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Section A: State-of-the-art and objectives
Importance of the research topic
Citizens’ experiences of administrative burdens in their encounters with the state are associated with
important societal and human consequences. Stress (Moynihan, Herd & Harvey 2015), stigmatization
(Moffit 1983; Manchester & Mumford 2010), and reduced take-up of welfare benefits for which citizens are
eligible (Bhargava & Manoli 2015; Currie & Grogger 2001; Hernanz et al. 2004; Shafir 2014) are among the
detrimental effects of administrative burdens that may further deteriorate citizens’ health, their labor market
prticipation, and civic participation (Baicker et al. 2013; Bruch, Ferree & Soss 2010; Currie & Gruber 1996;
Goodman-Bacon 2016; Heinrich 2016; Kling et al. 2004). If burdens prevent citizens from gaining access to
vital services, the success of those programs is also diminished. In light of the importance of administrative
burdens, it is surprising how little we know about the conditions that give rise to experiences of
administrative burden. How do rules and regulations in citizen-state interactions shape administrative
burden? And do rules cause stronger experiences of burden for some people than for others?
Several literatures deal with administrative burden and related aspects, including studies on red tape, streetlevel bureaucracy, policy feedback, and program take-up (Moynihan et al. 2015; 2016). The study of
administrative burden has recently even become a field of research in its own right within public
administration, as several studies attempt to conceptualize and understand how and with what consequences
such burdens are imposed on citizens (e.g., Burden et al. 2012; Heinrich 2016; Heinrich & Brill 2015; Herd
2015; Herd et al. 2013; Moynihan et al. 2015; 2016; Sheely 2013). However, the literature has three
shortcomings. First, it suggests that administrative rules concerning welfare benefits impose learning,
compliance, and psychological burdens on eligible individuals (Moynihan et al. 2015), but little is known
about individual citizens’ experiences of administrative burden. It remains to be explored why and for whom
administrative rules are burdensome, and solid measures of the concept remain to be developed. Second, the
literature is overwhelmingly based on studies of how take-up of welfare benefits varies with administrative
rules (e.g., Aizer 2003; 2007; Bansak & Raphael 2006; Ebenstein & Stange 2010; Van Oorschot 1998) and
how participation in welfare benefit programs affects political participation (Bruch, Ferree & Soss 2010;
Mettler 2002). However, evidence is scarce concerning how administrative rules affect experiences of
burden on the individual level. Third, the literature on the impact of administrative rules generally draws on
rational approaches (Bhargava & Manoli 2015; Shafir 2014); rules are evaluated based on costs or benefits.
However, behavioral economics and cognitive psychology demonstrate that cognitive limitations in many
instances reduce or even eliminate the importance of costs and benefits in individual preference formation
and decision-making (Tversky & Kahneman 1981).
Building on this insight, the POAB project proposes three cognitive factors moderating the impact of
administrative rules among welfare recipients: (1) Economic resource scarcity because it impedes cognitive
function (Mani et al. 2013; Vohs 2013) and hence reduces the ability to cope with administrative rules. For
example, people under financial stress will tend to be less likely to make forward-looking decisions, such as
managing their way through onerous paperwork. (2) Self-efficacy (Bandura 1977; 1993; 2009) because more
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efficacious individuals tend to invest more effort and confidence in dealing with complex tasks and hence
will feel more able to cope with administrative rules. This implies that some groups will experience
administrative rules as being more burdensome than others. (3) Perceptions of being deserving recipients of
welfare benefits (e.g., Gilens 2000; Petersen 2012; Van Oorschot 2000; 2006) because low degrees of
deservingness in combination with demanding requirements are likely to increase perceived stigma and
stress in relation to applying for the benefits.
Research question
To take the understanding of administrative burden to a completely new level, the POAB project asks: How
do administrative rules concerning welfare benefits affect experiences of administrative burden? To what
extent does the impact of administrative rules depend on economic resource scarcity, self-efficacy, and
deservingness? In line with literature on red tape (Bozeman 1993; 2000; Bozeman & Feeney 2011;
Moynihan & Herd 2010; Tummers et al. 2016), the project focuses on variation in the presence of rules that
are either more complex or require more information or action of the benefit recipient than needed to
“advance the legitimate purposes the rules were intended to serve” (Bozeman 2000: 12).
The project will break fundamentally new ground by combining and extending theory on administrative
burden in public administration research with theories in political science, psychology, and behavioral
economics. In doing so, POAB will provide a new theoretical understanding of administrative burdens and
about citizen-state interactions more generally. Furthermore, it will provide robust, causal knowledge on
how, why, and for whom rules and regulations in citizen-state interactions create experiences of
administrative burden by means of rigorous experimental designs and novel register, physiological, and
survey data on experiences of administrative burdens.
State-of-the-art: What do we know about administrative burden?
Drawing on Burden et al. (2012) and Moynihan et al. (2015), the project defines administrative burdens as an
individual’s experience of policy implementation as onerous. This definition centers burdens on individual
experiences, which is important because it distinguishes formal rules from their effects and in so doing
makes the topic appropriate for explaining variation across individual experience.
The literature distinguishes between three broad categories of burdens associated with administrative rules
and regulations in citizen-state encounters (Moynihan et al. 2015; 2016): (1) burdens related to the costs of
learning about the existence and eligibility criteria of welfare programs (Chetty et al. 2009; Chetty &
Saez 2013; Heckman & Smith 2003; Karlan et al. 2015; Kling et al. 2012); (2) compliance or transaction
burdens involved in citizen-state interactions (Bertrand et al. 2006; Hanratty 2006). Surveys show that many
citizens who are eligible for welfare benefits find that it is complicated to apply for them (Bartlett et al.
2004). Similarly, natural experiments show that increases in requirements reduce program participation
among eligible individuals (Brien & Swann 1999; Wolfe & Scrivner 2005), and that greater ease of
compliance with program requirements increases take-up rates (Kopczuk & Pop-Eleches 2007; Schwabish
