneault & Macé, 2020; Chudnovsky & Peeters, 2021). Despite the
consequences, people may nevertheless support burdensome policy implementation if
they believe burdens serve legitimate purposes.

Positive attitudes toward administrative burdens are conceptualized as “burden
tolerance” (Baekgaard et al., 2021). Perceptions about the legitimacy of burdens vary
considerably among individuals and policy contexts. Empirical studies have recently
begun exploring this variation, identifying a range of possible contributing factors,
including political ideology, personality, attitudes toward target populations, racial
resentment, policy support, personal vulnerability factors, prior experience seeking public
services, and more (for a review, see Halling & Baekgaard, 2023). However, questions
remain about the importance of these factors—alone or in combination—to people’s
overall burden tolerance.

This study examines the factors driving the public’s burden tolerance in programs

that use e-government technologies for enrollment and case management. Specifically, it
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addresses the research question: What factors drive burden tolerance in social programs
that use online application forms to determine eligibility for benefits? The purpose is to
contribute to a sparse but growing literature on burden tolerance and provide an initial
test of how perceptions of benefit claimants’ digital skills factor into burden tolerance.
Emerging evidence that shifting to digital, self-service models may exclude applicants
with low digital skills and exacerbate social inequality (e.g., Peeters & Widlak, 2018;
Madsen et al., 2022a) serves as the motivation for this study.

I use a survey experiment with a 2 x 3 factorial vignette design to explore the
research question in the context of unemployment insurance in the United States. Survey
experiments “combine the internal validity of experiments with the external validity of
survey research” (Jilke & Van Ryzin, 2017, p. 120). Embedding treatments within
fictional vignettes also allows researchers to study normative judgments that people may
consider socially undesirable and be unwilling to disclose in interviews or field
experiments (Jilke & Van Ryzin, 2017). The survey design uses different informational
cues to investigate how support for burdens might change depending on whether they
serve legitimate functions or disproportionately fall on specific populations.

The rest of the chapter is organized as follows. First, I briefly review the literature
on burden tolerance to develop hypotheses about how burden tolerance changes in
response to information about claimants’ digital skills, benefit take-up rates, and
efficiency driven by digitalization. I then discuss the policy context and explain its
relevance to some of the gaps in burden tolerance research. Next, [ describe the
methodological approach and the treatment arms of the survey experiment before

presenting the quantitative and qualitative results. The chapter concludes by discussing
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the implications of the findings for studying the dimensionality of the burden tolerance
construct and the role of digital skills in subjective individual experiences of

administrative burden.

3.2 Literature and Theory

Of all the causal relationships underlying administrative burden, the factors
influencing burden tolerance are among the most underexplored (Halling & Baekgaard,
2023). The literature in this domain often rests on the assumption that tolerance for
burdens will have a feedback effect on the actual construction of burdens, though the
evidence is mixed on how and to what extent burden tolerance affects state actions
(Halling & Baekgaard, 2023, pp. 10-11). See the previous chapter for a more detailed
overview of concepts related to burden tolerance.

The administrative burden literature also has yet to directly explore the potential
effects of clients’ digital skills on burden tolerance. Digital skills refer to the technical,
information management, communication, collaboration, creativity, critical thinking, and
problem-solving abilities necessary to engage with 21%-century ICT systems (van Laar et
al., 2018). These skills constitute some of individuals’ overall cognitive resources, which
have substantial influence over their ability to engage with administrative processes and
secure benefits to which they are entitled (Christensen et al., 2020). Digitally
disadvantaged people may incur additional learning and psychological costs if engaging
with the state via digital platforms makes benefit claiming more time-consuming or
stressful (Alshallaqi & Al-Mamary, 2024; Griffiths, 2021). In a randomized controlled

trial in Greece evaluating which communication modes most effectively provide
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information to disadvantaged citizens about free dental services, Linos et al. (2022) found
that respondents were 18 times more likely to use a prepaid postcard than a phone hotline
or email option. Follow-up questionnaires revealed that “psychological costs—
particularly low self-efficacy—factored in participants’ preference for postcards” (Linos
etal., 2022, p. 715). Marinho (2023) confirmed the importance of self-efficacy in a study
examining the administrative burdens faced by Brazilian citizens applying for welfare
benefits online. An exploratory analysis yielded 23 indicators of digital burdens across
seven factors: “time, cognitive and emotional burdens, stigma, difficulty of use, financial
costs, and stress” (Marinho, 2023, p. 608). Dodel (2024) also found financial costs to be
relevant in a study of e-government in Brazil; living in a household with a computer
increased the likelihood of e-government engagement compared to mobile-only users.

Age is another predictor of digital skills. U.S. adults aged 50 and older have, on
average, lower levels of digital skills than younger Americans, and older people of color
are less likely to possess basic digital skills than their white peers (Hecker et al., 2021).
Social inequalities across race, ethnicity, and class also exacerbate the “digital divide”
that restricts both digital access and digital literacy for historically marginalized groups
(Bach et al., 2018; Butrica & Schwabish, 2022; Zuo and Powell, 2023). Moreover, the
intersection of e-government and welfare conditionality means that many public
programs undergoing rapid digitalization are precisely those designed to serve
populations with low digital skills (Brown, 2025; Bielefeld, 2021).

When public agencies adopt digital technologies to streamline processes and
enhance agency capacity, benefits claimants with limited digital proficiency may face

additional challenges. Existing survey experiments on burden tolerance have used
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informational cues to assess whether people’s support for burdens changes depending on
their potential to adversely affect some groups more than others. For example, knowledge
about the psychological costs of complying with a work requirement (Baekgaard et al.,
2021) or about how administrative burdens disproportionately affect people of color
(Haeder & Moynihan, 2023a) or disabled clients (Haeder, 2025) might alter people’s
perspectives on the extent to which burdens serve legitimate functions. It stands to reason
that people would be less tolerant of burdens if presented with cues suggesting the
burdens may pose unique barriers for clients with low digital skills. This leads to the first
hypothesis:

HI. Information about applicants having low digital skills will be negatively

related to burden tolerance.

As discussed in the previous chapter, digitalization may also reduce burdens for
benefit claimants in social programs. Digitalization employing user-centered design has
the potential to simplify eligibility processes by pre-filling forms with existing data (Herd
& Moynihan, 2018), automating identity verification (Larsson, 2021), providing
simplified avenues for renewing benefits (Fox et al., 2020), and enabling behavioral
nudges through e-reminders (Lopoo et al., 2020; Ericson et al., 2023). Such digital
streamlining may save time for both claimants and agency staff (Alshallaqi & Al-
Marmary, 2024). Applying for benefits online obviates mundane barriers to visiting
government offices in person (Scholta & Lindgren, 2023) as well as psychological costs
of discrimination from street-level bureaucrats (Wenger & Wilkins, 2009). Despite the
potential for digitalization to exclude some populations—namely, those with low digital

skills, as posited in H1—it is plausible that defaulting to online applications results in a
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net increase in benefits take-up. People may tolerate some populations having onerous
experiences with online systems if they believe digitalization reduces overall burdens.
Benefits take-up is a key outcome related to administrative burden theory, as burdensome
policy implementation can limit access to public programs among eligible populations
(Moynihan et al., 2015). This reasoning leads to the second hypothesis:

H?2. Information about online systems increasing benefits take-up for some people

will be positively related to burden tolerance.

In a similar vein, e-government is often promoted as a means to boost government
efficiency (Cordella & Tempini, 2015; Dunleavy et al., 2006). A growing body of
research demonstrates that the efficiency gains of digitalization can improve service
delivery, increase trust in government, and encourage professionalism among public
servants (for a review, see Twizeyimana & Andersson, 2019). The normative promise of
digitalization to enhance administrative efficiency may fall short during implementation,
possibly threatening equity and other public values (Peeters, 2023; Borry & Getha-
Taylor, 2019). Nevertheless, government agencies that publicly state a goal of
administering services “efficiently” may enjoy more public support (Meier et al., 2023).
In a recent survey experiment, Campbell & Ahn (2023) provide some evidence that
members of the public will have lower burden tolerance when presented with information
about program inefficiencies. I explore the reverse relationship: if people accept the goals
of a digital system to boost efficiency within an agency, they might be more tolerant of
the burdens associated with its implementation.

H3. Information about online enrollment and case management systems

increasing administrative efficiency will be positively related to burden tolerance.
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Figure 3.1 displays the expected direction of the three hypotheses in a conceptual
diagram. Though not presented as formal hypotheses, based on the burden tolerance
literature and other survey experiments on administrative burden (e.g., Stenderup &
Pedersen, 2025; Baekgaard et al., 2021), I anticipate that personal attributes such as
experience receiving public benefits, past employment in a government agency, and
political ideology will also influence burden tolerance. Participants’ own digital skills
could also shape their burden tolerance, especially when they receive a cue that an
applicant has low digital skills (H1). Additionally, beliefs about the prevalence of fraud
in the unemployment insurance program may moderate the effects of informational cues,
particularly the cue about digitalization increasing take-up (H2). The methods section
provides more detail on the measures for these characteristics.

Figure 3.1. Conceptual diagram
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3.3 Policy Context: Unemployment Insurance
The study context is unemployment insurance (UI) in the United States. Ul is a

prominent program, with about 7.5 million workers receiving a total of $36 billion in
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benefits in 2024.1° The Social Security Act of 1935 established U as a social insurance
program to provide cash benefits to covered workers following involuntary job loss. Ul is
funded through federal and state payroll taxes. Each state administers its Ul program
somewhat differently, though benefit amounts generally replace about half of workers’
previous wages up to a maximum. People are excluded if they were terminated for cause,
left their job voluntarily, or did not earn sufficient wages during a “base period” of
employment, as defined by the state unemployment agency. To determine eligibility,
applicants must file a claim in the state where they last worked. According to the U.S.
Department of Labor’s Employment and Training Administration, approved individuals
typically receive their first benefit check two to three weeks after filing a claim, though
some states have a one-week waiting period. Requirements to maintain eligibility often
include a willingness to accept a “suitable offer of employment,” regular documentation
of job search activities, earnings reports, and registration with the State Employment
Service.!!

