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Frictions on both sides of the counter? A study of red tape among street-level bureaucrats and 

administrative burden among their clients 

Abstract 

Administrative burden research shows that onerous and dysfunctional policy design can have 

detrimental outcomes among policy recipients. But less is known about the intermediary role played 

by the street-level bureaucrats who enforce these policies in practice. Using two separate surveys of 

775 unemployment benefit recipients and 107 counsellors in the Danish unemployment benefit 

system, I find that recipients report higher levels of administrative burden when served by counsellors 

who themselves experience red tape from the rules and procedures they have to implement. The 

findings have important policy implications by showing that experiences of frictions among those 

assigned to convert onerous policies into practice can exacerbate administrative burden among their 

clients. 

This is a peer reviewed Author Accepted version of the article: Madsen JK. 2024. Frictions on both 
sides of the counter? A study of red tape among street-level bureaucrats and administrative burden 
among their clients. Administration & Society. 56(6):738-762. https://
doi.org/10.1177/00953997241244694. It is licensed under the Creative Commons license CC BY-
NC-ND
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Introduction 

Recent years has seen a massive surge in research about the detrimental impact of administrative 

burden on policy take-up and – more generally - program success (Bell and Smith 2022; Christensen 

et al. 2020; Gilad and Assouline 2022). Multiple studies have shown how citizens’ experiences of 

learning, compliance, and psychological costs tend to increase with onerous policy design, such as 

time-consuming application tasks, demanding eligibility requirements, or complicated rules 

(Bækgaard et al. 2021; Peeters and Campos 2020; Moynihan et al. 2016; Fox et al. 2020; Chudnovsky 

and Peeters 2021). 

In administrative burden parlance, however, state actions encompass both a policy’s 

design and how this policy is implemented by street-level bureaucrats (Christensen et al. 2020; Aarøe 

et al. 2021; Herd and Moynihan 2018). While the former has received much attention, only few 

administrative burden studies focus on the latter (Jilke et al. 2018; Porter and Rogowski 2018; Olsen, 

Kyhse-Andersen, and Moynihan 2021) and even less so on the empirical link between street-level 

bureaucrats perceptions and the administrative burden experiences of their clients (Nisar and Masood 

2021; Bell and Smith 2022; Baekgaard and Tankink 2022; Mikkelsen, Madsen, and Bækgaard 2023). 

This novel line of research is important as administrative burden are not only products of policy 

design, but also relate to how the street-level bureaucrats perceive and implement policies in practice.  

It is well-established in street-level bureaucracy research that multiple different factors 

affect frontline discretionary decision-making, such as the street-level bureaucrats’ role perceptions 

(Bell and Smith 2019), their view of clients (Nisar 2018), and administrative capacity (Ali and Altaf 

2021). Here, a particularly long-standing theme has been the red tape encountered by street-level 

bureaucrats when rules and procedures that apply to the daily work of the street-level bureaucrat lack 

functionality, a legitimate purpose, or impose compliance burdens (Bozeman 2000, 2012; Kaufmann 
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and Tummers 2017). However, while red tape has been shown to hamper organisational performance 

and employee outcomes across a wide range of policy contexts (Campbell et al. 2022; George et al. 

2021; Pandey 2020), no studies investigate whether street-level bureaucrats’ red tape perceptions 

relate to administrative burden experiences among the clients they encounter. Addressing this gap is 

highly important for the understanding and evaluation of policies – such as conditional unemployment 

benefits – where street-level bureaucrats are obligated to disseminate, implement, and, ultimately, 

enforce highly demanding policies onto clients with often complex needs. During such citizen-state 

interactions, red tape from rules and procedures that lack functionality, clear purposes, or are simply 

overly rigid are likely to be highly salient to the street-level bureaucrats and consequently also matter 

to their behavior towards clients. 

 In this paper, I study how perceived job-centered red tape among street-level 

bureaucrats relates to their clients’ administrative burden experiences. Merging insights from 

literatures on street-level bureaucracy, red tape, and administrative burden, I argue that red tape can 

drain street-level bureaucrats’ resources and autonomous work motivation to the detriment of their 

behaviour towards clients. I test the propositions using data from two separate surveys among 107 

counsellors and 775 unemployment insurance recipients across 40 departments in a large Danish 

unemployment insurance fund. In the counsellor survey, I measure the counsellors’ perceived red 

tape along two dimensions: the compliance burdens and the lack of functionality of rules and 

procedures that apply for their counselling of clients. In the client survey, I measure clients’ 

experiences of administrative burden along two dimensions: the compliance costs and the learning 

costs from rules and demands in the unemployment benefit system. As the data does not allow me to 

match counsellors and clients directly, I aggregate red tape perceptions to department averages and 

test their correlation with administrative burden experiences among clients in the same departments 

in a series of ordinary least squares regressions. The results show that recipients experience 
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significantly more compliance costs when served by departments with higher perceptions of red tape 

among counsellors. The associations between red tape and learning costs are less consistent across 

robustness checks, but nevertheless point in a similar direction. Taken together, the results suggest 

that when street-level bureaucrats themselves encounter red tape during client interactions, clients are 

also more likely to experience administrative burdens. 