2012); (3) psychological burdens in the form of stigma (Pescosolido & Martin 2015) from participating in
unpopular programs (Currie 2006; Hansen et al. 2014; Moffit 1983; Stuber & Schlesinger 2006),
disempowerment (Dias & Maynard-Moody 2007), feelings of subservience and loss of autonomy (Lipsky
1980; Soss 1999b), and stress (Moynihan et al. 2015), which can be further reinforced by administrative
requirements like fingerprints (Bartlett et al. 2004) and irrelevant information (Brodkin 1992; Soss 1999b).
Prior research has focused on documenting psychological burdens (Dias & Maynard-Moody 2007; Lipsky
1980; Soss 1999b) or on the impacts of reducing such burdens (Bhargava & Manoli 2015; Bruch et al. 2010;
Rattcliffe et al. 2007; Schanzenbach 2009).
However, in contrast to the research on learning and compliance burdens, little systematic evidence exists on
the impact of administrative rules on psychological burdens. Yet there is ample reason to expect such an
impact. Evidence from behavioral economics suggests that individuals are less likely to “exhibit forwardlooking behaviors when we are threatened, challenged, and depleted” (Mullainathan & Shafir 2013: 282).
Moreover, administrative rules and practices that are considered by benefit recipients to be redundant
barriers that do not advance legitimate purposes may very well be perceived as stigmatizing (e.g., Brodkin
1992; Moynihan et al. 2014: 59; Soss 1999b). Further, studies of policy feedback suggest that the design of
welfare programs affects the extent to which individuals participate politically by reducing, amongst other
things, their faith in government responsiveness (Soss 1999a) and trust in government (Kumlin & Rothstein
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2005). Yet little is known about how and for whom administrative rules translate into psychological
administrative burdens.
While mentioning there is strong evidence on learning and compliance costs that generate burdens,
Moynihan et al. (2014) note that much of the research on psychological costs is qualitative, or reliant on
cross-sectional surveys, and call for more research using causal designs. I respond to this call, addressing
how psychological factors make rules more or less burdensome for some groups over others. While the
literature acknowledges that rules can be psychologically taxing, it offers little insight into how specific
cognitive biases are triggered that lead to worse citizen outcomes. I address this problem by focusing on how
administrative rules in combination with resource scarcity, self-efficacy, and deservingness perceptions of
benefit recipients might influence administrative burden. With its focus on the psychological aspects of
having to cope with complex administrative rules, this project examines the psychological burdens related to
rules, while the costs of learning about and complying with program rules are outside the scope of the
project.
One branch of the literature focuses on differences in take-up between eligible individuals with different
resources. Some studies show that take-up is higher among needier individuals, which may be taken as
evidence of effective ordeal mechanisms (Alatas et al. 2015; Besley & Coate 1992) where the burdens of
complying effectively screen out individuals with less need and hence improve targeting. Other studies find
that take-up rates are lower among the more needy and less well educated (Brodkin & Majmundar 2010;
Hansen & Hultin 1997; Orbach 2006; Sommers et al. 2012), which may suggest that administrative burden is
felt more heavily among people with less human capital (Bhargava & Manoli 2015; Kuye et al. 2013; Super
2004). Whether and why this is so, however, remains to be studied.
Theoretical propositions
Building on research on psychological administrative burdens, the project expects that additional formal
requirements will increase the discomfort and stress associated with applying for benefits (Bartlett et al.
2004; Brodkin 1992; Soss 1999b). This leads to the first hypothesis of the project which suggests a direct
causal impact of complex rules and requirements on psychological administrative burden. H1: Red tape in
welfare benefit programs increases administrative burden. This is particularly true for people in greater need
because of their greater dependence on the benefits. Based on studies in cognitive psychology and behavioral
economics, the project moreover identifies three mechanisms that are likely to cause differential effects of
such requirements among welfare benefit recipients. In doing so, POAB offers fundamental new answers to
the questions of how and why citizens differ in their experiences of administrative burden.
Economic resource scarcity:
First, drawing on insights from research using cognitive approaches to the study of resource scarcity
(Mullainathan & Shafir 2013; Shah et al. 2012; 2015), the project argues that economic hardship in itself
imposes load and impedes the capacity to deal with administrative rules and hence causes administrative
burdens. Resource scarcity has been shown to causally reduce problem-solving capabilities and deplete
behavioral control in a series of experiments. When economic resources are scarce, budgetary constraints
preoccupy a share of cognitive capacity and leave less room for making important decisions in other domains
because people are focusing on making ends meet (Mani et al. 2013; Mullainathan & Shafir 2013; Shafir
2014; Spears 2011). Thus, relatively poor people score as much as 13 IQ points lower on average in
intelligence tests when asked to contemplate high hypothetical costs compared to low hypothetical costs.
Likewise, Indian farmers perform considerably worse when surveyed right before compared to right after
harvest (Mullainathan & Shafir 2013).
Dealing with complex administrative rules also requires cognitive capacity (Kuye et al. 2013). Building on
the cognitive literature on resource scarcity, the project therefore expects a reduction in the ability to deal
with complex administrative rules for people who are preoccupied with concerns about scarce economic
resources. Thus, resource scarcity is expected to moderate the impact of complex rules and additional
requirements. H2: The scarcer the resources, the stronger the impact of rules in welfare benefit programs on
administrative burden. Because resource scarcity reduces cognitive capacity, Hypothesis 2 furthermore
expects that it reduces the feeling of being able to cope with administrative rules (Orbach 2006), and as a
consequence increases administrative burden. Therefore, resource scarcity is expected to have a direct effect
on administrative burden. H3: Resource scarcity increases administrative burden.
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Perceived self-efficacy:
Second, the social cognitive theory of human agency (Bandura 1977; 2001) points to the importance of selfefficacy to human choices. Distinct from actual ability to deal with obstacles and problems, perceived selfefficacy can be defined as people’s evaluation of their own “capacity for success and agency in a specific