The UI program is an essential stabilizer for both individual workers and local
labor markets during economic disruptions. However, its design has been criticized by
advocates and policymakers across the ideological spectrum. The original legislation was
part of a New Deal compromise that deliberately left out agricultural and domestic
occupations, thus excluding a workforce disproportionately comprised of Black people

and other people of color (Traub & Diehl, 2022). The system was modeled around the

10 Data summarized from quarterly Ul data, U.S. Department of Labor, Employment and Training
Administration. https://oui.doleta.gov/unemploy/data_summary/DataSum.asp

'In its 2015 Unemployment Insurance Program Letter No. 01-16, the U.S. Department of Labor directed
states to conform with a federal prevailing conditions standard when assessing offers of “suitable work” for
UI claimants. Per this guidance, suitability depends on previous wages, skills, and “other conditions” that
may be relevant to a particular jobseeker.
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concept of a “male breadwinner,” systematically excluding women through eligibility
criteria that favor high-income, full-time workers able to hold jobs without interruptions
for childbirth or caregiving (Wenger & Wilkins, 2009). Women disproportionately exited
the labor force during the COVID-19 pandemic, for example, with their job losses more
likely to be labeled “voluntary” and ineligible for UI (Singh, 2021). Disparities in UI
benefits take-up persist today. In a report for the U.S. Department of Labor, Forsythe and
Yang (2021) found that self-reported Ul recipiency was only 36% among all eligible
individuals, up from 27% in 2018 after the CARES Act expanded benefits. The authors
noted that young, low-income, and racially minoritized populations were even less likely
than average to receive benefits due to incorrect beliefs about eligibility. Although its
coverage is limited and temporary, policymakers frequently allege that the structure of
the UI program discourages people from returning to work (e.g., Shierholz, 2020).

In addition to critiques about the policy design of UI, public perceptions of the
program tend to be associated with notions of fraud. Despite low rates of fraud in most
welfare programs, political narratives about waste, gaming, and abuse continue to shape
support for anti-poverty programs (Rank et al., 2021; Bell et al., 2021). The changing
landscape of benefits distribution during the COVID-19 pandemic led to a legitimate
surge in fraud, particularly in the Ul program. A federal audit found that $5.4 billion of
potentially fraudulent UI benefits were paid between March and October 2020 (Office of
Inspector General, 2021). Some fraudsters used bots to file online claims in multiple
states, exploiting security weaknesses in the technology systems’ infrastructure (Podkul,
2021). Given its recency and scale, this wave of fraud may remain salient in public

perceptions of compliance burdens intended to reduce fraud in the UI program.
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This policy context merits exploration within the framework of burden tolerance
for several reasons. First, the Ul program is well-established and more familiar to the
general public than some other social programs. Despite claims that the Ul system
discourages labor force participation, its funding mechanisms construct Ul as an earned
benefit: people are only eligible if they work long-term for employers that pay into the
system. In fact, many critics argue that Ul functions as a regressive tax, as the federal
deduction equals 0.6 percent of the first $7,000 paid annually to each employee, even
though most workers earn far more than that amount. These characteristics of the
program may limit the stigma people associate with Ul compared to other anti-poverty
programs, potentially making it easier to disentangle the effects of vignette cues from
people’s baseline burden tolerance.

The procedures for obtaining Ul benefits feature emblematic compliance burdens,
including multiple types of documentation, work-search requirements, and frequent re-
certification. As such, this study builds on a small but growing literature that explores
burden tolerance in social insurance and employment-related policy areas (Sievert &
Bruder, 2023; Baekgaard et al., 2021; Tiggelaar & George, 2025; Aarge et al., 2021;
Haeder et al., 2021). Digitalization is also highly relevant in this policy context, given the
aforementioned surge in UI fraud at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic and recent
efforts by the U.S. Department of Labor to support state agencies as they modernize their
Ul systems (Bafundo, 2023). Finally, using a single policy area in an experimental setting
allows me to examine burden tolerance as a concept distinct from policy support
(Baekgaard et al., 2021). The following section details how information on the Ul

program was presented to study participants.
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3.4 Methods
3.4.1 Data
To test the hypotheses, I used data from a 2 x 3 factorial experiment embedded in

an online survey of U.S. residents in October 2025. The study was preregistered at OSF

(https://osf.io/4ba3f). Table 3.1 summarizes the demographic characteristics of the
participants included in the sample.

Table 3.1. Demographic characteristics of study participants (n = 1,058)

% %

Group participants Group participants

Gender Race & Ethnicity
Male 48.4% Hispanic/Latino 11.9%
Female 50.0% Not Hispanic/Latino 88.1%
Other 1.6% White 62.1%

Disability Black 12.0%
Yes 16.5% Asian 6.1%
No / prefer not to say 83.5% Middle Eastern or North African 0.4%

Age American Indian or Alaska Native 0.6%
18-25 12.3% Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 0.3%
26-29 6.0% Mixed Race 7.8%
30-39 19.7% Highest Education
40-49 16.3% Less than high school 0.5%
50-59 20.6% High school diploma / GED 13.5%
60-64 11.1% Trade/technical certificate 3.2%
65 or older 14.0% Some college (no degree) 19.1%

Annual Household Income Associate's degree 11.5%
$0 - 30,000 19.3% Bachelor's degree 36.1%
$31,000 - 60,000 27.6% Master's or professional degree 13.5%
$61,000 - 90,000 21.5% Doctorate 2.5%
$91,000 - 120,000 13.6%
$120,000 or more 18.0%

Notes: Percentages are unweighted. For the race/ethnicity question, participants were prompted to “mark all
that apply” (see Appendix C.1 for response options). The category “Mixed Race” was calculated based on
the selection of two or more racial categories. Most participants who selected Hispanic/Latino did not
choose other options, but a small number did. Therefore, with the inclusion of the Hispanic/Latino ethnicity
category, the race categories sum to 101.1 percent.
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Study participants (n = 1,058) were recruited via Prolific, a reputable online panel with
over 200,000 verified members. Representative sample criteria were selected for sex, age,
and ethnicity factors based on the simplified U.S. Census. Participants were compensated
at a “fair” wage recommended by Prolific.!? As expected, the sample is mostly
representative of the U.S. adult population, though it skews more highly educated.
3.4.2 Survey instrument and experimental design

The survey instrument is designed to measure only the concepts most closely
related to the hypotheses and the burden tolerance framework. See Appendix Table C.1.1
for a concept map and Table C.1.2 for the complete list of survey items. As
recommended by Dillman et al. (2014), participants were presented with simple language
and a clear navigational path. Ordinal scales were used only when every response option
was expected to be chosen by some participants (Lam & Green, p. 236). To minimize
cognitive load for participants and simplify analysis, most questions used a forced-choice
structure rather than a “check-all-that-apply” format (Dillman et al., 2014, p. 148).

Figure 3.2 outlines the survey flow. First, participants viewed informed consent
information and contact information for the Institutional Review Board that approved the
study. After reading a brief introduction to the survey, participants were asked to rate
their knowledge of the unemployment insurance program, based on the possibility that
respondents with a high degree of familiarity with UI may hold stronger beliefs about
administrative burden within the program. This measure is analyzed alongside

demographic covariates but is placed at the beginning of the survey to avoid priming

12 Participant payments were funded through the Kee Doctoral Leadership Research Fund Award at the
Trachtenberg School of Public Policy and Public Administration, George Washington University.
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effects. Next, participants read a short background section on Ul in the United States that
summarizes the program's purpose and basic eligibility requirements.

Figure 3.2. Survey flow chart
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The experimental component employed a 2 x 3 factorial, between-subjects design.
Factorial surveys are an appropriate way to study the factors underlying “positive beliefs
and normative judgments” that may be socially undesirable, in this case, tolerance for
administrative burdens (Jilke & Van Ryzin, 2017, p. 126). Participants were randomly
assigned to one of six vignettes using the survey platform’s (Qualtrics) uniformly
distributed drawing function. As shown in Table 3.2, the experimental treatments are
fairly balanced on participant characteristics. One-way analysis of variance tests show no
statistically significant differences in the mean across the six groups. However, there are
slight variations in participants’ self-reported ideology across groups. In addition to the
demographic characteristics noted in Table 3.1, 41 percent of the overall sample reported
receiving government benefits in the last 5 years, and 15 percent have experience
working for a government agency.

Table 3.2. Balance check: Participant characteristics by experimental treatment

Experimental Group

All  Control 1 2 3 4 5 ANOVA

p-value
Low digital skills cue? No Yes No No Yes No
Increased benefits take-up cue? No No Yes No No Yes
Efficiency cue? No No No Yes Yes Yes
Male A48 .52 48 45 48 52 45 052
Disability .16 .14 Jd6 19 15 15 20 0.36
White .62 .66 66 59 54 62 .65 043
Received benefits 41 .36 44 45 43 41 37 091
Government experience 15 .14 15 A7 16 20 .10 096
Ideology 3.68  3.92 3.60 351 370 3.65 371 0.14
N 1,058 182 178 176 174 176 172

Note: All entries represent the mean values for variables listed by group.

Table 3.3 outlines the experimental groups and the informational cues provided in
each. The wording of the vignette is reported in Table 3.4, with the full wording of each

variation provided in Appendix C.1. In the vignette, participants read about an individual,

103



Daniel, who recently lost his job and wishes to apply for UI benefits. Relying upon a
mainstream framework of administrative burden theory, the vignette alludes to learning,
compliance, and psychological costs Daniel might experience in his digitally mediated
interaction with the state (Moynihan et al., 2015). The first part of the vignette presents
the scenario of Daniel’s unemployment, sparing details about the circumstances of his job
loss to avoid inadvertent cues of deservingness. Participants assigned to treatment groups
1 and 4 view an informational cue about Daniel’s digital skills, related to Hypothesis 1.
The cue reads: “He has always worked in manufacturing and does not feel very
comfortable using a computer.” This cue signals that Daniel may face learning and
psychological costs when applying for benefits online.

Table 3.3. Factorial design (2 x 3)

Information about potential outcomes of digitalization

No cue

HI cues: Daniel has
low digital skills,
advocates report
some people have
trouble navigating

H?2 cue: Advocates
report increased
take-up due to the
option of submitting
online

No cue Group 0: control Group 1: Group 2:
digitalization digitalization
increases burden (H1) | decreases burden

Information (H2)
about
administrative | H3 cue: Group 3: Group 4: Group 5:
efficiency increased increased higher burden, lower burden,
admin. administrative higher efficiency higher efficiency
efficiency efficiency (H3) (H1 + H3) (H2 + H3)

Table 3.4. Experimental vignette

new job.

Benefits application process

Scenario: Daniel’s unemployment
Daniel recently became unemployed. /[HI cue: He has always worked in
manufacturing and does not feel very comfortable using a computer.] A friend
suggested that Daniel should apply for unemployment benefits while he looks for a
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The unemployment insurance agency recently launched a new system where people
can submit unemployment claims online. /H2 cue: Advocates report that the online
system has increased benefits take-up because some people find it easier to apply
online than in-person.] [H3 cue: The new system aims to increase efficiency by
reducing the amount of time caseworkers spend on processing claim information,
which could speed up the decision process.]

First, Daniel must register in the system using a multi-factor authentication process.
The system requires Daniel to submit his Social Security number, driver’s license
number, and information about his employment for any job he’s held in the last 18
months.