 

Moving from objective to subjective measures 

In recent years, it has become increasingly popular to use the administrative burden framework to 

study the learning, compliance, and psychological costs that arise when citizens ‘experience a policy’s 

implementation as onerous’ (Burden et al. 2012; Peeters 2019). By definition, the concept of 

administrative burden puts citizens’ experiences at the centre of analysis and thereby distinguishes 

these experiences from the state actions causing them (Christensen et al. 2020). State actions, on the 

other hand, designate the rules and demands encompassing a policy’s design and the policy’s 

implementation by street-level bureaucrats. 

With this distinction, the concept offers a framework to investigate why citizens 

sometimes respond to policies irrespective of – and occasionally directly against – the policy’s 

intended design and purpose (Herd and Moynihan 2018; Baekgaard and Tankink 2020; Chudnovsky 

and Peeters 2020). However, the role played by street-level bureaucrats has so far received little 

empirical scrutiny. This gap is striking as citizens rarely face a faceless bureaucracy; taxpayers call 

tax officers for tax filing assistance, patients get health checks from doctors at the hospital, and benefit 

recipients have meetings with caseworkers at the job centre. In each example, the street-level 

bureaucrats are themselves mediators of the policy to the client which makes it important to 

understand how their discretionary decision-making hinges on their personal and situational 



5 
 

characteristics, such as their skills, attitudes, and organisational context (Lipsky 1980; Pandey and 

Kingsley 2000; Kaufmann and Haans 2020; Baviskar and Winter 2017). Particularly when client 

interactions are bound by rules and procedures, street-level bureaucrats might, for instance, 

experience that rule compliance consumes resources that otherwise be spent on meeting preparation, 

struggle to understand how rules are to be applied in practice, or even question the purposefulness of 

the rules for the clients they encounter (Pandey 2020; Guul et al. 2020). These experiences shape 

street-level bureaucrats’ perceptions of red tape in the policies they enforce on clients. And the type 

and degree of such red tape can – intendedly or not – affect how they behave towards clients and 

thereby also whether clients experience policy implementation to be onerous (Herd and Moynihan 

2018; George et al. 2021). 

To investigate the relation between street-level bureaucrats’ red tape perceptions and 

their clients’ administrative burden experiences, I employ the ‘job-centered’ red tape definition 

developed by van Loon et al. (2016). Unlike classic definitions that focus on how objective rules 

increase red tape (George et al. 2021; Madsen et al. 2020; Bozeman and Feeney 2011), the job-

centered definition explicitly captures the street-level bureaucrats’ own subjective perceptions of red 

tape from the rules and procedures surrounding their core job functions (van Loon et al. 2016; van 

Loon 2017; for an additional subjective red tape measure, see Borry 2016). Here, red tape is measured 

on two dimensions: the degree to which time and effort go into complying with the rule (compliance 

burden) and the degree to which the rule serves its intended purpose (lack of functionality) (van Loon 

2017: 62). As an example, a rule causes compliance burdens when a street-level bureaucrat spends 

time on registering client activities rather than providing actual client counselling, and a lack of 

functionality when having to enforce demands that are irrelevant to the client’s situation. 

Focusing exclusively on job-centered red tape as perceived by street-level bureaucrats 

in the front-line – as opposed to other individuals at higher management levels – improves 
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measurement validity as employees assess red tape in relation to their own job function and not on 

behalf of the whole organisation or across those with different responsibilities (van Loon 2017; 

Kaufman 1977). Moreover, it allows for the study of red tape among employees at the street level, 

where frustrations over, for instance, outdated or dysfunctional rules are most salient and thus 

potentially also more consequential to citizen-related behaviours (Brewer and Walker 2010; van Loon 

et al. 2016). And third, it helps explain whether and how specific dimensions of red tape matter to the 

outcomes of interest. This follows the argument by Migchelbrink and Van de Walle, who perceive 

red tape as a multidimensional concept with potentially also has multifaceted effects (2020). 

 

How is red tape linked to street-level bureaucrats’ behavior? 

How might perceptions of red tape among street-level bureaucrats be associated with their clients’ 

experiences of administrative burden? In the following, I draw on the original intentions behind the 

measure (van Loon et al. 2016; van Loon 2017) along with recent empirical studies of red tape 

(George et al. 2021), administrative burden (Herd and Moynihan 2018), and street-level bureaucracy 

(Tummers et al. 2015) to highlight three relevant mechanisms potentially linking red tape to 

administrative burdens. 