task or domain” (Condon & Holleque 2013). Indeed, across a range of domains, perceived self-efficacy has
been shown to be important to the cognitive effort that people assign to dealing with problems at hand, to
making decisions, and to how long they persevere in the face of difficulties and setbacks (Bandura 1993;
Locke & Latham 1990). Thus, when faced with obstacles and setbacks, those who doubt their own
capabilities “slacken their efforts, give up prematurely, or settle for poorer solutions,” whereas those who
have stronger beliefs in their own capabilities increase their effort to overcome the challenges (Bandura
2009: 179). For instance, positive effects of perceived self-efficacy have been identified in relation to coping
with burdensome personal events. Thus, Romero-Moreno et al. (2011) provide evidence that high perceived
self-efficacy reduces the impact of burden on depression in caregiver relations. In the context of
unemployment, Carlier et al. (2014) find that self-efficacy has a positive impact on job searches among the
unemployed. Likewise, in a cohort study of unemployed Germans, Zenger et al. (2013) find that people with
low levels of perceived self-efficacy experience greater physical and mental health complaints and stay in
unemployment for twice as long a period as those who are more efficacious.
Based on these insights, the project assumes that domain-specific perceived self-efficacy will increase the
ability of benefit recipients to cope with additional administrative rules and requirements. In the context of
public service provision, public service efficacy (the extent to which people consider themselves capable of
mastering interactions with the government) has been suggested as a particularly promising domain-specific
measure of perceived self-efficacy for addressing equity concerns in public service provision (Kristensen et
al. 2012). H4: The higher an individual’s public service efficacy, the lesser the impact of rules in welfare
benefit programs on administrative burden. Furthermore, building on the finding that perceived self-efficacy
impacts cognitive effort in dealing with tasks (Bandura 1993), the project assumes a similar impact of public
service efficacy on cognitive effort in dealing with administrative rules and hence that public service efficacy
increases the ability to cope with administrative rules. H5: Public service efficacy reduces administrative
burden. Finally, self-efficacy theory (Bandura 1977; 1997) points to mastery experiences as a main source of
self-efficacy. Mastery experiences are important because they send a strong signal to individuals about actual
ability to deal with administrative rules and requirements. Thus, when facing particularly complex rules,
individuals are more likely to be taught that they are not able to deal with the problems at hand.
Consequently, the project proposes an impact of rules on administrative burden which is partly mediated by
public service efficacy. H6: Red tape in welfare benefit programs reduces public service efficacy.
Deservingness perceptions:
Third, research points to the importance of whether recipients of welfare benefits are considered deserving or
not (e.g., Gilens 2000; Petersen 2012). If the public considers recipients to be deserving, benefits are
supported. On the other hand, if recipients are considered undeserving, benefits are rejected. Across
countries and different forms of benefits, extant research has found evidence of huge differences in public
perceptions of deservingness (e.g., Van Oorschot 2000; 2006). Perceptions of deservingness rely on a
number of different cues (Van Oorschott 2000). Most importantly, individuals attune to whether benefit
recipients are in control of their own circumstances and the extent to which they demonstrate a willingness to
contribute to society. If a group of benefit recipients is perceived as being able to better their circumstances
but still requests help, it signals that they are avoiding effort and they will thus be considered less deserving
(Campbell 2007: 130; Petersen et al. 2010: 27).
Building on the concept of identity-driven stigma (Bhargava & Manoli 2015: 3502), the project assumes that
benefit recipients will internalize existing negative beliefs and stereotypes that others hold towards them as a
group. Thus, the project expects that benefit recipients will feel stigmatized in response to perceptions of low
deservingness in the public at large (Campbell 2007; Currie 2006; Horan & Austin 1974; Mettler 2011) and
that the impact of public deservingness perceptions will be further exacerbated when combined with a high
degree of red tape in welfare benefit programs. This is because rules are associated with interpretive effects
on citizens in the sense that through rules they acquire perceptions of their role in society and their status and
deservingness in relation to other citizens and government (Mettler 2002: 352). Hence, red tape increases the
signal that recipients are not deserving. Conversely, a high degree of publicly perceived deservingness may
help reduce the impact of red tape on administrative burden. H7: The more welfare benefit recipients are
considered deserving by the public, the lesser the impact of rules in welfare benefit programs on
administrative burden. Additionally, deservingness perceptions are expected to have direct impacts on
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administrative burden as well. H8: Perceptions of deservingness reduce administrative burden. Furthermore,
consistent with the arguments that red tape in welfare benefit programs signals low deservingness and that
benefit recipients will tend to internalize such beliefs, the project expects harmful effects of rule complexity
and rule redundancy on deservingness perceptions and thus that the impact of red tape on administrative
burden is partly mediated by deservingness perceptions. H9: Red tape in welfare benefit programs reduces
perceptions of deservingness.
For all seven hypotheses in which administrative burden appears as the dependent variable (H1-H5 and H7H8), burdens are expected to show up as perceived burdens, inability to cope with program rules, and stress
reactions caused by the perceived burdens. In relation to H7-H8, they are furthermore expected to manifest
as perceptions of stigma. Figure 1 shows the theoretical propositions of the project.
The figure does not aim to cover all plausible relationships between the variables included since the main
interest of the project is in how administrative rules differentially translate into burdens. Indeed, feedback
effects from the right-hand side to the left-hand side of the figure are likely, but outside the scope of the
project. For instance, administrative burdens in the form of emotional arousal and stress reactions may have
detrimental effects on public service efficacy (Bandura 1977: 198f) and deservingness perceptions, and may
deteriorate the financial situation of individuals by reducing welfare take-up (Bhargava & Manoli 2015).