Additionally, all claimants must register for a jobseeker profile through the online
system and keep a record of their job search activities to request benefits biweekly. If
Daniel submits information incorrectly or too late, he might not receive unemployment
benefits. [HI cue: Advocates report that some people struggle with navigating online
systems, potentially making it harder for them to submit benefits on time.]

Note: This vignette is partly modeled after the language used in an online experiment by Backgaard et al.
(2021, p. 191) that sought to measure burden tolerance in a mandatory job service program in Denmark.
The description of the registration process and required information is based on the instructions on several
states’ Ul portals.

The next section of the vignette reviews the process for submitting a Ul claim
through the online platform. To test the effect of the cues on respondents’ burden
tolerance, the level of administrative burden inherent in the program (i.e., what Daniel
must do to apply for benefits) is held constant across the treatment conditions. The
description of the enrollment process is a simplified version of instruction pages on state
UI agency websites (e.g., floridajobs.org) to reflect realistic compliance costs for
determining eligibility and receiving benefits. Participants assigned to treatment groups 3,
4, and 5 see an informational cue related to Hypothesis 3: “The new system aims to
increase efficiency by reducing the amount of time caseworkers spend on processing
claim information, which could speed up the decision process.” This cue is meant to
signal that the potentially burdensome application components outlined in the rest of the

vignette serve a legitimate administrative function. Participants assigned to treatment
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groups 2 and 5 then read an informational cue related to Hypothesis 2: “Advocates report
that the online system has increased benefits take-up because some people find it easier to
apply online than in-person.” This cue signals that the online system may reduce
administrative burdens for specific populations.

The vignette concludes with a synopsis of the requirements for maintaining
eligibility, noting that Daniel risks losing his benefits if he fails to comply. Participants
assigned to treatment groups 1 and 4 view an additional cue related to H1 at the end of
the vignette: “Advocates report that some people struggle with navigating online systems,
potentially making it harder for them to submit benefits on time.” The additional cue is
included to reinforce the salience of the “low digital skills” treatment. It also broadens the
focus from Daniel to the larger population of people applying for UI while signaling a
phenomenon opposite to that implied by the H2 cue.

3.4.3 Dependent variables

The decision task in the survey experiment involves participants rating the level
of burden in the vignette. These ratings are used to measure participants’ burden
tolerance. Only a few studies have attempted to measure the construct of burden
tolerance; most focus on support for burdens in specific policy domains, and none
explicitly examine the relationship between digitalization and burden tolerance (Halling
& Baekgaard, 2023; Baekgaard et al., 2024). Therefore, the first dependent variable
measure uses a generic scale to gauge participants’ overall perceptions of administrative
burdens in the UI application process outlined in the vignette. The survey item asks
participants to rate their level of agreement with the following statement on a 5-point

Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree): “The application process Daniel
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must complete is burdensome.” I use this as a global measure of burden tolerance in the
analysis (scale reversed).

As a secondary measure of burden tolerance, I created a five-item scale adapted
from an existing scale of burden tolerance (Cronbach’s a = 0.78). Baekgaard et al. (2024)
drew on evidence from a handful of prior survey experiments to validate a four-item scale
using data from 12 surveys across seven countries. My survey follows similar wording as
the validated scale with modifications for the policy context and vignette design. Table
C.1.2 in the Appendix contains the exact wording of the items used as dependent variable
measures. I convert the following double-barreled item from the existing scale into two
separate items: “People should be responsible for figuring out how to access government
services themselves; it is not the government’s responsibility to help them” (Baekgaard et
al., 2024, p. 15). Splitting this item reduces cognitive load on participants by asking only
one question at a time (Dillman et al., 2014, p. 116). Doing so also enables more detailed

analysis of interitem correlation.

3.4.4 Control variables

I include a variety of individual-level control variables to improve the precision of
the multivariate regression analyses. The following demographic characteristics are
included as controls: gender (male coded as 1), race (White coded as 1 in the main
analyses, with other racial categories examined in sensitivity analyses), and disability
(disability coded as 1). Following extant literature on burden tolerance, I control for self-
reported political ideology (1 = liberal and 7 = conservative), whether the respondent has

received government benefits in the past five years, and whether the respondent has
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worked in the public sector (Baekgaard et al., 2021; Campbell & Ahn, 2023; Haeder &
Moynihan, 2023b).

The experimental treatments also highlight specific constructs that might bear
theoretical relevance to the research question. First, other survey experiments have
established that personal experience with burdens influences burden tolerance (Vogel et
al., 2025; Johnson & Kroll, 2021). Following this logic, it stands to reason that
individuals’ own digital skills could mediate their support for burdens implemented
digitally. Individuals who struggle with managing digital tasks might be more likely to
oppose digital-based burdens in general. In contrast, individuals who are confident in
their digital skills may tolerate burdens that fall on the digitally disadvantaged. I include a
series of questions to measure dimensions of digital skills related to information
navigation and problem-solving. Questions for these dimensions are adapted from items
created by van Deursen et al. (2014) and van Laar et al. (2018). Other proposed
dimensions in these studies include skills like communication networking, collaboration,
and creativity, which are more relevant to working professionals than to applicants for
public benefits. Therefore, I use only the items that seem most essential to applying for
benefits online and meeting compliance requirements for continuous benefits receipt. The
six items are combined into an index of respondents’ digital skills (Cronbach’s o = 0.83;
see Appendix Table C.2.1 for an exploratory factor analysis).

Second, I expect that perceptions of high levels of fraud in government programs
will increase tolerance for burdens, especially as e-government technologies are
increasingly implemented as fraud-reduction measures (Eubanks, 2018; Moynihan et al.,

2025; Peeters & Widlak, 2023; van Zoonen, 2020). Information about high levels of

108



burden in application processes may also increase favorability toward welfare programs,
particularly among conservatives (Keiser & Miller, 2020). I measure perceptions of fraud
with two Likert-scaled items combined into an index (Cronbach’s o = 0.87).

Lastly, respondents may hold strong attitudes toward the policy design of the Ul
program or the perceived deservingness of Ul beneficiaries, and these attitudes may
differ from their beliefs about other policy areas (Nicholson-Crotty et al., 2021). I
measure respondents’ overall approval of the UI program using a single Likert-scale

item. Appendix C.1.2 contains the question wording and scales for each control variable.

3.5 Findings
3.5.1 Summary statistics

Descriptive statistics for all dependent and control variables are listed in Table
3.5. I include in the analysis only participants who responded to the decision task by
providing ratings on the items used as dependent variables, resulting in a final sample of
1,058 individuals.

Table 3.5. Descriptive statistics of variables

Variable Mean  SD Min Max
DV1 (Global measure) 2.76 1.23 1 5
DV2 (Included in index) 2.81 1.22 1 5
DV3 (Included in index) 3.20 1.33 1 5
DV4 (Included in index) 2.92 1.30 1 5
DVS5 (Included in index) 2.42 1.28 1 5
DV6 (Included in index) 3.28 1.31 1 5
Treatment: low digital skills cue (H1) 0.17 0.37 0 1
Treatment: increased benefits take-up cue (H2) 0.17 0.37 0 1
Treatment: efficiency goal cue (H3) 0.17 0.37 0 1
Treatment: low digital skills * efficiency (H1 * H3) 0.17 0.37 0 1
Treatment: increased benefits take-up * efficiency (H2 * H3) 0.16 0.37 0 1
Male 0.48 0.50 0 1
White 0.62 0.49 0 1
Disability 0.16 0.37 0 1
Received benefits 0.41 0.49 0 1
Government experience 0.15 0.36 0 1
Ideology 3.68 1.93 1 7
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Digital skills (index) 4.08 1.93 1 5
Fraud perception (index) 3.18 1.20 1 5
UI program approval 4.33 0.86 1 5
Knowledge of Ul program (measured prior to viewing vignette) 4.73 2.51 1 10

Note: N = 1,058 for all variables except Knowledge of Ul program (N = 1,055).

Table 3.6 presents the Pearson’s R correlations between the dependent variable
measures. All pairwise correlations are statistically significantly correlated. However, the
global measure is clearly distinct from the measures combined into the index. The global
measure, labeled DV1 in Table 3.6, has correlations with the other variables ranging
between 0.07 and 0.27, while correlations among the indexed variables (labeled DV2-
DV6) range between 0.30 and 0.57. In a factor analysis of the index variables estimated
with maximum likelihood (orthogonal varimax rotation), all the indicators displayed
loadings above 0.4.

Table 3.6. Correlations between dependent variable items

DV1 DV2 DV3 DV4 DVS DVé6
DV1 1.000

DV2 0.1209 1.000

DV3 0.2664 0.4671 1.000

DVv4 0.2063 0.4035 0.5101 1.000

DVsS 0.2162 0.4083 0.4831 0.5665 1.000

DVeé 0.0762 0.3763 0.3319 0.3038 0.3149 1.000

Notes: DV1 refers to the global measure of burden tolerance. DV2-DV6 form the index measure of burden
tolerance. Values are Pearson’s R correlation coefficients (N = 1,058). All pairwise correlations meet a
statistical significance threshold of p < 0.001 except the correlation between DV1 and DV6 (p < 0.013).

Figure 3.3 presents the mean values of burden tolerance across the different
experimental groups, with the burden tolerance scale ranging from 1 to 5. In all
conditions, the mean burden tolerance is lower in the global measure than in the index
measure, with the greatest difference in means shown in Treatment Group 1 (“low digital
skills” cue). The lowest values for burden tolerance (global measure) are reported in

Treatment Groups 1 and 4, which has some consistency with Hypothesis 1. The higher
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values for burden tolerance (global measure) are reported in Treatment Groups 2 and 5,
potentially demonstrating consistency with Hypothesis 2, though the corresponding
values in the index measure are more mixed.

Figure 3.3. Burden tolerance by experimental condition
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Note: Plotted lines represent 95% confidence intervals. The dashed x line is set at 2.8, the approximate
mean measure of burden tolerance across all dependent variables.

3.5.2 Quantitative analysis

Turning to hypothesis testing, I first use two-way ANOV As to analyze differences
among the experimental groups based on the presence of a digital-related cue (H1, H2),
the efficiency cue (H3), and their interactions. The ANOVA results suggest there are
statistically significant differences between the experimental groups when using the
global measure of burden tolerance. Post-hoc tests confirm statistically significant
contrast values in pairwise comparisons of all margins. For instance, providing
information about Daniel’s low digital skills to those in experimental groups 1 and 4
lowered the mean level of burden tolerance (global measure) from 2.96 to 2.36 on the 5-

point Likert scale (Bonferroni adjusted p < .008). However, in ANOV As using the index
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measure of burden tolerance, only one interaction (H1 * H3) is statistically significant (p
<.028), and none of the main effects are significant.