The perhaps most traditional approach to red tape is perceiving it as an obstacle to street-

level bureaucrats’ available resources: When street-level bureaucrats spend their already limited time 

and energy on understanding and fulfilling rules and procedures, they simply have fewer resources to 

invest in core job activities (Blom et al. 2020; Jacobsen and Jakobsen 2018; van Loon 2017; 

Kaufmann, Taggart, and Bozeman 2018). Here, red tape hinders them from performing extra-role 

behaviors, such as preparing for meetings, engage in actual interactions with clients, or other ways of 

moving towards clients (Tummers et al. 2015), and instead makes them ration their available 
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resources and routinize services towards clients (Huang et al. 2022). With Maynard-Moody and 

Musheno’s classic notion, street-level bureaucrats cope with red tape by resorting to the role of a 

state-agent, who focus more on complying with rules and procedures of the job, than a citizen-agent, 

who first and foremost seeks to meet the needs of their clients (Maynard-Moody and Musheno 2003). 

A series of recent studies support this mechanism by showing how red tape – as an obstacle hindering 

or slowing down achievement of such citizen-oriented job goals – reduces job satisfaction, work 

engagement, and ultimately employee performance (Brunetto et al. 2017; Borst et al. 2019; Steijn and 

van der Voet 2019; Cooke et al. 2019; Sharma, Gautam, and Chaudhary 2019; Heinrich 2016; 

Henderson and Borry 2023). Although both subdimensions of red tape will potentially affect the 

street-level bureaucrats’ behaviour towards clients, it is most likely to stem from compliance burdens 

which directly captures the degree to which street-level bureaucrats experience an inherent resource 

loss from complying with excess rules and procedures. 

However, red tape can also be a question of how well rules and procedures serve job 

purposes (van Loon 2017; Jacobsen et al. 2014; Mikkelsen et al. 2015). For instance, when street-

level bureaucrats are preoccupied with the fulfilment of detailed procedures that do not advance 

policy goals, their professional discretion is compromised. This can lead to a loss of co-participation 

and induce feelings of meaninglessness (Hattke, Hensel, and Kalucza 2020; George et al. 2021; Borst 

2018). As a result, their behaviour towards clients can turn increasingly machinelike (DeHart-Davis 

and Pandey 2005: 135; George et al. 2021). Here, a study by Jacobsen and Jakobsen suggest that 

perceived red tape does indeed threaten the basic psychological need for autonomy, and thereby 

compromise the performance-enhancing autonomous work motivation (Jacobsen and Jakobsen 2017; 

Vansteenkiste et al. 2020; Deci and Ryan 2000; DeHart-Davis et al. 2015). This demotivational 

impact of red tape occurs when rules and procedures are detached from clients’ needs and is, 

therefore, more likely to be related to red tape as lack of functionality. 
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Finally, red tape can potentially also work in more complex ways by increasing street-

level bureaucrats’ rule-bending behaviours (Potipiroon 2022; van Loon 2017; Tummers et al. 2015; 

Lipsky 1980). In this view, the street-level bureaucrat are so used to navigate work situations in which 

formalised rules and procedures are less applicable to their clients’ situations that red tape will not 

reduce their role as citizen-agents. Rather, they will bend – or even ignore – existing these rules and 

procedures to keep addressing clients’ specific needs (Potipiroon 2022). Rule-bending thus becomes 

a way of proactively coping with rules that stand in the way of addressing clients’ needs (DeHart-

Davis 2007; Tummers et al. 2015). Indeed, a series of recent studies even find that red tape is in fact 

positively associated with both prosocial rule-bending (Borry and Henderson 2020), innovative 

search for new solutions (Sharma, Gautam, and Chaudhary 2019), and even attitudes towards public 

participation (Migchelbrink and Van de Walle 2022). Unlike the other two mechanisms described 

above, the rule-bending mechanism is likely to stem from both red tape as a compliance burden and 

red tape as lack of functionality, although evidence suggests that proactive rule-bending behavior is 

most strongly related to the latter (Sharma, Gautam, and Chaudhary 2019; Migchelbrink and Van de 

Walle 2022). 