Figure 1: Illustration of key propositions

Section B: Methodology
Case selection: Unemployment benefits
The empirical examination focuses on a type of rules that are particularly salient to citizens: rules tied to
unemployment benefits. Welfare benefits targeted at unemployed individuals are an example of benefits that
are critically important to people’s lives since in most cases the benefit constitutes the main, if not the only,
source of income for recipients. Access to unemployment benefits is tightly regulated in most countries and
requires considerable effort on the part of the unemployed. In combination with people being economically
dependent on the benefits, this makes rules in this area appear particularly burdensome compared to less
salient or economically crucial benefits. The project thus relies on a case which is likely to have great
practical implications for citizens affected by the rules.
In addition to being an excellent case from a practical perspective, the case is also desirable from a research
design perspective: In order to study how resource scarcity, deservingness perceptions, and public service
efficacy interact with administrative rules in shaping administrative burden, I need a case with variation in
the key independent variables (either across time or between jurisdictions), or where they can reasonably be
manipulated using experimental methods without introducing unrealistic scenarios of, for instance,
differences in actual rules. As I will demonstrate below, these preconditions are indeed fulfilled in the
unemployment case.
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Work packages
The hypotheses will be addressed in three broad work packages, enabling the research team to conduct a
series of experimental and observational analyses using physiological, register-, and survey-based measures
of administrative burden. In order to deal with the challenges caused by two-way causality, the project relies
whenever possible on experimental methods to get at the causal impact of the variables on the left-hand side
of Figure 1 on administrative burden. Hence, each empirical study focuses on selected aspects of Figure 1,
and no studies cover the full model. However, in combination, the work packages offer a comprehensive test
of the causal model proposed in Figure 1 by using different operationalizations of the central concepts (rules,
resource scarcity, deservingness perceptions, and public service efficacy), by conducting studies prioritizing
exogenous variation of concepts, and by using rich register data to establish real-world relevance and address
concerns about ecological and external validity. In combination, the work packages will contribute with a
new, validated survey scale to measure administrative burden, unprecedented measurement validity of key
concepts, and groundbreaking empirically validated knowledge about how, why, and for whom rules and
requirements translate into experiences of burden.
Table 1 describes the objectives and designs of all empirical studies conducted.

Table 1. Objectives and operationalizations of work packages.
Objective:
Empirical design:
WP 1

WP 1

WP 1

WP 1

WP 2

WP 2

WP 2

1) Establish combined
causal effect of rules and
resource scarcity (H1,
H2, H3, H6, H9)
2) Establish combined
causal effect of rules and
public service efficacy
(H1, H4, H5, H9)
3) Establish combined
causal effect of rules and
public service efficacy
and deservingness (H1,
H6, H7, H8)
4) Understand
mechanisms
5) Establish external
validity + alternative
manipulation of key
variables (H1, H2, H3,
H6, H9)
6) Establish external
validity + alternative
manipulation of key
variables (H1, H4, H5,
H9)
7) Establish external
validity + alternative
manipulation of key
variables (H1, H6, H7,
H8)

Cross-national laboratory experiment
exploiting natural variation in resources
before/after benefits have been paid and
rules by a vignette manipulation (200
participants from each country)
Cross-national laboratory in which
efficacy is manipulated by random
assignment to hard or easy test
and rules by a vignette manipulation (200
participants from each country)
Cross-national laboratory in which
deservingness is manipulated by random
assignment to newspaper articles and
rules by a vignette manipulation (200
participants from each country)
Qualitative study using 120 in-depth
interviews (60 from each of two
countries)
Cross-national survey experiments (nine
countries) with manipulations of
rules(similar to Work Package 1) and
primes (to manipulate resource scarcity)

Operationalization of
administrative burden:
Physiological
measures + survey
measures
Physiological
measures + survey
measures
Physiological
measures + survey
measures
Experiences with
administrative burden
and administrative
rules
Survey-based

Cross-national survey experiments (nine
countries) with manipulations of rules
(similar to Work Package 1) and frames
(to manipulate efficacy)

Survey-based

Cross-national survey experiments (nine
countries) with manipulations of rules
(similar to Work Package 1) and frames
(to manipulate deservingness)

Survey-based
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8) Study impact of rules
on burden in real-world
setting (H1-H5)

Quasi-experiment using actual changes in
requirements

9) Study impact of rules
on burden in real-world
setting while also
establishing causal effects
of such changes (H1-H5)
10) Study impact of
deservingness on burden
in real-world setting (H8)

Field experiment with manipulation of
requirements/administrative rules

Quasi-experiment using two actual
changes in deservingness

802244
Register-based: stress
diagnoses and
prescriptions of stressreducing medication;
electoral participation
Register-based: stress
diagnoses and
prescriptions of stressreducing medication
Register-based: stress
diagnoses and
prescriptions of stressreducing medication

