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Executive Summary 
Governments have long been attentive to regulatory burdens placed on private businesses, and are now increasingly 
considering administrative burdens experienced by members of the public. Such burdens can significantly worsen 
people’s experience of government, and limit access to valued resources, especially for those who most need 
government help. For example, an estimated $140 billion in authorized government benefits are left unclaimed each year 
in the United States. However, administrative burdens remain a blind spot for governments. Government efforts to 
systematically track and reduce burdens on an ongoing basis largely do not exist.  

What would it look like if governments tried to build a policy framework that took burdens seriously? The United States 
federal government offers one recent example. Since 2021, it has initiated a governmentwide effort to identify and 
reduce the negative impact of administrative burdens. This brief explains the key components of this approach: 

●​ New leadership mandates for change that directs attention to customer experience: Through two Executive 
Orders and the Government Service Delivery Improvement Act, the federal government has utilized and 
expanded the existing legal basis to undertake a government-wide push to reduce administrative burdens 
through the framework of improving customer experience.  

●​ Modernizing existing regulatory, budgeting, and performance requirements to prioritize burdens: The federal 
government has revised the interpretation of existing paperwork reduction laws to better identify and cut 
burdens. Budget preparation and performance reporting requirements have also been revised to prioritize 
burden reduction. The Office of Management and Budget (OMB) leads this effort. 

●​ Implementation guidance: The federal government has developed practical guidance for agencies on tactics to 
reduce burdens, as well as the skills needed to make such efforts successful. As such practices are adopted, 
they will change the organizational cultures within the government.  

 
Changing the approach and processes of one of the world’s largest bureaucracies takes not only political will but also 
time and coordination. The available evidence, however, already shows substantial progress in building customer 
experience culture, increasing agency burden reduction capacity, simplifying processes, information gathering, and 
coordination between relevant actors on data matching and sharing. For example, the Department of Homeland Security 
(DHS) reduced 21 million burden hours experienced by the public across DHS subagencies, improving customer 
experience, reducing administrative burdens, and making interactions with DHS more efficient. Other governments, 
including state governments, can therefore draw lessons from innovations by the federal government. 
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Why Administrative Burdens Matter 
Administrative burdens are the frictions people can experience in their encounters with public services that impose 
learning, compliance, and psychological costs, as defined in Box 1.  
 
Box 1: Learning, compliance, and psychological costs associated with administrative burdens 

 
Adapted from Pamela Herd, and Donald Moynihan. 2018. Administrative Burden: Policymaking by Other Means. New 
York: Russell Sage Foundation. 
 
A growing body of research has shown that administrative burdens: 

●​ Are consequential: even small burdens can exert large effects when it comes to accessing public programs;  
●​ Can reinforce or worsen patterns of inequality for people who struggle with administrative processes; and 
●​ Are typically overlooked by government bureaucracies, requiring new administrative frameworks and skills to 

identify and reduce unnecessary frictions. 

New Mandates for Burden Reduction  
Efforts to improve customer service in public services have been a consistent theme across American Presidencies 
since the Clinton administration. More recent iterations have focused on improving customer experience by reducing 
administrative burden. By one estimate, more than $140 billion of public benefits available to the public each year is not 
used (OIRA 2023: 9). If the government succeeds in reducing these burdens and increasing access, it could 
significantly decrease public frustration with administrative processes and the perceived failure of the government to 
support those in need. 
 