To further probe these differences, I conduct multivariate regression analyses
using dummy variables to analyze simple effects of the treatment variables (Wendorf,
2004; James et al., 2017). Table 3.7 displays the regression results. Multicollinearity is
not a concern as the variance inflation factor ranges between 1.02 and 1.67 in all models.
Standard errors are clustered at the respondent level. Using the global measure of burden
tolerance, I find support for the first hypothesis that providing information about a
benefits claimant having low digital skills is negatively associated with burden tolerance
(Bonferroni adjusted p < 0.003). This effect holds for both experimental groups 1 and 4,
though the interaction between the low digital skills cue and the efficiency cue slightly
moderates the impact on burden tolerance. Model 1 is consistent with the ANOVA
results.

The second hypothesis states that providing information about the potential for
online systems to increase the rate of benefits take-up will be positively related to burden
tolerance. While the coefficients for the variables related to the H2 cue are positive, none
are statistically significant at the p < 0.05 level. Similarly, I find no support for the third
hypothesis that providing information about the potential for online systems to increase
administrative efficiency will be positively related to burden tolerance. The interaction of
the H2 and H3 cues, however, is positive and statistically significant using the global
measure of burden tolerance. The discrepancy suggests that the combination of the cues

about increased benefits take-up and increased efficiency might more strongly signal the
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legitimacy of the burdens inherent in the online application process, compared to either
cue on its own.

Table 3.7. Multivariate regression analysis

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
(Global) (Global) (Index) (Index)
Treatment: low digital skills (H1) -0.646%** -0.670%** -0.124 -0.130
(0.114) (0.111) (0.0900) (0.0825)
Treatment: benefits take-up (H2) 0.216* 0.173 0.102 0.0913
(0.128) (0.123) (0.0899) (0.0816)
Treatment: efficiency (H3) -0.0250 -0.0285 -0.0440 -0.0390
(0.126) (0.123) (0.0928) (0.0848)
Treatment: (H1) * (H3) -0.276** -0.354%** -0.000947 -0.0614
(0.126) (0.122) (0.0916) (0.0833)
Treatment: (H2) * (H3) 0.311%** 0.269** -0.112 -0.0933
(0.126) (0.123) (0.0886) (0.0840)
Male -0.0666 -0.0635 0.0336 0.0462
(0.0728) (0.0713) (0.0548) (0.0504)
White -0.154%* -0.166%* -0.0683 -0.0388
(0.0762) (0.0748) (0.0563) (0.0520)
Disability -0.249%** -0.243%* -0.107 -0.115%*
(0.0945) (0.0960) (0.0727) (0.0680)
Government experience 0.130 0.123 0.0148 -0.00748
(0.103) (0.0995) (0.0780) (0.0711)
Received benefit -0.233%%* -0.193#** -0.126** -0.0478
(0.0756) (0.0749) (0.0575) (0.0541)
Conservative ideology 0.0689%** 0.0191 0.169%** 0.0535%**
(0.0195) (0.0232) (0.0145) (0.0161)
Respondent digital skills 0.319%** 0.111%**
(0.0568) (0.0419)
Perception of fraud 0.178%** 0.309%**
(0.0374) (0.0279)
Knowledge of Ul program 0.0124 0.00556
(0.0154) (0.0111)
Approval of Ul program 0.0420 -0.142%**
(0.0476) (0.0345)
Constant 2.824%** 0.917%** 2.429%** 1.963%***
(0.135) (0.326) (0.0979) (0.256)
Observations 1,058 1,055 1,058 1,055
R-squared 0.102 0.150 0.139 0.279

Notes: The dependent variable is burden tolerance. The global measure of burden tolerance is used in
Models 1 and 2, and the index measure is used in Models 3 and 4. Coefficients are unstandardized. Robust
standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.

Further, Model 1 indicates that several of the individual-level control variables

predict burden tolerance. Respondents who are White, disabled, or past benefits
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recipients are more likely to report lower burden tolerance. The case of lower burden
tolerance among White respondents is somewhat surprising given previous research on
the link between racial resentment and burden tolerance (Barnes, 2023; Haeder &
Moynihan, 2023a); however, the effect size is small. Adding in other covariates in Model
2, both the index measures of perceptions of fraud and respondents’ own digital skills
predict higher burden tolerance. Knowledge of and approval of the UI program have
virtually no effect.

Models 3 and 4 use the five-item index measure of burden tolerance as the
dependent variable. In these models, none of the treatments produces statistically
significant effects, and the coefficients for the treatment variables are small. The
covariate results are similar between Models 2 and 4, suggesting that the control variables

predict burden tolerance similarly for both the global and index measures.

3.5.3 Heterogeneous effects

I conducted various robustness checks and subsample analyses to further probe
the main results and possible heterogeneity. Appendix Table C.3.1 shows the main
regression analyses with no covariates. I also run the same analysis after removing all
observations from surveys with response times below the 50 percentile (376 seconds)
and report the results in Appendix Table C.3.2. Although the coefficient values are
slightly smaller for this subset than in the previous estimations, a Wald test shows the
differences are not statistically significant.

In subsample analyses, the results by experimental condition mostly match those
in the main regressions. Notably, the effect of respondent disability on burden tolerance

1s most significant (negative) among respondents assigned to the “low digital skills”
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treatment conditions. A subsample analysis of respondents reporting a disability (n =
174) shows a slightly larger coefficient in the H1 treatment compared to that of the
overall sample (b = -0.984 for disabled respondents and b = -0.646 for all respondents in
Model 1). Re-estimating Model 1 using subsamples by gender and race does not reveal
major differences.

I also investigate potential interaction effects between the treatment conditions
and the individual-level covariates that predict burden tolerance. Of the 20 interactions
explored, only two were statistically significant at the p < 0.05 level, both of which
related to respondents’ digital skills (reported in supplementary Figure C.3.1 in the
Appendix). First, I find that the effect of the “low digital skills” cue varies depending on
the self-reported digital skills of the respondents assigned to experimental condition 1.
Against expectations, respondents scoring higher on the digital skills index (i.e., those
with more confidence in their digital skills) were more likely to rate Daniel’s application
procedure as burdensome using the global measure. Second, I find that the effect of the
“increased benefits uptake” cue in experimental condition 2 also varies depending on
self-reported digital skills. In this condition, respondents scoring higher on the digital
skills index were less likely to rate Daniel’s application procedure as burdensome. A
closer examination of the distribution of measures in the digital skills index reveals that
fewer than 5% of respondents have an average score below 3 across the different Likert-
scaled measures (see supplementary Figure C.3.2 in the Appendix). The substantial
clustering of respondents toward the higher end of self-reported digital skills indicates

that these marginal differences may not reflect meaningful variation.
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The only other noteworthy interaction is between ideology and experimental
condition 1 (p < 0.08). I find that conservative respondents assigned to the “low digital
skills” treatment were more likely to rate Daniel’s application procedure as burdensome
(see supplementary Figure C.3.3 in the Appendix). To the extent that conservative
respondents are more likely to have a higher burden tolerance at baseline than liberal
respondents, it is plausible that the salience of the “low digital skills” cue is higher for
this population. In other words, information about Daniel's digital proficiency is less
likely to influence the attitudes of liberal people, whose burden tolerance is already low,
but it may affect the attitudes of conservative people, whose burden tolerance tends to be
high. Because this interaction is only significant at the p < 0.1 threshold, I hesitate to

draw firm conclusions from it.

3.5.4 Qualitative analysis

To gain a deeper understanding of participants’ reasoning behind their burden
ratings, the survey included an open-ended question immediately after the decision task.
The prompt read: “Please describe briefly how easy or difficult you think it should be for
people like Daniel to receive unemployment benefits, and explain why.” As an auxiliary
analysis for this chapter, I reviewed a random subsample of 100 responses to the open-
ended question (total n = 1,058). After applying open codes to 20 responses and noting
emergent themes, I created a few categories for deductive codes. I then continued open
coding within the subsample while marking each response with binary yes/no indicators
for mention of the following: description of current process (easy/neutral/hard),
normative description of ideal process (easier/neutral/harder than current), “burdens are

acceptable,” positive attitude toward government, negative attitude toward government,
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digital, fraud, personal experience applying for benefits, learning costs, compliance costs,
and psychological costs. Most responses contained more than one of the themes captured
in the deductive categories. This analysis process was exploratory; future research will
entail a systematic analysis of the whole corpus of qualitative responses.

Table 3.8 presents examples of open-ended responses in the broad categories of
low, medium, and high burden tolerance. While these categories are not precisely
defined, each response corresponds to quantitative measures appropriate to those
distinctions. For instance, an open-ended response presented in the “low” category comes
from a participant whose responses to the closed questions measured 1 on the global
burden tolerance scale and 2 on the index scale.

A coherent set of themes emerged from the exploratory analysis. First, many
participants highlighted that the administrative burdens in the application and
recertification processes serve legitimate functions, such as preventing fraud and ensuring
accurate information is provided to the state. Perspectives varied considerably regarding
the level of burden in the current process, and not every response addressed the status quo
of UI applications because the prompt was framed in hypothetical terms (“how easy or
difficult you think it should be”). Despite this variation, a representative portion of
participants in the subsample expressed the view that the state should make every effort
to reduce unnecessary roadblocks for Ul claimants who are already managing the stresses
of job loss. This perspective was especially prevalent among participants who had
previously received Ul benefits. Multiple responses went so far as to frame burdens as
“punitive” or “punishing Daniel” for being out of work. Several people mentioned stress

and frustration as potential psychological costs for individuals seeking benefits,
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indicating attitudes about needed deservingness despite a lack of psychological cost cues
in the vignette. Along similar lines, a notable number of responses cast Ul claimants as
deserving because Ul is an earned benefit.

In contrast, many participants attributed responsibility to Daniel and, more
broadly, to all UI claimants for overcoming burdens. Participants who were
knowledgeable about the UI program highlighted options for seeking navigation support
to reduce learning costs. Some participants expressed clear support for burdens, sharing
the view that if claimants won’t put sufficient effort into the application process, “they
will appreciate the money much less” or “maybe they don’t deserve benefits.” Future
research may identify how these types of qualitative statements align with burden
tolerance ratings, Ul program support, and fraud measures across the complete dataset.