Below, the designs, measures, and analyses for each of the work packages will be discussed.
Work Package 1: Laboratory experiments and qualitative research in Denmark and Hong Kong
Work Package 1 focuses on how variation in administrative rules affects administrative burden and on the
extent to which this relationship is moderated by resource scarcity (H2), public service efficacy (H4), and
deservingness perceptions (H7). Establishing causal effects of administrative rules moderated by resource
scarcity, public service efficacy, and deservingness perceptions is methodologically challenging because of
reverse causality: Experiences of administrative burden may influence the moderators. To address this
challenge, the project conducts three laboratory experiments (Blom-Hansen et al. 2015), each focusing on
one of the moderators. The experiments will be conducted among Danish recipients of unemployment
benefits. The Danish system distinguishes between two main categories of benefits targeted at unemployed
individuals. Unemployed individuals who have been members of an unemployment insurance fund (“Akasse”) and who fulfill certain additional requirements are entitled to unemployment benefits for two years.
The considerably stricter rules on social security benefits then apply if they have not found a job in the
meantime (BEK no. 128 2017). Furthermore, in recent years the deservingness of social security recipients in
particular has been heavily debated. Thus, the focus on unemployed individuals offers a case where we
would expect administrative burden to appear to a greater extent as compared to less heavily regulated
benefits and benefits where recipients are considered more deserving by the public.
In all experiments, respondents will engage in a task completion exercise (e.g., Scott & Pandey 2000;
Tummers et al. 2016). Two versions of a fictitious application form for social security benefits will be
created for the study to experimentally vary the degree of red tape imposed on the subjects by means of
random assignment: one with highly complex and another with simpler rules. The first experiment examines
the moderating impact of resource scarcity. To this end, it uses a laboratory experiment nested in a natural
experiment using random assignment to resource scarcity in addition to the random assignment to rule
complexity described above. The experiment exploits the fact that welfare benefits are paid to all recipients
on the same date each month to create exogenous variation in the subjects’ economic resources in the period
from right before to right after benefits have been paid out. Thus, in order to manipulate resource scarcity,
subjects in the experiment are randomly assigned to participate in the study either three days before or three
days after they receive unemployment benefits.
The second experiment focuses on the moderating impact of public service efficacy. Inspired by previous
studies which have shown how various forms of self-efficacy can be manipulated experimentally by means
of framed feedback on tests (Bandura 1977; 1993; Bouffard-Bouchard 1990; Jourden 1993; Petersen et al.
2017), I will experimentally manipulate public service efficacy by focusing on differences in feedback.
However, to address ethical concerns about deceiving subjects to make the feedback from the test credible, I
will not manipulate the feedback directly but rather the difficulty of the test. Thus, respondents will be
randomly assigned to one of two different versions of knowledge tests about Danish rules on unemployment
and social security benefits. One test will be a relatively easy version that has an average of 75 percent
correct responses in pilot tests, and the other will be a relatively difficult version with an average of 25
percent correct responses. Following the test, respondents will be told how successful they were in absolute
terms and will then be asked to fill out a questionnaire aimed at tapping their public service efficacy in order
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to check the impact of the manipulation on public service efficacy. This will be followed by the task
completion exercise.
The third experiment is concerned with the moderating impact of deservingness perceptions. In order to
manipulate deservingness, I draw on a framing study in which I make use of real-world discussions in news
media of the deservingness of recipients of unemployment benefits. Prior to the task completion exercise,
respondents will be randomly assigned to either a high deservingness condition or a low deservingness
condition. Respondents in the high deservingness condition will be presented with two short newspaper
articles emphasizing solidarity with poor people and social justice. Respondents in the low deservingness
treatment will be presented with two short newspaper articles describing frustration with benefit recipients
who are characterized as being lazy and selective in relation to getting a job and whose combined income
from welfare benefits exceeds that of many low-income people. After reading the newspaper articles, the
respondents will be asked about the extent to which they consider the described benefit recipients to be
deserving of social security benefits, offering a manipulation check. This will be followed by the task
completion exercise.
Thus, all three laboratory experiments use 2 x 2 between-subjects designs, where the hypotheses about
moderated effects of administrative rules will be tested by means of interaction terms between the
administrative rules treatment and the moderator treatments. In all three experiments, administrative burden
will be measured by self-reported perceptions of burden (in a post-test questionnaire) and physiological
stress responses as indexed by rises in cortisol levels (e.g. Hofer et al. 1972), alpha amylase in saliva (Cozma
et al. 2017; Nater et al. 2006), and blood pressure as well as changes in heart rate (HR) and heart rate
variability (HRV) (French et al. 2014; Neiman et al. 2015; Taelman et al. 2008). Past research supports that
when a stressor activates the autonomic nervous system, cortisol levels and blood pressure rise and HR and
HRV change (e.g., Taelman et al. 2008). Likewise, stressor activation of the sympathetic adrenomedullary
system causes increases of alpha amylase in saliva (Cozma et al. 2006). Hence, within-individual changes in
these physiological indicators (thereby reducing individual-level noise) provide valid non-self reported
measures of administrative burden. Change in cortisol levels and alpha amylase will be measured through
saliva samples collected before the treatment and after the task completion exercise. Blood pressure, HR and
HRV will be measured continuously before, during, and after stimulus presentation using the BioPac system
at the COBE lab. The use of such physiological indicators alongside survey indicators provides an important
opportunity to assess how well the two correlate with one another; if they correlate highly it will offer strong
evidence that less costly and intrusive self-reported indicators have validity in capturing physiological
stressors. In addition to measures of self-reported perceptions of burden, the post-test questionnaire
following all three experiments will also contain questions on perceptions of resource scarcity, deservingness
perceptions, and public service efficacy. These questions serve a dual purpose: First, they can be used as
manipulation checks of the three moderators. Second, they can be used as dependent variables in the
analyses of how rules affect public service efficacy (H6) and deservingness perceptions (H9).
The laboratory experiments will take place at the Cognition and Behavior Lab (COBE) at Aarhus University.