However, there are several reasons why a negative impact of red tape on administrative 

burden is a more likely scenario than a positive. First, not all street-level bureaucrats are 

professionally socialised to such rule-bending behaviours, let alone have the work discretion to bend 

– or even break – the rules and procedures that apply to their job (DeHart-Davis 2017; Dudau, 

Kominis, and Brunetto 2020; Borry and Henderson 2020). Second, if street-level bureaucrats 

experience rules and procedures as a compliance burden or dysfunctional, they might express their 

own frustrations to their clients or – if clients voice experiences of administrative burden – 

acknowledge and emphasize with their clients’ frustrations. While the latter could potentially make 

clients feel emphasized with and perhaps more at the centre of their counselling, both will likely 
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solidify clients’ perceptions of administration burden. Finally, and most importantly, a positive 

average impact of red tape on administrative burden would presuppose that the rule-bending would 

effectively outplay the purported negative effects of drained resources and reduced motivation on the 

street-level bureaucrats’ behavior. As these latter effects generally receive more support in the 

literature of red tape – and are particularly prevalent in emotionally draining social service contexts 

(Henderson and Borry 2023; Moesby-Jensen and Nielsen 2015) – , it seems most likely that rule-

bending could moderate – but not necessarily overshadow – the negative impact of red tape on 

resources and motivation. 

 

How is administrative burdens linked to street-level bureaucrats behaviour? 

Why would street-level bureaucrats’ perceptions of red tape then relate to clients’ experiences of 

administrative burden? First, if red tape saps the resources or motivation of the street-level bureaucrat, 

they will spend less time preparing and processing the client’s case, be less flexible with regards to 

the scheduling of client meetings, less prone to offer personalised guidance about where clients can 

get information that proves their standing, all of which would make street-level bureaucrats more 

likely to impose compliance demands unsuited to their clients’ skillset, interests, and general situation 

(Moynihan et al. 2014; Soss et al. 2011). As a consequence, clients have to make more effort to 

provide and register the information necessary for document eligibility, have overwhelming 

compliance demands imposed upon them, such as extensive work requirements, irrelevant activation 

courses, or – in the most extreme cases – financial sanctions. Hence, red tape is likely to increase 

compliance costs.i   
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H1: Street-level bureaucrats’ perceptions of red tape as compliance burdens are positively 

associated with their clients’ experiences of compliance costs. 

H2: Street-level bureaucrats’ perceptions of red tape as lack of functionality are positively 

associated with their clients’ experiences of compliance costs. 

 

Second, when street-level bureaucrats have limited time and motivation to prepare for meetings or 

answer specific informational questions related to their clients’ situations, the clients will receive less 

help to comprehend the nature of their benefits, which conditions need to be satisfied, or which 

services they are entitled to (Herd and Moynihan 2018). In short, this will result in clients feeling less 

equipped at understanding the rules and procedures that apply to their benefit and the options 

available to them for navigating the benefit system. As a result, I expect that red tape will be positively 

associated with experiences of learning costs among clients.   

 

H3: Street-level bureaucrats’ perceptions of red tape as compliance burdens are positively 

associated with their clients’ experiences of learning costs. 

H4: Street-level bureaucrats’ perceptions of red tape as lack of functionality are positively 

associated with their clients’ experiences of learning costs. 

 

In sum, I expect that both dimensions of perceived red tape among street-level bureaucrats is 

positively associated with both dimensions of administrative burden experiences among citizens. It 

is less clear whether compliance burdens and lack of functionality will be stronger related to either 

compliance costs or learning costs. Moreover, the research design does not allow me to effectively 
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distinguish empirically between these mechanisms. In the analysis and discussion, I do however 

provide a series of additional explorative tests to add more depth to the findings. 

 

Data and method 

To test the relationship between perceptions of red tape and experiences of administrative burden, I 

focus on counsellors and clients in the unemployment insurance system in Denmark. I choose this 

case for several reasons. First, unemployment insurance funds have a special role in the Danish 

unemployment benefit system as private non-profit actors that take part in both the development of 

unemployment policies, as members of labour market policy boards at the national level, while 

simultaneously responsible for implementing these policies locally (Bredgaard and Larsen 2005). 

Second, larger unemployment insurance funds are often decentralised which potentially make the 

implementation of national policies vary across departments and counsellors. Third, although 

recipients of unemployment insurance receive comparatively generous benefits compared to other 

OECD countries (Knotz 2020), benefit eligibility requires active compliance with several different 

demands (Faglig Fælles A-Kasse 2021). Most importantly, they have to exhibit ‘availability for the 

labour market’ by actively seeking jobs each week, registering job-search related activities online, 

maintaining an updated CV online, attend activation courses on ‘a day’s notice’, self-book meetings 

with both the municipal job centre as well as their local unemployment insurance fund if requested, 

and accept any job offers within 90 minutes public transport from their home. At the same time, 

recipients face various different financial sanctions if they do not e.g. show up for meetings, attend 

activation courses they are assigned to, or in other ways do not exhibit an ‘availability for the labour 

market’. In such cases, their benefit payments can be put on hold until they return with a valid reason 

for their absence. They are automatically imposed a reduction in their monthly benefit allowance 
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(equivalent to a full day’s rate of benefit payments) if they do not work at least 148 hours across a 

four month-period. A range of specific rules also apply to how benefits are reduced if recipient have 

additional income from part-time contracts, if they receive a pension, or have remaining annual leave 

from their previous occupation. Finally, the unemployment insurance system is a relevant case as the 

recipients are interacting with – often several different – counsellors over their unemployment period. 