Finally, the exploratory analysis of the qualitative survey responses confirmed
that the H1 cue about “low digital skills” was salient. Of the 100 open-ended responses
analyzed in the subsample, 36 participants were assigned to either treatment group 1 or 4
in which this cue appeared. Without any specific prompt, 50 percent of these participants
(n = 18) mentioned digital skills or technology in their responses. While further analysis
is needed, this exploration suggests that the perceived digital skills of target populations

do indeed influence people’s burden tolerance.
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Table 3.8. Selected quotes about burden tolerance in Ul applications

Theme Exemplar quotes by level of burden tolerance
Personal Low
experience e “Asaperson who has had to reply on such benefits in the past, I only have to say that the system is aggravating, soul-crushing,
and ridiculous... Shame on anyone who thinks the process should be hard. Maybe they would change their mind if they had it
rough once in their life.”
Medium
e “T've been on unemployment before. Even as easy as I found it to be back in 2010, it's still a lot harder than it needs to be. It's a
lot of very invasive questions, and they will require you to keep searching for jobs even when they are not available. That was
the hardest part for me, trying to look for work when there was none.”
Deservingness | Low

e  “It should be easy for all people, Daniel included, to receive unemployment benefits. Solely from the fact that all employed
persons contribute a portion of their wage to unemployment for this very reason. Aside from that, I believe that a good
government makes things easier for its people, not requiring them to go through so many hurdles to gain benefits that they paid
into.”

e “When people lose their jobs, they shouldn’t have to worry about meeting their basic needs while looking for a new job.”

Medium

e “It should be fairly easy...when someone loses their job, they’re already under stress, so the process shouldn’t add more
frustration. It makes sense to verify information to prevent fraud, but the system should be clear, simple, and supportive so
people can focus on finding work, not fighting through red tape.”

High

e “Thave no problem with it being somewhat time consuming. I have to spend 40 hours a week at my job, I’m not going to be
sympathetic if Daniel has to spend a few hours working to get his unemployment benefits.”

e  “It depends on the type of personality he has. Is he efficient? Or is he lazy? Does he want to look for work? How well does he
know how to navigate the system?”

Digital skills

Low

e “Losing a job is already stressful, and the goal of the program is to provide timely support—not create extra barriers. The
process should be simple, with options for in-person or phone help for those uncomfortable with technology. Accessibility
ensures fairness and helps people focus on finding new work.”

o  “It should be easy. It’s something you as a taxpayer have worked for and it should be a very easy process with in-person
verification possible. Requiring someone that does not have the skills to do so on a computer is wrong.”

Medium

e “It would be difficult for someone who isn’t good with computers. He should know someone who could help him.”

o  “It seems like Daniel will struggle a bit when applying to receive benefits, but I think it is something he should do. Plus he may
gain computer experience/expertise that could help him find a job in the meantime.”
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High

e  “It’s really not that hard. Today information is easily obtained doing a simple internet search or even calling your local
government. So, if somebody can’t even manage that, maybe they don’t deserve benefits.”

e  “Ithink it is reasonable to fill out some information and be expected to seek work while collecting unemployment benefits. It is
easier for him to apply online than stand in line at the unemployment agency. It saves him time and is less of a burden to the

agency.”
Responsibility | Low
attribution o  “It should be easy. The government has plenty of money to help its citizens. It just chooses not to.”
Medium
e  “Ithink you should have to slightly work for it, but I think all info should be readily available and accessible.”
e “Well obviously obtaining and submitting forms is time consuming and annoying. It’s a normal mix of easy and difficult. But it
shouldn’t be any more difficult than simply being inconvenient. There should be people to help you with it.”
High
e “It would take time and effort. Time and effort Daniel would have available to do. Being proactive in providing necessary
paperwork and answers should be a priority for Daniel.”
e “For Daniel to get free money, I think that quite a bit of effort on Daniel’s part should happen. People will appreciate the money
much less if they do not put forth any effort themselves.”
Fraud Low

e  “While it is necessary to validate someone’s ID to help ensure that they insurance goes to the right person, it is not necessary for
the recipient to prove that they are looking for employment. The insurance has a limited distribution period anyway, so the work
requirement serves only to be overly draconian.”

Medium

e  “It should have some things that need to be done in order to receive benefits. Actively seeking employment is definitely one of
them. These responsibilities are important to combat fraud.”

o “It shouldn’t be difficult just for the sake of being difficult, but providing documentation and proof of job seeking makes sense,
in order to keep people from cheating the system.”

High

e “It should be a bit difficult to receive benefits because of the potential for abuse by people that may not qualify for
unemployment benefits.”
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3.6 Discussion

This study sought to examine the factors underlying the public’s burden tolerance
when digital technologies are used in the implementation of social policy. The
experimental setting implicates the combination of two mechanisms that may shape
burden tolerance. First, it builds on prior research on target group deservingness (e.g.,
Baekgaard et al., 2021; Jilke et al., 2018) to analyze whether perceptions about a specific
aspect of a target group’s human capital—digital skills—impact people’s support for
burdens. No previous studies have empirically examined the effect of digital skills on
burden tolerance. Second, it probes whether a specific type of bureaucratic process—
applying for benefits and maintaining eligibility using online platforms—influences the
perceived burden of citizen-state interactions. Even without a focus on digitalization, the
latter mechanism is relatively underexplored in the literature (Halling & Baekgaard,
2023).

I find some support for the first hypothesis that providing information about
applicants’ digital disadvantage lowers people’s burden tolerance. Study participants
were more likely to rate the application procedure as burdensome if they were assigned to
treatment conditions containing cues about the fictional applicant having low digital
skills and advocates reporting decreased benefits take-up among some populations. This
result holds when individual-level covariates are included in the regression model, and in
the treatment condition that combines the “low digital skills” cue with a cue about online
applications increasing efficiency. Digital skills are thus a salient factor in people’s
recognition of the burdens applicants face when engaging in bureaucratic procedures to

obtain benefits. Vogel et al. (2025, p. 1109) employ the term “relative administrative



burden” to describe this phenomenon of certain types of burdens weighing more heavily
on some groups than others, recognizing that administrative burdens can compound
societal inequalities (Herd et al., 2023). Results from the global measure of burden
tolerance in this study indicate that digital skills represent a key vulnerability factor in
people’s consideration of the relative burdens associated with receiving Ul benefits. This
finding extends previous research on the experience of digital-based administrative
burdens (Bennett et al., 2024; Alshallaqi & Al-Mamary, 2024; Bielefeld, 2021; Huo et
al., 2025) by demonstrating their relevance to public opinions about burdens. Moreover,
it is notable that participants’ disabled status predicted lower burden tolerance, especially
in the “low digital skills” conditions. This interaction suggests that the cue about the
online system excluding specific populations is especially salient for individuals who
might experience administrative burden themselves.

However, I do not find strong evidence that applicants’ digital skills matter in
other measures of burden tolerance. Using an index measure validated in a prior study,
the results do show a negative relationship between digital skills and burden tolerance,
but they are not statistically significant. Survey methodologists often recommend using
preexisting survey items to enhance the validity and interpretability of results (Dillman et
al., 2014). Multi-item survey measures are also helpful for exploring the psychometric
properties of constructs (Robinson, 2018). Conversely, there are practical benefits to
single-item measures, such as simpler interpretation and reduced cognitive strain on
survey participants (Van Ryzin, 2004). The single-item measure in this study is indeed
designed to be straightforward, as it reads: “the application process Daniel must complete

1s burdensome.”
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One possible explanation for the different results across outcome measures is that
the wording of the single-item measure is more closely tied to the vignette text. The
single item names the “application process,” whereas some of the items included in the
index measure gauge perceptions about the legitimacy of hassles, responsibility
attribution between Daniel and the government, and the acceptability of psychological
costs. These perceptions are relatively stable across experimental conditions, which may
reflect that the index items captured general attitudes toward burdens in the UI program
and only weakly prompted participants to consider the context of the vignette in their
responses. Another explanation for the variation in the predictive effect of the “low
digital skills” cue is that the dependent variables measure different aspects of burden
tolerance. The frequently cited definition of burden tolerance by Baekgaard et al. (2021)
contains passive and active components, that is, positive attitudes toward burdens and a
willingness to enact them. The five-item scale attempts to measure perspectives
underlying the passive component of burden tolerance vis-a-vis their support for
processes described in the experimental vignette, which participants may or may not
interpret as burdensome.

The contrast in results across outcome measures is intriguing because it suggests
that acknowledging the presence of burdens in a bureaucratic process is distinct from
endorsing burdens or being willing to impose them. Even if someone acknowledges that a
bureaucratic procedure entails more onerous burdens for populations with low digital
skills compared to those with good digital skills, they might still support such burdens.
Research on the politically constructed nature of burdens confirms a link between

conservative ideology and support for policies that introduce burdens (Moynihan et al.,
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2016; Bell et al., 2021; Haeder et al., 2021; Halling et al., 2023). People may also believe
the relative impact of burdens is acceptable if they serve legitimate purposes, such as
preventing fraud. The results indeed suggest that participants who perceive high levels of
fraud in the UI program have higher tolerance for burden. However, the quantitative
results do not present a clear picture of how Daniel’s digital skills shape participants’
attitudes toward his deservingness. Perhaps some participants empathize with Daniel,
while others believe his implied difficulty in engaging with digital processes makes him
less deserving of benefits. Some of the responses to the open-ended prompt contain
sentiments to that effect. Future research should more explicitly link recognition of
burdens, perceptions of target-group deservingness, and passive burden tolerance, with an
emphasis on digital skills as a feature of deservingness.

Additionally, the vignette cue about Daniel’s digital skills did not map onto
specific types of burdens. Participants assigned to treatments 1 and 4 read that Daniel
“has always worked in manufacturing and does not feel very comfortable using a
computer.” Survey participants can infer things about administrative burdens from this
statement. For instance, if Daniel is not comfortable using a computer, he might
encounter learning costs when determining his eligibility for UI through online tools. He
may also incur compliance costs due to the need to upload supporting documentation.
The informational cue perhaps provides the strongest link to psychological costs, as the
phrase “does not feel very comfortable” implies feelings of anxiety, frustration, or self-
consciousness when using digital tools. However, none of these possibilities is spelled
out in the vignette itself. The cue is intentionally vague to avoid emphasizing certain

administrative burdens more than others, allowing participants to draw their own
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conclusions about whether they support the procedures described in the vignette. Future
studies might explore how burden tolerance varies across subtypes of administrative
burdens imposed on digitally disadvantaged clients. Such research could provide
important evidence for practice as public managers consider how to integrate proactive
digital design to reduce administrative burdens (Scholta & Lindgren, 2023).

The remaining hypotheses posit that people’s burden tolerance will be higher
when provided information that online systems increase benefit take-up and efficiency.
The results show little support for either hypothesis. The coefficients associated with the
H2 cue in experimental condition 2 are positive, as expected, but are small and not
statistically significant at the p < 0.05 level. The results show virtually no effect of the
efficiency cue (H3) on participants’ burden tolerance in any model. However, the
interaction between these two cues in experimental condition 5 yields positive,
statistically significant results using the global burden tolerance measure. Participants
who received information about both increased benefits take-up and efficiency were less
likely to rate the application procedure as burdensome. It is plausible that the H2 and H3
cues were too subtle when added to the vignette individually, but together they signaled
benefits for program beneficiaries and staff. The presence of multiple advantages
stemming from digitalization could justify the compliance costs outlined in the vignette
(learning and psychological costs are absent in experimental condition 5 because it does
not contain cues related to low digital skills). As a result, people might have been
somewhat less likely to rate the application procedure as burdensome. Taken together,
these inconsistencies suggest that the design of the informational cues may have

contributed to the null results for H2 and H3. Another possible explanation is that the
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public cares about the costs of administering public programs, but “lacks a sophisticated
understanding of efficiency as a concept” (Meier et al., 2023, p. 1) as well as the practical
meaning of benefit take-up rates.