Politically, the building of a burden reduction agenda began with the use of executive authority. President Biden has 
relied on a series of Executive Orders (EOs) and Memorandums. On his first day in office, President Biden signed 
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Executive Order 13,985 (Advancing Racial Equity and Support for Underserved Communities Through the Federal 
Government), which requires agencies to “recognize and work to redress inequities in their policies and programs that 
serve as barriers to equal opportunity.” President Biden also signed a memorandum on Modernizing Regulatory Review 
the same day, which directed OMB to recommend practices that would “ensure that regulatory initiatives appropriately 
benefit and do not inappropriately burden disadvantaged, vulnerable, or marginalized communities.” The EO showed 
presidential commitment to burden reduction and ordered equity assessments from all federal agencies, identifying 
burdens in their programs. On this basis, OMB provided internal cross-agency guidance on how to reduce 
administrative burdens in public services for the first time in February of 2021 in the document Service Equity 
Assessment: Getting Started. The administration then called for public comments about ways to advance equity, 
including “approaches and methods for assessing and remedying barriers, burden, and inequities in public service 
delivery and access.” This reflects one theme of the burden reduction agenda – to seek input from the public or 
advocates about where they experience problems arising in administrative processes. 
 
In July 2021, a public OMB report found that “administrative burden exacerbates inequality” and provided specific 
guidance on how to identify and reduce burdens.  
 

 

In November 2021, the White House released The President’s Management Agenda, which represents a statement of 
three broad management goals for his administration. One of these goals calls for “reducing customer burden, 
addressing inequities, and streamlining processes” and for organizing service delivery around the perspective of 
clients, rather than bureaucracies. The presence of burden reduction in the President’s Management Agenda reflected 
the consistency and priority with which the project has been pursued across different management venues. 
 
By December 2021, the Biden administration unveiled the most comprehensive framing of burden reduction through 
Executive Order 14,058 Transforming Federal Customer Experience and Service Delivery to Rebuild Trust in 
Government. This CX EO mandated that the federal administrative system “reduce administrative hurdles and 
paperwork burdens to minimize ‘time taxes,’ enhance transparency, create greater efficiencies across Government, and 
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redesign compliance-oriented processes to improve customer experience”. The text box below summarizes the key 
elements of the EO. 
 

Box 2: The key elements of EO 14,058: Transforming Federal Customer Experience and Service Delivery to Rebuild 
Trust in Government 

Adapted from Moynihan & Herd (2021). Understanding the Biden Customer Experience Executive Order. Can We Still 
Govern? https://donmoynihan.substack.com/p/understanding-the-biden-customer?s=w 
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In December of 2024, Congress passed the Government Service Delivery Improvement Act, a bipartisan bill that 
codifies basic commitments to customer experience. The Act requires each agency to designate a senior official to 
oversee service delivery initiatives, while requiring OMB to identify a Federal Government Service Delivery Lead. In 
effect then, the Act not only demonstrates a long-term commitment to customer experience; it also confirms OMB as 

the natural lead for these efforts, providing continuity with practice in previous years.  

The Act includes language requiring that the Service Delivery Lead: 

●​ Understands how individuals, businesses or organizations interact with an agency 
●​ Review delivery processes, while considering values such as “ease, efficiency, transparency, accessibility, 

fairness, burden, and duration, including wait and processing times”1 
●​ Collecting both qualitative and quantitative data on service delivery 
●​ Evaluate the quality of service delivery 
●​ Coordinate with OMB and other stakeholders on service delivery to improve service delivery practices  

 
The statutory basis of the Government Service Delivery Improvement Act provides some guarantee of continuity of 
customer experience reduction efforts but is broad enough to allow a new administration to take the initiative in a 
different direction. 

Using Existing Legal Authorities for Burden Reduction 
The burden reduction initiative has shown how much can be done with existing laws and authorities centered around 
agency prioritization, data collection and processing, budget preparation, data management, and simplification.2 

AGENCY PRIORITIZATION VIA BUDGET AND PERFORMANCE REPORTING 

The Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA) Modernization Act of 2010 provides the basic framework for 
strategic planning and performance reporting in the U.S. government. OMB has directed agencies to better reflect 
burden reduction efforts in their strategic planning and performance reporting. In 2022, OMB Circular No. A-11, which 
provides standard budget and performance reporting requirements for all federal agencies, was updated to include the 
Biden Administration’s customer experience priorities as a central theme in agency planning. The added section 
describes in detail the purpose of the customer experience focus, and the methods for agencies to take inventory of 
service delivery touchpoints, identifies agency structural and organizational methods to prioritize customer experience, 
suggests specific survey items to employ, and offers broad advice on how people engage with various agency services 
and how agencies can improve their service design. The net effect is to generate a standardized governmentwide 
understanding of, and commitment to, connecting customer experience, burden reduction, and agency reporting 
requirements.  