During meetings, mail or phone communication, these counsellors have to assist the recipients in 

finding their way (back) into employment, but at the same time granted discretion to sanction those 

who do not show availability for the labor market. Counsellors thus have to actively assess whether 

recipients live up to the extensive and complex eligibility requirements based on information 

registered by other counsellors at previous meetings, information registered by the recipient in their 

online portfolio, information provided by the recipient during meetings, and information from the 

fund’s own administrative data on the recipient. Hence, not only the recipients of unemployment 

insurance policies but also the policy providers have to navigate bureaucratic rules and procedures 

on a daily basis.ii It is thus a suitable case to investigate whether recipients of unemployment 

insurance benefits experience more administrative burden when they interact with counsellors who 

themselves face red tape from the policies they implement. 

 

Data sources 

The final data set used in the study is composed by merging survey and administrative data. First, 

two separate surveys were collected among counsellors and unemployment insurance recipients in 

the unemployment insurance fund, Faglig Fælles A-Kasse (3FA). By December 2019, 3FA was the 

largest unemployment fund in Denmark, with approximately 13,500 ‘full-time’ unemployment 
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insurance recipients across 65 local departments nationwide (Jobindsats 2021). The fund’s recipients 

primarily seek both skilled and unskilled work in blue-collar industries. 

In liaison with the fund’s head office, the counsellor survey was sent to a list of 382 

employees across all departments, whom representatives at the head office believed were doing job 

counselling as part of their daily work routine. Respondents were invited for the survey on 18 

December 2019, and answers were collected until 21 January 2020. At the beginning of the survey, 

each respondent was asked to actively confirm whether they conducted counselling on a daily basis. 

In total, 132 respondents answered the survey, resulting in a 35 per cent response rate. Here, 25 

respondents were filtered out of the final sample as they either they did not conduct counselling (12 

respondents) or failed to answer the study’s main variables of interest (13 respondents). The final 

survey thus contains 107 respondents across 40 departments. 

The client survey was sent to 5,000 respondents randomly drawn from a list of all 

unemployment insurance recipients in the fund by the time of data collection. Data for the survey was 

collected between 2 December and 18 December 2019.iii Here, 1,021 recipients partially or fully 

answered the survey, resulting in a 20.4 per cent response rate. However, the final models only 

includes 729 full responses at the client level as departments are dropped if counsellors did not also 

reply to the survey.iv As shown in Appendix A, the included departments are largely balanced with 

the excluded departments. However, the excluded departments on average have less counsellors and 

younger clients. These aspects are discussed in greater detail below. Moreover, the final member 

sample approximates the target population with an underrepresentation of young clients (sample: 49.1 

years, population: 44.3 years) and men (sample: 60.1 per cent men, population: 65 per cent men).v 

 

Measures 
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Each response variable used in the analysis consists of the predicted scores from separate 

confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) using full information maximum likelihood. For an overview of 

the full item wordings and corresponding factor loadings, see Table 1. 

 

Independent variable: Job-centred red tape 

To capture the perception of red tape among counsellors, I rely on an existing two-dimensional job-

centred measure of red tape developed by van Loon et al. (2016). The dimensions measure the extent 

to which counsellors experience compliance burdens and lack of functionality from the rules and 

procedures that apply to the counselling of unemployed clients. Each dimension was measured with 

four items and rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from ‘completely disagree’ (0) to ‘completely 

agree’ (4). All items for lack of functionality were phrased positively, which is why each item 

response is reversely coded. Items include: ‘When I counsel members, I work with procedures and 

rules that cause much delay’ (compliance burdens) and ‘When I counsel members, I work with 

procedures and rules that have a clear function for my counselling’ (lack of functionality).vi The dual-

factor measurement model shows a good fitvii: (χ2 = 22.795 [df = 19, p < 0.247], CFI = 0.987, RMSEA 

= 0.043, SRMR = 0.042). McDonald’s Omega is 0.84 for lack of functionality and 0.72 for 

compliance burdens. 

 

Dependent variable: Administrative burden 

The measure of learning and compliance costs is based on the scale used by Madsen and Mikkelsen 

(2021). Here, respondents are presented with a list of items about their experiences in the 

unemployment insurance system. Each dimension was based on responses to three items that were 

rated on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from ‘completely disagree’ (0) to ‘completely agree’ (4). Item 
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examples include: ‘I spend too much time documenting things (e.g. registering how many jobs I apply 

for)’ (compliance costs) and ‘It takes too long to learn about the rules that apply to me as an 

unemployment insurance recipient’ (learning costs). The dual-factor measurement model shows a 

good fit: (χ2 = 32.663 [df = 8, p < 0.000], CFI = 0.985, RMSEA = 0.064, SRMR = 0.024). McDonald’s 

Omega is 0.80 for learning costs and 0.76 for compliance costs. 