Compared to other experimental designs, laboratory experiments have a high correspondence between the
respondents who are selected for treatment (intention to treat) and those who actually receive the treatment.
Thus, a high degree of researcher control over whether respondents actually receive the treatment helps
reduce random error. Related lab experiments rely on small samples (Mani et al. 2013: N=101; Scott &
Pandey 2000: N=96; Tummers et al. 2016: N=179). However, effects sizes in these studies are very high.
Assuming a moderate effect size of 0.5 (power = 0.8; alpha = 0.05), each laboratory experiment will use a
sample consisting of 200 individuals. In all experiments, subjects will be selected from among current
recipients of unemployment benefits. Subjects will be recruited through Statistics Denmark, thus giving
access to information on participants’ household resources, educational level, experiences with receiving
welfare benefits, and other register-based information that can be used to establish baseline equivalence and
to reduce sample size requirements by including them as controls in statistical models.
Furthermore, in order to address concerns about external validity and concerns that many social science
experiments do not replicate (Aarts et al. 2015), the laboratory experiments will be replicated among a
similar number of unemployment benefit recipients in a very different welfare system at the
Psychophysiology Lab in Hong Kong, China in collaboration with associate professors Julian Lai Chuk Ling
and Yun Wah Lam. Importantly, this lab has extensive experience with studying physiological
manifestations of stress. This will be a direct replication (Jilke et al. 2017) in the sense that experimental
procedures, manipulations, and outcome measures will be similar to those in the Danish experiments. To
ensure that possible differences in findings between the Danish and Chinese results cannot be ascribed to
differences in equipment, I will rely on similar equipment (for instance by bringing Danish equipment to
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Hong Kong) and analysis settings across the two countries. Finally, 20 subjects from each of the three
laboratory experiments (and in each of the two countries) will be randomly selected for additional in-depth
qualitative interviews about their experiences with being benefit recipients and their experience with the
administrative rules tied to the benefit programs. The interviews serve as a complement to the statistical
analysis by providing additional information on why and under what conditions benefit recipients experience
administrative rules as being burdensome.
Work Package 2: Survey experiments in nine countries
The laboratory experiments in Work Package 1 will be supplemented by survey experiments which will
make three important additions to the project at large. First, the work package will expand the concept of
rules covered in Work Package 1 by focusing on three different aspects of rules in a manipulated vignette
study (e.g., Schram et al. 2009). Second, it will improve causal traction by means of alternative
manipulations of resource scarcity, public service efficacy, and deservingness. Third, it bolsters external
validity by studying the extent to which results generalize to other settings and welfare benefits. All survey
experiments will use manipulated vignette experiments in which respondents are presented with a description
of an existing welfare benefit program. For ethical reasons, I will explicitly mention that the description is a
short version of actual program rules in which emphasis is placed on certain aspects. I induce variation in
rules by emphasizing three different aspects of the rules in the descriptions. I randomize the extent to which
emphasis is put on rules being universal or targeted, rule complexity, and the extent to which citizens will
have to fulfill requirements to live up to the rules. This will allow us to use a regression approach to estimate
the causal impact of the three aspects of rules on administrative burden. Furthermore, all survey experiments
will contain a manipulation of one of the three moderators. H2, H4, and H7 about moderated effects of
administrative rules are then tested by interacting each of the three moderators with rule aspects.
Inspired by studies that have been successful in priming resource scarcity (Krosch & Amodio 2014; Mani et
al. 2013; Shah et al. 2012; 2015), respondents in the first survey experiment will furthermore be randomly
assigned to receive a text asking them to contemplate either a high- or a low-cost operation at the dentist. In
addition to the rules vignette, the second survey experiment uses a framing approach to manipulate public
service efficacy. Thus, respondents will be randomly assigned to either a piece of text emphasizing the
challenges concerned with applying for social security benefits or a piece of text emphasizing the ease with
which people can navigate the social security system. In order to avoid deceiving respondents, both frames
will be based on real information and thus will simply emphasize different aspects of the application
procedure. In the third survey experiment, respondents in addition to the rules vignette will be randomly
assigned to either a high or a low deservingness condition. Respondents in the high deservingness condition
will be presented with a piece of text in which social security benefits are described as an important part of
the Danish welfare state targeted at people in need. Conversely, respondents in the low deservingness
treatment will be presented with a piece of text emphasizing that social security benefits are mainly intended
to be a temporary benefit designed to bring people back into employment as quickly as possible. The latter
treatment will also emphasize public concerns about fraud in relation to social security benefits.
In all survey experiments, administrative burden will be measured by self-reported measures of
administrative burden, ability to cope with the rules concerning the vignette they receive, and perceived
stigma in relation to the vignette. Furthermore, to test whether burden perceptions are underreported due to
self-serving bias, all surveys will contain an additional list experiment at the end (Glynn 2013; Kuklinski et
al. 1997) in which respondents will be randomly assigned to either a control or an intervention group.
Respondents in the control group will be presented with a list of statements about various non-burden
perceptions of the administrative rules in the vignette. Respondents in the intervention group will be given
the same list of items as well as an additional one about the administrative rule being burdensome. The
difference between the two groups in the mean number of items that respondents agree with will indicate the
share of people considering the rules burdensome. In addition to the experimental questions, the surveys will
contain questions about perceptions of resource scarcity, deservingness perceptions, and public service
efficacy like in Work Package 1. Questions about important background confounders such as income,
education, race, and experiences with applying for public welfare benefits will also be included to improve
the precision of estimates in the statistical analysis.
In order to examine whether the findings travel to other settings and benefits, similar experiments will be
conducted in eight other countries: Belgium, Bulgaria, China, Germany, Italy, Poland, Spain, and the United
States. These countries have been chosen based on a most different systems logic: I expect to see similar