This study has several limitations. First, the aforementioned variation in results
across different outcome measures makes it difficult to draw firm conclusions about
burden tolerance. Although the survey experiment demonstrated that providing
information about beneficiaries’ digital skills significantly influences how people
perceive burdens in bureaucratic procedures, it remains unclear how much this
recognition affects support for burdens. It is also uncertain whether digital skills factor
into people’s burden tolerance in the same way as other forms of disadvantage. For
instance, an online application form might be equally burdensome to individuals
managing low digital skills, insufficient access to technology, or cognitive decline.
However, even if policymakers and the mass public acknowledge burdens in all these
cases of limited human capital, their level of support for burdens may vary depending on
perceptions about target populations’ ability or willingness to overcome burdens
(Christensen et al., 2020). Perhaps people attribute blame to individuals for not taking the
initiative to improve their digital skills, thereby increasing burden tolerance even if they
recognize a relative burden. It is also possible that people’s attitudes toward digital
disadvantage vary depending on other individual characteristics that influence perceived
deservingness, such as disability, race, gender, and substance use (Haeder, 2025). Future
studies should aim to disentangle the relationships among acknowledging, supporting,

and imposing burdens that disproportionately weigh on the digitally disadvantaged.
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While statistical power is always a concern in experimental settings, additional
treatment arms may have revealed deeper insights into the relationships among factors
shaping burden tolerance. A full factorial design would have permitted exploration of
potential moderating effects in an interaction between the H1 and H2 cues. In other
words, providing informational cues about barriers faced by a specific population of
digitally disadvantaged people (H1) as well as benefits to a broader population of benefit
claimants (H2) could illuminate how perceptions of relative burden factor into overall
burden tolerance, at least vis-a-vis digital skills and access.

Another limitation is the representativeness of the study sample. As a function of
their participation in an online panel, the survey respondents tended to have high
proficiency in using online tools and communicating through digital platforms. Their
self-reported digital skills are likely unrepresentative of the U.S. general population. This
has potential implications for interpreting how information about beneficiaries with low
digital skills predicts burden tolerance. Given that burden tolerance varied across
respondents’ digital skills (see supplementary Figure C.3.1) and that very few
respondents assessed their skills at the low end of the range, it cannot be ruled out that a
sample with a different skills distribution would have a different level of burden
tolerance.

Additionally, survey experiments in public management face a trade-off between
realism and the simplicity required to ensure participants’ attention and survey
completion (Jilke & Van Ryzin, 2017). The vignette design in this study presents a
realistic, albeit highly simplified, version of the requirements for applying for UI benefits

online. If anything, the simplification may have biased results downward because the
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vignette undersold the typical compliance costs in UI application and recertification and
only alluded to potential learning and psychological costs. Relatedly, external validity
may be limited to settings outside the United States given its high level of welfare
conditionality. Future studies may supplement this study's experimental findings by
gathering evidence on the relationship between beneficiaries’ digital skills and people’s

tolerance for burden in other policy contexts.

3.7 Conclusion

I conducted a survey experiment to examine how information about digitalization
and administrative efficiency shapes people’s support for administrative burdens. The
study provides some evidence for the hypothesis that knowledge about claimants’ digital
skills influences burden tolerance. Specifically, digital skills appear to represent a key
vulnerability factor signaling relative burden for digitally disadvantaged populations as
social services increasingly shift to online processes for eligibility and recertification. The
quantitative and qualitative results demonstrate that survey participants recognize a
greater burden for claimants with low digital skills. However, it is unclear to what extent
such recognition translates to actual support for burdens.

The discrepancies in findings across outcome measures raise conceptual questions
about the dimensionality of the burden tolerance construct. For instance, is the
recognition of administrative burden an essential mechanism underlying burden
tolerance? The qualitative analysis illuminates that the relationship between recognizing
and supporting burdens is not axiomatic. A participant may find the application

procedure burdensome but still support it if they view Daniel as undeserving. Another
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participant might think the process is burdensome for Daniel specifically but believes
burdens may serve legitimate purposes, such as fraud prevention, and thus supports
burdens in general. Yet another participant may disagree that Daniel faces burdens if they
find the application process simple in the abstract or do not empathize with the digitally
disadvantaged due to the relative barriers they may encounter. Some responses to the
open-ended question exemplify this perspective by describing the application process as a
set of basic rules and requirements that any sufficiently motivated individual should be
able to overcome, especially when unencumbered by the responsibilities of full-time
work. However, responses to the other burden tolerance measures vary depending on the
extent to which the participants think the scenario truly represents “hassles” or a “time-
consuming” process. While some of these relationships between recognizing and
supporting burdens might be unique to the stylized scenario included in this experiment,
similar variation could exist in other policy contexts. Future research should disentangle
the components of burden tolerance and investigate how recognizing (or not recognizing)
administrative burdens shapes the extent to which people tolerate them.

Moreover, the vignette design did not explore interactions between digital skills
and other characteristics of the fictional claimant, opening possibilities for additional
research questions. For instance, how might a claimant’s technological proficiency, race,
gender, and ability together shape people’s opinions about their deservingness? How are
digital skills perceived compared to other aspects of human capital? What is the
relationship between acknowledging, expressing support for, and being willing to impose

digital-based burdens? Future research seeking to answer these questions would refine
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the concept of burden tolerance and contribute insights into the role of digital skills in

public attitudes toward administrative burden in social services.
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Conclusion to the Dissertation

Administrative burden and e-government both profoundly shape citizen-state
interactions. Despite a recent proliferation of research in both areas, many questions
remain: How do digital technologies mediate interactions between clients and frontline
staff in social services? To what extent does digitalization influence people’s support for
burdensome policy implementation? To what extent are people willing to support (or
challenge) burdens that disproportionately affect the digitally disadvantaged? And how
does such support translate into state actions? This dissertation aimed to explore the
intersections of administrative burden theory and e-government to deepen our
understanding of specific concepts within these literatures, namely, burden tolerance and
digital accessibility.

Chapter 1 contributes to the literature by probing the relationship between e-
government and street-level discretion. The results show that digitalization has the power
to shape bureaucratic discretion through several mechanisms: removing face-to-face
interactions, standardizing processes and data requirements, enhancing top-down
monitoring, increasing information exchange, and providing decision support. Overall,
empirical studies demonstrate that administrative realities do not always align with
theoretical expectations about how e-government influences human discretion. The
systematic literature review also highlighted varied evidence about street-level
bureaucrats’ responses to digitalization and uncovered a tension between standardization
and personalization agendas.

Chapter 2 sought to gain deeper insight into these dynamics through the lens of

administrative burden. The semi-structured interviews add to a growing body of evidence



that public servants find workarounds to resist both the imposition of administrative
burdens and the strictures of digital-based standardization. Public servants who expressed
high levels of public service motivation tended to demonstrate a low tolerance for client-
facing burdens. At the same time, the study results reinforce the idea that compliance
burdens can serve as sorting mechanisms for frontline workers struggling with
demanding caseloads, reporting requirements, and stringent eligibility criteria. The
findings provide examples of passive and active burden tolerance in the context of U.S.
social programs, suggesting that frontline workers’ burden tolerance can indeed have a
policy feedback effect. They also indicate that public servants strategically leverage
digital tools to engage in burden shifting.

In Chapter 3, I use a factorial survey experiment to test how perceptions of benefit
claimants’ digital skills influence people’s burden tolerance. The results demonstrate that
knowledge about digital skills is salient for recognizing burdens. However, I do not find
strong evidence that this knowledge affects other measures of passive burden tolerance.
The variation across outcome measures indicates that future studies should attempt to
further explore the dimensionality of the burden tolerance construct, with a focus on
digital skills as a potential feature of client deservingness.

Overall, this dissertation demonstrates that public-sector digitalization is highly
relevant to the learning, compliance, and psychological costs people incur when engaging
with government agencies. The essays also highlight several avenues for future research,
such as examining the conceptual underpinnings of burden tolerance, the role of digital
skills as a deservingness signal, and how digitalization mediates the relationship between

administrative burden and state capacity. Understanding the relationships between
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technology designs, client-state interactions, and the construction of digital burdens is

essential to identifying barriers in access to public benefits.
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Appendix B: Supplemental Materials for Chapter 2
B.1. Interview Protocol
Researcher Introduction:

Thank you so much for agreeing to speak with me today. My name is Emma Northcott,
and I am a PhD student at George Washington University.

First, I sent over a document with consent information, and I’ll just go over the highlights
of that before asking for your verbal consent to participate.

The purpose of this study is to understand public servants’ perspectives on how
administrative procedures influence burdens for agency staff and clients.

If you choose to participate, your participation will just be this one interview which will
last about 30 minutes. Participation is voluntary, you can withdraw at any time, and all
your responses will be anonymous. We will not share any information about you that
could be used alone or in combination to identify you. I will record this interview but the
recording will just be used to generate a transcript and will not be shared publicly.

Do you have any questions about confidentiality for the study?
Do you consent to participate?

Next, I’'m just going to ask you some quick demographic questions before we get started.

Interview questions:

1. To start off, please tell me briefly about your current role with your employer.

a. Elaboration probe: How would you describe your responsibilities to your
agency and to clients?

2. Tell me about your agency’s current processes for client enrollment and case
management in WIOA Title I. What is your opinion about how easy these
processes are for employees in your agency?

a. Clarification probe: What about the enrollment/case management process
is difficult/easy for you or other employees?

b. Elaboration probe for frontline staff: What are the administrative
requirements that make it hardest to do your job?

3. What is your opinion about how easy these processes are for clients seeking
services?

a. Clarification probe: What about the enrollment/case management process
is difficult/easy for clients?

b. Clarification probe: What have you heard from clients about their ease of
using these processes?

4. How would you describe the client population served through your program?



a. Elaboration probe: What are common circumstances that prompt clients to
apply to the program?

b. Elaboration probe: What are the major needs of the client population?

5. Do you think some clients have a more difficult time enrolling or managing their
cases compared to others?

a. Clarification probe: Why do you think those clients have more/less
difficulty than others?

6. [For frontline workers] Imagine that a client was struggling with part of the
enrollment or case management process. How would you see yourself [your
employees] helping them, if at all?

7. [For managers] Thinking of the employee side, what are some of the challenges
you hear from agency staff about the case management process?

a. Elaboration probe: How much discretion would you say that managers and
career counselors have to customize services within administrative
boundaries?