 

 

[Insert table 1 here] 

 

Control variables 

To minimise the risk of confounding, each model includes a series of control variables that could 

potentially influence the main variables of interest. To account for variation in working conditions 

across departments, I use administrative data provided by the fund to control for the number of 

counsellors and unemployed clients registered in each department (Blom et al. 2020; George et al. 

2021; Tummers et al. 2015; Pandey 2020). At the client level, I include controls for factors that could 

potentially drive subjective experiences of administrative burdens and the unemployment situation 

more generally, such as administrative data on the client’s age as well as their educational level, 

number of children living at home, and length of unemployment as reported in the surveys 

(Christensen et al. 2020; Kim, Kim, and Lee 2019).  

Taken together, the final dataset thus consists of five data sources: survey data from two 

surveys of counsellors and clients, respectively, merged with administrative data about counsellors, 
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the clients, and the departments. For a descriptive overview of the key variables used in the analysis, 

see Table 2 below. 

 

[Insert table 2 here] 

 

Analytical strategy 

For the main analysis, I use ordinary least squares regression to test how clients’ experiences of 

administrative burden are associated with average perceptions of red tape among counsellors in their 

respective departments. I opt for this strategy as clients often face different counsellors during their 

unemployment spell and because matches between counsellors and clients are not registered in the 

fund’s registries. However, aggregating red tape perceptions to the department level entails a loss of 

information and thus potentially dampens any estimates of red tape and administrative burden. 

Moreover, empty models including only learning or compliance costs and department show intraclass 

correlation coefficients below 0.02 for both learning and compliance costs across all 65 departments, 

and below 0.01 for the final data set. This is less surprising considering that the final data set contains 

only 40 departments with a low number of observations per department (Huang 2016). Moreover, as 

mentioned above, unemployment insurance recipients only have a certain share of interactions with 

counsellors in their departments as a share of their meetings during the unemployment spell are held 

at the municipal job centre. More importantly, it suggests that experiences of administrative burden 

are likely also driven by other factors, such as level of education, age, or number of children at home, 

effectively suppressing the impact of the department in the empty intraclass correlation models. 

 Despite these reservations, there are good reasons to believe that administrative burden 

is indeed associated with the aggregated level of perceived red tape across departments. As the data 
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is clustered, it still contains potential risks of markedly inflated Type I error rates, which is why each 

regression model reports cluster robust standard errors to account for any homogeneity within 

departments (Huang 2016). For robustness, Appendix C contains the results of random intercept 

models estimated with restricted maximum likelihood.viii 

 

Analysis 

Table 3 shows the results of separate ordinary least squares regressions testing the association 

between both red tape dimensions and both dimensions of administrative burden. 

 

[Insert table 3 here] 

 

As demonstrated in Table 3, clients report significantly higher compliance costs when being served 

by departments in which counsellors face compliance burdens from rules and procedures (Est = 0.154, 

SE = 0.043, p = 0.011), thereby finding support for H1. I also find significant positive, albeit smaller, 

associations between red tape as lack of functionality and compliance costs (Est = 0.084, SE = 0.036, 

p = 0.048), thereby supporting H2. However, the results do not support H3, as the estimated 

association between compliance burdens and learning costs is only significant at the 90% level (Est 

= 0.102, SE = 0.052, p = 0.096). Finally, I do not find support for H4 as the association between red 

tape as lack of functionality and learning costs is only significant at the 90% level (Est = 0.0560, SE 

= 0.028, p = 0.071). 

Taken together, the results show that aggregated red tape perceptions of rules and 

procedures among counsellors in the department are positively associated with experiences of 
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compliance costs among clients in the same departments. The results on learning costs are less 

convincing and only significant at the 90% level. A potential explanation for the stronger and more 

consistent results on compliance costs could be that the main interaction between counsellors and 

clients happens during meetings, phone, and emails where the counsellors have assist clients’ way 

back to employment and assess whether clients are sufficiently ‘available’ for the job market. At these 

meetings, clients are encouraged to bring previously sent job applications, update their online job-

search portfolio before the meeting, and even make a list of potential employers they have contacted. 

However, facing a counsellor who is resource-deprived or demotivated from red tape can increase 

clients' experiences of compliance costs if the counsellor is less prepared for job counselling and more 

concerned with, for instance, checking whether the client lives up to eligibility criteria. The additional 

analysis of single compliance cost items reported in Appendix B supports this interpretation. Here, 

estimates are strongest for items measuring onerousness from participating in meetings, counselling, 

and courses that to not advance employment chances and from living up to ‘too many demands’ than 

onerousness from registration of work-related activities. 