patterns in different countries regardless of the welfare model in place. Thus, to put my theory to a hard test,
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I compare the Danish social democratic welfare state model with the northern conservative/corporatist model
of Germany and Belgium, the southern conservative/corporatist model of Italy and Spain, the liberal model
of the US (Esping-Andersen 1990), the post-communist European model of Bulgaria and Poland (Fenger
2007), and the welfare for work model in Hong Kong (Bardoloi 2016; Schuman 2014). The country selection
also offers a good mix in terms of geographic location and socio-economic conditions, with seven countries
located all around Europe and two very distinct welfare systems outside Europe. A main purpose of
conducting the experiments in several contexts is conceptual replication (Jilke et al. 2017; Schmidt 2009): In
all countries, respondents will be presented with experimental descriptions of rules on highly salient and
important benefits to recipients. Thus, for instance, the vignette in the US case will describe two hypothetical
sets of rules about how to apply for Medicaid, the Italian vignette will focus on unemployment benefits
(indennita di disoccupazione), and the Bulgarian vignette will focus on social benefits.
In all countries, the surveys will be organized online among members of large survey company panels such
as local YouGov or YouGov partner panels. Contracts with survey companies will be made based on
competitive tenders. Since resource scarcity and public service efficacy are expected to generally impact
burden experiences regardless of whether respondents are benefit recipients or not, the first two experiments
will use samples that are representative of the population at large in terms of gender, age, education, and
geographical residence. In contrast, the theoretical proposition about the impact of deservingness perceptions
is based on the assumption that it is only those who are affected by the rules who will internalize such
perceptions. Therefore, the sample in the deservingness perceptions experiment will consist only of former
or current recipients of the benefits described in the rules. For obvious reasons, this sample will not be
representative of the population at large. Instead, the sampling procedure will prioritize maximizing variation
in background characteristics (gender, age education, geographical residence). Survey experimental
treatments are likely to be subject to more noise than comparable laboratory experiments because of, for
instance, less respondent attention to the survey questions. Hence, a larger sample than in the laboratory
experiments (1,000 responses) will be gathered in each of the three survey experiments and from each
country, amounting to 27,000 responses in total.
Work Package 3: Individual level register data-based approaches
Though Work Packages 1 and 2 will provide novel and important insights on why people experience
administrative rules as burdensome, they do not uncover experiences of burden in a real-world setting. To
this end, Work Package 3 draws on rich and unique individual-level register data on Danish welfare benefit
recipients (including data on sensitive issues such as health situation and socio-economic conditions) in
combination with quasi- and field experimental-induced variation in rules (Work Packages 3a and 3b) and
deservingness (Work Package 3c). Though anonymized, data can be linked due to unique individual level
identifiers. Thus, this work package prioritizes realism and ecological validity over internal validity since
none of the moderating variables can be experimentally manipulated in this design.
Work Package 3a: Quasi-experimental study of the impact of rule changes
Work Package 3a uses register-based data on a change in requirements concerning Danish unemployment
benefits. From January 2008, recipients of unemployment benefits had to verify each week that they were
actively looking for a job (BEK no. 179 2007; BEK no. 1083 2007). This change can be characterized as red
tape from the viewpoint of recipients, since the verification in itself does not help the unemployed get a job.
In line with some of the main hypotheses of the project, Work Package 3a suggests that the change in
requirements increased the administrative burden and that this effect was more pronounced among
individuals with scarce economic resources and individuals with lower levels of public service efficacy.
To study these hypotheses, the work package will draw on rich register data on Danish recipients of
unemployment benefits in the period from January 1st 2007-December 31st 2008 (in July 2009, new rules on
unemployment benefits went into effect [BEK no. 743 2009]. However, the period was further demarcated to
ensure that exactly one year is covered before and after the treatment to account for seasonal impacts on
depression and stress). Thus, administrative rules will be measured by including a dummy variable
distinguishing between before and after the additional requirement was introduced in January 2008.
Administrative burden will be measured by individual-level data on prescriptions of stress-reducing
medication and diagnoses drawn from Danish health registers, which record each time a patient is in contact
with the health care system (see www.esundhed.dk). Since income at the individual level only varies slightly
among recipients of unemployment benefits, resource scarcity will be measured in two ways: income among
other members of the household and household capital. Furthermore, in line with research finding
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significantly positive correlations between level of education and public service efficacy (Kristensen,
Andersen & Pedersen 2012), the work package uses level of education as proxy for public service efficacy.
The analysis will estimate whether benefit recipients were more likely to be diagnosed with stress and
receive stress medication after the new requirement was implemented than before. Interaction terms between
the requirement and resource scarcity will be included to test whether people with different levels of
economic resource scarcity reacted differently to the new requirement (H2), while an interaction term
between the requirement and level of education will be used to test H4 regarding the moderating impact of
public service efficacy. Controls will be included for important individual-level characteristics such as
whether individuals had been diagnosed with stress or had received stress medication prior to 2007. Finally,
a placebo analysis (e.g., Finseraas 2015) with a sample of employed people who match the unemployed on
background characteristics will be conducted to examine whether increases in stress diagnoses and use of
stress medication might be part of a general societal trend.
Work Package 3b: Field experimental evidence
Work Package 3b supplements Work Package 3a by using data from two randomized field trials conducted
in Denmark in 2008 among recipients of unemployment benefits who became unemployed during Weeks 829 of 2008 and who were eligible for unemployment benefits at that time. The work package thus adds to the
project by allowing for an estimation of the causal impact of rules on burden in a real-world setting. Both
trials were launched by The Danish Agency for Labour Market (A Danish central authority which is
responsible for implementing and following up on employment policy in Denmark) and conducted by
researchers who are experienced field experimentalists. The trials are reported and discussed in Maibom,
Rosholm & Svarer (2017). The first field trial (N=1,360) was conducted in Northern Jutland and involved an