8. Can you think of examples of how the case management process improves
efficiency within your agency, but makes it harder for some clients to manage
their cases?

a. Elaboration probe: Can you think of examples of the opposite: how the
case management process makes it easier for some clients to manage their
cases, but creates inefficiencies for your agency?

b. Clarification probe: How would you define efficiency?

c. Elaboration probe: Can you think of a specific change that would improve
efficiency? What would it look like?

9. Now, please think about some of the processes your agency has recently moved
from non-digital to digital, or updated to have new digital approaches. These
might include online applications for programs, virtual training options, and
automated case management and referrals. What is your opinion of these digital
processes?

a. Elaboration probes: How did you feel when these digital processes or
technologies were first introduced? How do you feel about them now?

b. Elaboration probe: Do you feel that there was sufficient time and training
to adapt to the changes?

c. Elaboration probe: How does digitalization or the use of technology
change how staff relate to clients?

d. Elaboration probe: What are the benefits you see of digitalization?

e. Elaboration probe: Do you have any concerns about how digitalization is
proceeding, such as with the use of AI?

10. Do you think digitalization makes it easy for potential clients to learn about the
program, determine eligibility, and apply?

a. Continuation probe: Why or why not?

b. Continuation probe: What types of clients are excluded?

c. Clarification probe: Can you give an example of how digitalization makes
applying easier/harder?

11. Do you think digitalization has improved capacity within your agency?

a. Continuation probe: Why or why not?
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b. Clarification probe: Can you give an example of improved capacity?

Concluding questions:
12. To obtain your final thoughts, is there anything else you would like to tell me or
share with me?
13. Could you recommend other individuals working in WIOA Title I whom I can
contact for participation in this study?

Thank you & debrief

Thank you for your time and insights on your experiences as an employee in WIOA Title
I. We are conducting this study to better understand public servants’ perspectives on
administrative rules and procedures. I will be happy to answer any questions you may
have for me now or in the next few weeks. We can also share the results of our study with
you — please let us know if this is of interest. May I follow up with you if I have
questions or clarifications about: 1) the responses you gave in this interview or 2) our
interpretation and analysis of the responses?
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B.2. Recruitment Materials
Sample recruitment email
Good morning,

My name is Emma Northcott, and I'm a public administration PhD student at George
Washington University. I'm writing to let you know about an opportunity to participate in
a research study about administrative procedures in the Workforce Innovation and
Opportunity Act (WIOA) Title I program.

Overview: This study has the purpose of better understanding public servants’
perspectives on how administrative procedures influence burdens for agency staff and
clients. Your participation will give you a chance to reflect on your own experiences and
may also benefit other people with similar experiences. Any staff person who works in
a WIOA Title I program is welcome to participate.

Participation: Total participation in the study will include one interview

session (approximately 30-45 minutes). All interviews will take place via Zoom. The
attached consent document has additional information about the study procedures and
confidentiality.

Next steps: If you are interested in participating, please email me and indicate one or two
times that you would be available for an interview on Zoom during the following
windows (all EST).

[Time option 1]

[Time option 2]

[Time option 3]

Please let me know if you have any questions, and thanks for your consideration!

Sincerely,
Emma Northcott
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Informed Consent Information

Consent Form
INFORMED CONSENT

You are being invited to participate in a research study, which the George
Washington University Institutional Review Board (IRB) has reviewed and approved for
conduct by the investigator named here. This form is designed to provide you — as a human
subject/participant — with information about this study. The investigator will describe this
study to you and answer any of your questions. If you have any questions about your rights
as a subject or participant, complaints about the informed consent process of this research
study, or experience an adverse event (something goes wrong), please contact the Office
of Human Research at George Washington University, at telephone number (202) 994-
2715. More information is available at the IRB website, https://humanresearch.gwu.edu/.

Study Title: Public servant perspectives on administrative procedures in workforce
programs

Study Contact: Emma Northcott, [email address]

Principal Investigator: Sanjay K. Pandey, PhD

IRB study #: NCR246054

Voluntary Status: You have met the requirements for enrollment as a volunteer in a
research study conducted by the researcher listed above. You are now being invited to
participate in this study.

Before you can make your decision, you will need to know what the study is about, the
possible risks and benefits of being in this study, and what you will have to do in this
study. The research team will discuss with you the details, and they will provide you this
consent form to read. You may also decide to discuss it with your family and/or friends.
If you decide to participate, you will be asked for consent. Your participation is
voluntary. You may withdraw any time without penalty and there will be no loss of any
benefits to which you are entitled.

Purpose:
To understand public servants’ perspectives on how administrative procedures influence
burdens for agency staff and clients.

Procedures:

You will be asked to give us your verbal consent to participate in a video interview. The
researcher will video-record this interview to ensure accuracy in presenting your
experience by being able to refer to the interview transcript as necessary. Before
developing the interview transcripts, any identifiable information is removed from the
video file, and it will be assigned a code number. Only the code number will be left as an
identifier. The recording will be used for the purposes of data analysis only and will not
be shared in presentations.
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Commitment and Compensation: Your total participation in the study will include one
interview session (approximately 30-45 minutes). Y ou will not receive financial
compensation for participation in the study. Upon your request, researchers can provide
the findings of this research to you once it is completed.

Possible Risks and Benefits: It is expected that participation in this study will provide
you with no more than minimal risk or discomfort, which means that you should not
experience any more difficulty than what would occur in your normal daily life.
However, there is always the chance of an unexpected risk. The foreseeable risks in this
study include an accidental disclosure of your private information, or discomfort by
answering questions that are embarrassing. If you feel uncomfortable or distressed, please
tell the researcher and he or she will ask you whether you wish to continue. You can
withdraw from the study at any time without penalty.

You will not receive any direct benefits from participating in this study. However, your
participation is intended to add to the knowledge about the experience of public servants
administering workforce programs. It will give you a chance to reflect on your own
experiences and may also benefit other people with similar experiences.

Confidentiality and Consent: The investigator will not reveal the personal information
which they collect about you. Any information that is obtained in connection with this
study — and that can be identified — will remain private and will only be disclosed with
your permission or as required by law. Your identity will be kept strictly confidential by
removing your name and all identifiers. Once the project is completed, the electronic
copies of the interview materials will be stored in researchers’ password-secured personal
computers. The researchers are the only persons who have access to their computer’s
password. Do be aware that the results, in either an anonymous or a summarized format,
will likely be published in journals or presented at conferences.

New Information: During this study, the investigators may discover information that
could be important to you. They will notify you as soon as possible when such
information becomes available.

Consent: I consent to participate in the study. I understand that my participation in this
study is entirely voluntary and that I may refuse to participate or withdraw from the study

at any time without penalty. I have received a copy of this consent form for my records.

Please indicate your consent by stating whether you agree to participate in this interview.
If you do not wish to participate in the study, simply let us know.
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Appendix C: Supplemental Materials for Chapter 3

C.1 Survey Instrument

Appendix Table C.1.1. Concept map

Concept

Question(s)

I. Applicant digital skills (H1)
Perceived digital skills of applicant
II. Benefits take-up (H2)
Increased benefits take-up resulting from digitalization
III. Administrative efficiency (H3)
Administrative efficiency
I'V. Burden tolerance
Global measure — perception of burdens in application
Index measure

Appropriate level of burden
V. Fraud
Perception of fraud — general
Perception of fraud in the UI program
VI. Policy support
Knowledge of UI program
Approval of UI program
VII. Survey respondent digital skills
Digital skills — information navigation
Digital skills — problem solving
VI. Other control variables
Political ideology
Benefits receipt
Government experience
Gender
Disability
Race/ethnicity
Age
Highest education
Income

Vignette cue
Vignette cue

Vignette cue

Q2
Q3, Q4, Q5, Qo,
Q7
Q8

Q9
Q10

Ql
Q11

Q14
Ql15

Q12
Q13
Q16
Q17
Q18
Q19
Q20
Q21
Q22
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Appendix Table C.1.2. Survey questions

Measure Question Scale Source

UI knowledge | 1. On a scale of 1 to 10, how much do 1 nothing at all N/A
you know about the unemployment -
insurance program? 10 a great deal

Applicant Vignette — see Table 3-4 N/A N/A

digital skills

Benefits take- | Vignette — see Table 3-4 N/A N/A

up

Efficiency Vignette — see Table 3-4 N/A N/A

Burden 2. Please rate your level of agreement 1 strongly disagree Modified from

tolerance — with the following statement: -- a measure used

global “The application process Daniel must 5 strongly agree by Campbell &
complete is burdensome.” Ahn (2023)
Scale reversed in
analysis
Burden 3-7. Please rate your level of agreement 1 strongly disagree Modified from
tolerance — with the following statements: -- 4-item measure
index “It is acceptable if Daniel faces some 5 strongly agree used by
hassles when he is in contact with the Baekgaard et al.
government about receiving (2024)
unemployment benefits.”
“If Daniel wants to get unemployment
benefits, it is only fair that he should
make a significant effort to get them.”
“Daniel should be responsible for
figuring out how to access
unemployment benefits himself."
"It is not the responsibility of the
government to help Daniel access
unemployment benefits."
"It is acceptable if Daniel feels that it is
difficult and time-consuming to apply for
unemployment benefits.”

Burden 8. Please describe briefly how easy or Open-ended N/A

tolerance — difficult you think it should be for people

open-ended like Daniel to receive unemployment
benefits, and explain why.

Fraud - 9. Please indicate your agreement with 1 strongly disagree N/A

general the following statement: --

“Government assistance programs suffer | 5 strongly agree
from widespread abuse and fraud.”

Fraud - Ul 10. How common, if at all, do you 1 not at all common | Modified from
believe it is for people to lie and/or 2 not very common | YouGov
misrepresent their eligibility in order to 3 somewhat Government
benefit from unemployment insurance? common Entitlements

4 very common survey, 2019
(scale reversed)

UI approval 11. Overall, do you approve or 1 strongly N/A
disapprove of the unemployment disapprove
insurance program? --

5 strongly approve
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Ideology 12. Thinking about politics these days, 1 liberal Halling et al.
how would you describe your political -- (2022)
viewpoint? 7 conservative

Benefits 13. Did you or someone in your 1 no Modified from

recipient household receive any type of 2 yes Baekgaard et al.
government benefit in the past 5 years, (2021) and
including from the following programs: Halling et al.
Medicaid, SNAP, TANF, Women (2022)

Infants and Children Nutrition Program,
unemployment insurance, or the
Children’s Health Insurance Program?