It is also worth considering the low effect sizes reported in Table 3 above (�̂�𝛽 =  0.09 for 

the association between compliance burdens and compliance costs and �̂�𝛽 =  0.08 for the association 

between lack of functionality and compliance costs). As further discussed below, this less surprising 

given the attenuated variation of the aggregated red tape variable. However, to ensure the robustness 

of the results, I test the associations in a linear mixed effect model using restricted maximum 

likelihood estimation. As reported in Appendix C, the model replicates the significant associations 

between both red tape dimensions and experiences of compliance costs. Moreover, the high 

correlations between the subdimensions of red tape (Pearson’s R = 0.9) raise the concern that both 

dimensions essentially reflect the same underlying factor. Although the two-factor model of red tape 

shows a high fit, I make two additional robustness checks to address this concern. First, I create mean 
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indexes for each red tape dimension and use these as my independent variables. As shown in 

Appendix D, I find significant associations between red tape as compliance burdens and experiences 

of compliance costs (Est = 0.119, SE = 0.038, p = 0.023), but not between lack of functionality and 

experiences of compliance costs (Est = 0.063, SE = 0.036, p = 0.123). Second, I estimate a one-factor 

model of red tape in a CFA and use the predicted scores as my independent variables. As shown in 

Appendix E, I find a significant relationship between red tape and compliance costs (Est = 0.104, SE 

= 0.041, p = 0.038), while the association between red tape and learning costs is only significant at 

the 90% level (Est = 0.073, SE = 0.035, p = 0.077). 

In sum, the robustness checks show that the association between counsellors’ 

perceptions of red tape as compliance burdens and clients’ experiences of compliance costs among 

clients is consistent across the different specifications. However, the association between red tape as 

lack of functionality and compliance costs is less consistent. It is worth considering that the analysis 

is based on clustered data with few department-level observations, which reduces statistical power 

and increases the risk of not detecting true relationships (Huang 2018). The fact that the main results 

replicate across model specifications suggests strong evidence that perceived compliance burdens 

among street-level bureaucrats – despite only meeting with clients a handful of times on average – 

do indeed play a role in the perceptions of administrative burden among clients. 

 

Discussion and conclusion 

In this study, I have argued that street-level bureaucrats’ perceptions of red tape are linked to their 

clients’ experiences of administrative burden. I hypothesised that these associations are likely driven 

by two different mechanisms: red tape can drain street-level bureaucrats’ available resources and 

compromise their autonomous work motivation. My results show that street-level bureaucrats’ 
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perceptions of red tape as compliance burdens are positively associated with their clients’ experiences 

of compliance costs. This suggests that red tape negatively affects street-level bureaucrats’ behaviour 

towards their clients to the detriment of the clients’ navigation of the rules and demands imposed on 

them. 

Despite these results, however, certain potential methodological caveats should be taken 

into account. First, although the associations between red tape as compliance burdens and experiences 

of compliance costs are consistent across model specifications, I am unable to effectively separate 

the different purported mechanisms underpinning the hypotheses. While the results suggest that red 

tape most strongly affects street-level bureaucrats’ behaviour by draining their available resources, 

future research should investigate these claims in more detail (Tummers et al. 2015; DeHart-Davis 

2007).  

Second, as counsellors in certain departments did not respond to the survey, I was forced 

to drop a share of the responses at the client level. Here, one might for instance imagine that 

departments with higher caseloads would be less likely to have counsellors answer the survey. As 

shown in the balance checks in Appendix A, this is not the case. The included departments do 

however tend to be larger and have slightly older clients. The former does not come as a surprise 

when considering that it only requires one counsellor to respond for a department to be included. I 

therefore encourage future studies to replicate the findings with more representative samples.ix 

Third, the small effect sizes and the low explanatory power of the models are most likely 

explained by the fact that counsellors and clients are not perfectly matched and only have a limited 

number of meetings. Given these conditions, the fact that the models yield significant results does on 

the contrary testify to the relevance of studying the intermediary role of street-level bureaucrats to 

the administrative burden experiences of their clients. However, future research should ideally assess 
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the impact of caseworkers in settings where clients are assigned fixed counsellors and their 

interactions are more frequent. Moreover, if using longitudinal studies that contains multiple 

observations for each individual, these studies will be better able to account for time-varying sources 

of both red tape and administrative burden that will help to provide more precise – and most likely 

stronger – effect size estimates. 

Fourth and related, although I use several control variables on both levels of analysis, 

the correlational nature of the data makes it difficult to fully rule out the common caveats of analysis 

cross-sectional data. As also shown in recent studies, experiences of administrative burdens is 

potentially be driven by several other factors at the client level that could potentially occupy cognitive 

resources and lower their ability to navigate the unemployment insurance system, such as financial 

scarcity (Madsen et al. 2022; Wanberg, Ali, Csillag 2020), mental and physical health (Bell et al. 