additional requirement for the treatment group. This group had to show up for group meetings with other
unemployed people and a caseworker on a weekly basis. The second field trial was conducted in Aarhus and
involved mandatory activation after 13 weeks of the unemployment spell with the aim of generating a socalled threat effect; namely, that the threat of participation in activation propels some individuals to increase
their search activity in order to find a job before the activation begins (Rosholm & Svarer 2008: 385f). The
two trials can be characterized as red tape from the perspective of recipients since the treatments do not
directly help the unemployed get a job. Indeed, none of the treatments produced significant effects on
employment rates either in the short or in the longer run, even though research on the trials demonstrated that
the treatments indeed produced the expected differences between treatment and control groups in meeting
activity (the first trial) and activation intensities (the second trial) (Maibom, Rosholm & Svarer 2017).
Previous research using the field experiments has solely focused on the employment effects of the
interventions. In contrast to this perspective, I am focusing on the administrative burden of new rules. The
analysis will therefore estimate whether benefit recipients in the treatment groups are more likely to be
diagnosed with stress and receive stress medication after the treatment sets in as compared to the control
groups. Similar to Work Package 3, interaction terms between the treatments and resource scarcity
(measured by income among other members of the household and by household capital) and treatments and
educational level will be included to test differential effects, and control will be included for important
individual-level characteristics such as whether individuals had been diagnosed with stress or had received
stress medication prior to 2007.
One challenge to both of the designs in Work Packages 3a and 3b is that administrative burden may be
associated with a general distrust in public authorities. If this is the case, administrative burden may make
individuals less inclined to visit their general practitioner even in cases where burden does cause stress
reactions, thus biasing estimates towards zero and making these conservative cases. Work Package 3b
therefore uses election participation as an alternative measure of burden which is not subject to this potential
source of bias. Assuming that burden will cause distrust in public authorities beyond the duration of the
experiment, this part of the investigation expects lower election participation in the treatment groups than in
the control groups after the treatment has taken place. This approach resembles policy feedback research
which typically estimates how welfare program participation affects electoral and civic participation (e.g.,
Soss 1999a). However, at the same time the design offers a major improvement over empirical feedback
research since such research generally suffers from selection problems (results may be biased due to non
take-up of welfare programs) and from a lack of comparability between various welfare programs (many
factors are likely to vary across programs and hence it is problematic to ascribe differences in participation
across different welfare programs to one single factor). More specifically, the work package will estimate the
impact of the treatment on consecutive election participation at the three elections that took place most
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recently after the completion of the field experiments: the European parliamentary elections of June 2009,
the local government elections held in November 2009, and the Danish parliamentary election in September
2011. The work package will moreover compare differences in election participation between the treatment
and control groups prior to the experiments to check baseline equivalence.
Work Package 3c: Quasi-experimental studies of the impact of deservingness changes
Work Package 3c uses two intensively covered media cases known in Denmark as the “Poor Carina” and the
“Lazy Robert” cases to study the impact of deservingness on administrative burden. On November 28, 2011,
a woman on social security benefits named Carina appeared on national television. Carina, a single mother
who had access to several welfare benefits, became the subject of intense political and public debate when it
was revealed that she had a disposable income of approximately the same size as people on low incomes. In
September 2012, Robert Nielsen, a man who had been receiving social security benefits for several years,
was interviewed on Danish television. During the interview, Robert Nielsen stated that he preferred social
security benefits to low income jobs. Like the “Poor Carina” case, this revelation caused considerable public
and political debate about the design of social security benefits and the deservingness of people receiving the
benefits. As a consequence, approximately 4 out of 10 Danes changed their opinions on social security
benefits when asked whether they considered the benefits too low, appropriate, or too high, significantly the
most becoming less supportive regarding the size of the benefits (Hedegaard 2014). These stories offer a
remarkable quasi-experiment on the growth of stigma among the public toward a certain group of welfare
beneficiaries, leading to the question of whether beneficiaries experienced that stigma.
The analysis will estimate whether recipients of social security benefits were more likely to be diagnosed
with stress and receive stress medication in the aftermath of the two TV interviews. Since new rules on social
security benefits came into effect as of January 1, 2012 (BEK no. 190 2012) and again January 1, 2014 (Law
no 894 2013), two separate analyses will be conducted. The first focuses on the impact of the “poor Carina”
case. Two analytical strategies – both assuming an immediate impact of the interview – will be used to take
into account seasonal fluctuations in stress and depression. The first strategy compares the likelihood of
being diagnosed with stress and of receiving stress medication among recipients of social security benefits in
the period from November 29, 2011-December 31, 2011 with the same periods in the years 2007-2010. The
second strategy uses a regression discontinuity design to study in a narrow time period, spanning from one
month before to one month after the interview, whether the story had an impact on the dependent variables
studied. In both cases, placebo analyses will be conducted to examine whether possible changes in the
dependent variables can be observed mainly for the recipients of social security benefits, as I expect. A solid
match on background characteristics is unlikely in this case. Instead, the placebo analysis will be conducted
on samples of other individuals outside the labor market such as people on unemployment or early retirement
benefits.
The analysis of the “Lazy Robert” case will rely on similar strategies and with similar placebo groups. The
first strategy assumes that the TV interview had an impact well into 2013. Hence, the likelihood of being
diagnosed with stress and of receiving stress medication among recipients of social security benefits in the
period January-September 2012 (prior to the interview) will be compared to the likelihood in the same period
in 2013 (after the interview). The second strategy uses a regression discontinuity design to study in a period
spanning from one month before to one month after the interview whether it had an impact.
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