Digital skills — | 14. Please indicate whether each of the 1 not at all true of Van Deursen et

information following is true of you: me al. (2014)

navigation “I find it hard to decide what the best 2 not very true of me
keywords are for online searches.” 3 mostly true of me
“I get tired when looking for information | 4 very true of me
online.” 5 very true of me
“I find the design of many websites to be
confusing.” Scale reversed in

analysis

Digital skills — | 15. How often... 1 never Van Laar et al.

problem “Are you effective in accomplishing 2 rarely (2018)

solving what you want using the internet?”’ 3 sometimes
“Does the internet help you find the best | 4 often
way to solve a problem?” 5 almost always
“Does the actual outcome you achieved
via the internet match what you
expected?”

Government 16. Have you ever worked for a 1 no Following

experience government agency? 2 yes Campbell &

Ahn (2023)
Gender 17: Are you: 1 male 2023 White
2 female House SOGI
3 non-binary / third guidelines
gender
4 prefer not to say
Disability 18. Do you identify as a person with a 1 yes N/A
disability? 2 no

3 prefer not to say

Race/ 19. What is your race/ethnicity? (mark American Indian or | 2023 proposed

ethnicity all that apply) Alaska Native changes to
Asian Statistical
Black or African Policy
American Directive No.
Hispanic/Latino 15; Federal
Middle Eastern or Register Vol.
North African 88, No. 18
Native Hawaiian or
Pacific Islander
White

Age 20. What is your age? 18-25 N/A
26-29
30-39
40-49
50-59
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60-64
65 or older

Education

21. What is your highest level of
education?

Less than high
school

High school
diploma/GED
Trade/technical
certificate

Some college (no
degree)
Associate’s degree
Bachelor’s degree
Master’s or
professional degree
Doctorate

N/A

Income

22. What is your annual household
income?

$0 — 30,000
$31,000-60,000
$61,000-90,000
$91,000-$120,000
$120,000 or more

N/A
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Appendix Table C.1.3. Vignette variations by experimental condition

Note: the treatment cues in each version are written in blue text here, but all text was
consistent (black font) in the online survey version.

Control: no cues

Scenario: Daniel’s unemployment
Daniel recently became unemployed. A friend suggested that Daniel should apply for
unemployment benefits while he looks for a new job.

Benefits application process
The unemployment insurance agency recently launched a new system where people
can submit unemployment claims online.

First, Daniel must register in the system using a multi-factor authentication process.
The system requires Daniel to submit his Social Security number, driver’s license
number, and information about his employment for any job he’s held in the last 18
months.

Additionally, all claimants must register for a jobseeker profile through the online
system and keep a record of their job search activities to request benefits biweekly. If
Daniel submits information incorrectly or too late, he might not receive unemployment
benefits.

Treatment 1: cue for low digital skills

Scenario: Daniel’s unemployment

Daniel recently became unemployed. He has always worked in manufacturing and does
not feel very comfortable using a computer. A friend suggested that Daniel should
apply for unemployment benefits while he looks for a new job.

Benefits application process
The unemployment insurance agency recently launched a new system where people
can submit unemployment claims online.

First, Daniel must register in the system using a multi-factor authentication process.
The system requires Daniel to submit his Social Security number, driver’s license
number, and information about his employment for any job he’s held in the last 18
months.

Additionally, all claimants must register for a jobseeker profile through the online
system and keep a record of their job search activities to request benefits biweekly. If
Daniel submits information incorrectly or too late, he might not receive unemployment
benefits. Advocates report that some people struggle with navigating online systems,
potentially making it harder for them to receive benefits on time.
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Treatment 2: cue for increased benefits take-up

Scenario: Daniel’s unemployment
Daniel recently became unemployed. A friend suggested that Daniel should apply for
unemployment benefits while he looks for a new job.

Benefits application process

The unemployment insurance agency recently launched a new system where people
can submit unemployment claims online. Advocates report that the online system has
increased benefits take-up because some people find it easier to apply online than in-
person.

First, Daniel must register in the system using a multi-factor authentication process.
The system requires Daniel to submit his Social Security number, driver’s license
number, and information about his employment for any job he’s held in the last 18
months.

Additionally, all claimants must register for a jobseeker profile through the online
system and keep a record of their job search activities to request benefits biweekly. If
Daniel submits information incorrectly or too late, he might not receive unemployment
benefits.

Treatment 3: cue for efficiency goal in organization

Scenario: Daniel’s unemployment
Daniel recently became unemployed. A friend suggested that Daniel should apply for
unemployment benefits while he looks for a new job.

Benefits application process

The unemployment insurance agency recently launched a new system where people
can submit unemployment claims online. The new system aims to increase efficiency
by reducing the amount of time caseworkers spend on processing claim information,
which could speed up the decision process.

First, Daniel must register in the system using a multi-factor authentication process.
The system requires Daniel to submit his Social Security number, driver’s license
number, and information about his employment for any job he’s held in the last 18
months.

Additionally, all claimants must register for a jobseeker profile through the online
system and keep a record of their job search activities to request benefits biweekly. If
Daniel submits information incorrectly or too late, he might not receive unemployment
benefits.

Treatment 4: cue for low digital skills and efficiency goal
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Scenario: Daniel’s unemployment

Daniel recently became unemployed. He has always worked in manufacturing and does
not feel very comfortable using a computer. A friend suggested that Daniel should
apply for unemployment benefits while he looks for a new job.

Benefits application process

The unemployment insurance agency recently launched a new system where people
can submit unemployment claims online. The new system aims to increase efficiency
by reducing the amount of time caseworkers spend on processing claim information,
which could speed up the decision process.

First, Daniel must register in the system using a multi-factor authentication process.
The system requires Daniel to submit his Social Security number, driver’s license
number, and information about his employment for any job he’s held in the last 18
months.

Additionally, all claimants must register for a jobseeker profile through the online
system and keep a record of their job search activities to request benefits biweekly. If
Daniel submits information incorrectly or too late, he might not receive unemployment
benefits. Advocates report that some people struggle with navigating online systems,
potentially making it harder for them to receive benefits on time.

Treatment 5: cue for increased take-up and efficiency goal

Scenario: Daniel’s unemployment
Daniel recently became unemployed. A friend suggested that Daniel should apply for
unemployment benefits while he looks for a new job.

Benefits application process

The unemployment insurance agency recently launched a new system where people
can submit unemployment claims online. The new system aims to increase efficiency
by reducing the amount of time caseworkers spend on processing claim information,
which could speed up the decision process. Advocates report that the online system has
increased benefits take-up because some people find it easier to apply online than in-
person.

First, Daniel must register in the system using a multi-factor authentication process.
The system requires Daniel to submit his Social Security number, driver’s license
number, and information about his employment for any job he’s held in the last 18
months.

Additionally, all claimants must register for a jobseeker profile through the online
system and keep a record of their job search activities to request benefits biweekly. If
Daniel submits information incorrectly or too late, he might not receive unemployment
benefits.
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C.2 Exploratory Factor Analysis

Appendix Table C.2.1. Respondent digital skills index - Exploratory factor analysis

Item Factor 1  Factor 2
Eigenvalues 2.83 0.75

1. “I find it hard to decide what the best keywords are for online searches.” 0.75 0.18
2. “I get tired when looking for information online.” 0.76 0.27
3. “I find the design of many websites to be confusing.” 0.67 0.27
4. How often are you effective in accomplishing what you want using the 0.34 0.62
internet?

5. How often does the internet help you find the best way to solve a problem? 0.20 0.74
6. How often does the actual outcome you achieved with the internet match 0.21 0.82

what you expected?

Notes: Exploratory factor analysis with orthogonal varimax rotation. The scales of Items 1-3 were reversed
before analysis. Factor scores > 0.40 are marked in bold.
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C.3 Robustness Tests & Heterogeneous Effects Analysis

Appendix Table C.3.1. Robustness test of main regression analysis (Table 3.7) without
covariates

Model 1 Model 3
(Global) (Index)
Treatment: low digital skills (H1) -0.689%** -0.192%**
(0.116) (0.0945)
Treatment: benefits take-up (H2) 0.171 0.0172
(0.131) (0.0949)
Treatment: efficiency (H3) -0.0353 -0.0848
(0.128) (0.0977)
Treatment: (H1) * (H3) -0.295%* -0.0509
(0.129) (0.0966)
Treatment: (H2) * (H3) 0.282%** -0.157*
0.127) (0.0949)
Constant 2.857%** 3.005%**
(0.0892) (0.0626)
Observations 1,058 1,058
R-squared 0.068 0.007

Notes: Coefficients are unstandardized. Robust standard errors in parentheses.
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.
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Appendix Table C.3.2. Robustness test of main regression analysis (Table 3.7) with
respondents above the median survey duration only

Model 1 Model 3
(Global) (Index)
Treatment: low digital skills (H1) -0.418%* -0.141
(0.164) (0.130)
Treatment: benefits take-up (H2) 0.291 0.0194
(0.181) (0.126)
Treatment: efficiency (H3) -0.00795 -0.0569
(0.169) (0.132)
Treatment: (H1) * (H3) -0.310* -0.0604
(0.173) (0.127)
Treatment: (H2) * (H3) 0.406** -0.184
(0.176) (0.134)
Constant 2.767%%* 3.004%**
(0.113) (0.0777)
Observations 528 528
R-squared 0.056 0.056

Notes: Coefficients are unstandardized. Robust standard errors in parentheses.
Subsample of respondents with survey response time above the median of
376 seconds (n = 528). *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.
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Appendix Figure C.3.1. Marginal effects of informational cues across respondent digital
skills

Digital skills cue (H1)

Effects on linear prediction
o

Respondent digital skills (1 = low, 5 = high)

Benefits take-up cue (H2)

Effects on linear prediction
o

1 2 3 4 5
Respondent digital skills (1 = low, 5 = high)

Efficiency cue (H3)

Effects on linear prediction

1 2 3 4 5
Respondent digital skills (1 = low, 5 = high)

Note: Marginal effects with 95 percent confidence intervals, using the global (single-item) measure of
burden tolerance. Respondent digital skills are measured using a six-item index on a Likert scale (1 = low
digital skills, 5 = high digital skills). Figures are not reported for the index measure of burden tolerance
because it shows little variation across experimental conditions (i.e., the estimated effect on linear
prediction is close to zero for each value).
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Appendix Figure C.3.2. Distribution of respondent digital skills

150
1

100
1

Frequency

o f — =
1 2 3 4 5

Respondent digital skills (1 = low, 5 = high)

Note: Respondent digital skills are measured using a six-item index on a Likert scale (1 = low digital skills,
5 = high digital skills). Mean value 4.08 (n = 1,058).
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Appendix Figure C.3.3. Marginal effects of informational cues across ideology
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Note: Marginal effects with 95 percent confidence intervals, using the global (single-item) measure of
burden tolerance. Ideology is a continuous variable running from 1 (liberal) to 7 (conservative). Figures are
not reported for the index measure of burden tolerance because it shows little variation across experimental
conditions (i.e., the estimated effect on linear prediction is close to zero for each value).
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