2022), and the stress of being unemployed more generally (Pultz et al. 2019). More importantly, 

reverse causality can arise if counsellors report higher levels of compliance burdens and lack of 

functionality because they deal with clients who have a harder time navigating the unemployment 

insurance system. Although the results should be interpreted in light of this limitation, I do not believe 

that it invalidates the results as several studies suggest that red tape is closely related to organisational 

structures and policy design (Hong 2020; Kaufmann et al. 2018) and has elsewhere been shown to 

matter to street-level bureaucrats’ behaviours towards clients (George et al. 2021; Pandey 2020). To 

add more certainty about the estimates, however, future research should employ field experiments 

that randomly allocate counsellors to clients and thereby more effectively rule out these potential 

confounding factors. Doing so would also enable one to assess whether counsellors’ work identity or 

role perceptions matter to how they cope with such red tape in relation to their clients (Bell and Smith, 

2022). 
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Finally, confounding may arise from the fact that the counsellor survey was collected 

as an extension of the client survey and was extended over the Christmas holiday in 2019 and into 

January 2020. Although this would ideally have been conducted in a reversed order and at a different 

time, I am less concerned that these issues affect the findings as red tape perceptions are unlikely to 

change drastically over such a short time frame. 

Despite these potential methodological caveats, the highly policy-relevant findings 

suggest that clients’ experiences of administrative burden are not simply products of the policies 

themselves but also associated with the street-level bureaucrats assigned to implement these policies. 

This point is far from trivial. 

First, it shows that policy recipients suffer more when those assigned to carry out these 

policies in practice themselves are burdened by rules and procedures of their job. The findings thereby 

supplement existing literature on street-level bureaucracy and citizen-state interactions by identifying 

new ways in which the former has downstream impact on the latter. Despite the small effect sizes, it 

warrants attention from both researchers and policymakers alike as both red tape and administrative 

burden are – to some extent – products of policy design and implementation and therefore also 

malleable that matter together and in their own right. 

Second, it raises an important point for the widely stated call to ‘shift burdens back onto 

the state’ (Herd et al. 2013; Herd and Moynihan 2018; Christensen et al. 2020; Peeters and Widlak 

2018). Doing so might indeed lessen the impact of administrative burdens experienced by policy 

recipients, but this should come with careful consideration of where those burdens are placed and 

how street-level bureaucrats perceive them. As the findings suggest, it matters whenever street-level 

bureaucrats themselves already face substantial red tape from complying with time-consuming rules 

and procedures when documenting clients’ eligibility. Adding additional administrative or 
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verification tasks onto street-level bureaucrats can therefore further impact their behaviour towards 

clients and effectively reduce the advantages of removing burdens from the clients. Instead, a way 

forward may be to simply remove the burden of proof from both clients and street-level bureaucrats 

through, for instance, automated registration systems or allow street-level bureaucrats to have a more 

more client-centered, and a less rule- and procedure bound, approach to clients during interactions. 

 

 

 

  

i One might also imagine that red tape among street-level bureaucrats will matter to clients’ experiences of psychological 
costs, but this lies outside the scope of the paper. 
ii As shown by reports, both counsellors and recipients in the unemployment insurance system generally consider the 
system to be based on highly complicated rules (Deloitte 2018; Faglig Fælles A-Kasse 2019). 
iii As shown, the counselor survey was gathered directly after the member survey. The potential consequences of this are 
outlined in the Discussion section. 
iv Moreover, certain departments of the fund have gathered their counselling services in a single department. The three 
departments in Odense and the two departments in Copenhagen are thus collapsed into two separate departments: One 
for all three Odense departments and one for both Copenhagen departments.  
v The population data for 3FA’s clients age and gender is drawn from jobindsats.dk for December 2019 (Jobindsats 2021) 
vi The choice to include the mention of ‘members’ – which is what 3FA labels their clients – at the beginning of each 
item is to ensure that the measure captures red tape in relation to client-related tasks. 
vii Despite the good fit of the two-factor model, further inspection of the red tape measure shows high correlations between 
the two dimensions (Pearson’s R = .9). As the scale is previously validated (van Loon 2016; 2017), I opt to use the two-
factor model as it is. As a robustness check, however, I run each analysis with additive indexes and a single-factor model 
as well. 
viii With few clusters, restricted maximum likelihood is generally recommended over full maximum likelihood estimation 
(Huang 2016). 
ix As shown in Appendix E, including caseload as a control variable in the main models does not change the main 
results with the exception of red tape as lack of functionality and learning costs now being marginally significant at the 
95%-level (p-values change from 0.071 to 0.041). 
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