2 This legal overview draws heavily from Pamela Herd, Donald Moynihan, & Amy Widman, Identifying and Reducing Burdens in 
Administrative Processes (Dec. 5, 2023), report to the Administrative Conference of the United States. 

1 “Burden” has a specific legal meaning in federal legal code (section 3503, Title 44), which is “time, effort, or financial resources 
expended by persons to generate, maintain, or provide information to or for a Federal agency, including the resources expended for – 
(A) reviewing instructions; (B) acquiring, installing, and utilizing technology and systems; (C) adjusting the existing ways to comply with 
any previously applicable instructions and requirements; (D) searching data sources; (E) completing and reviewing the collection of 
information; and (F) transmitting, or otherwise disclosing the information.” 
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The American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) was passed in 2021 to help people access relief from the impact of COVID-19 on 
all areas of life. The Act also provides Congressional authority for burden reduction innovations to make such relief 
easier to access, such as modernizing unemployment compensation systems. ARPA provides necessary funding for 
agencies to hire and build support for better customer experience and data management. Although such funding was 
temporary, some of the funds have been continued through the Inflation Reduction Act. Both laws are substantial in 
providing agencies with the financial support needed to improve service delivery. 

REDUCING PAPERWORK BURDENS 

The Paperwork Reduction Act (PRA) governs how agencies collect information from the public. The Act empowers the 
Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs (OIRA, part of OMB) to review the information being collected and the 
burden hours being asked of the public to ensure that burdens are minimized while still meeting program goals. This 
includes the forms and documentation requirements that people complete in support applications. However, its goal of 
minimizing unnecessary paperwork on the public has been interpreted narrowly. In April of 2022, OMB issued new 
guidance for agencies that expands how paperwork burdens by connecting to the broader burden reduction framework. 
For example, it encourages agencies to measure and reduce learning, compliance, and psychological costs that people 
encounter in their interactions with the government. Under the new guidance, agencies are told that they will be 
assessed on how well they: 

●​ Simplify the request for information, while ensuring the continued utility of the information they collect 
●​ Enhance communication, navigation, and outreach tools and processes to reduce learning costs to the public 
●​ Improve information collection and submission processes to mitigate challenges that underserved and 

marginalized communities may disproportionately experience 
●​ Use leading design practices to assess, evaluate, and then improve forms and information collection 

experiences 
 

DATA MANAGEMENT 

The U.S. has strong data privacy protections that significantly restrict data sharing, even within the government. This 
makes it more difficult to use data as a tool for burden reduction by, for example, allowing a government agency to 
share information on the eligibility of a client for benefits. The Biden administration has encouraged data-matching 
agreements, pointing to The Foundations for Evidence-Based Policymaking Act of 2018 (Evidence Act), which requires 
the federal government to modernize its data management practices. The Act created the Chief Data Officers Council 
“to establish government-wide best practices for the use, protection, dissemination, and generation of data; promote 
and encourage data sharing agreements between agencies; identify ways in which agencies can improve upon the 
production of evidence for use in policymaking; consult with the public and engage with private users of Government 
data and other stakeholders on how to improve access to data assets of the Federal Government; and identify and 
evaluate new technology solutions for improving the collection and use of data.”  

SIMPLIFICATION IN WRITING AND DIGITAL SERVICES  

As more public services are experienced via digital spaces, the federal government has tied digital modernization to its 
burden reduction efforts. The U.S. Digital Service and 18F, which help federal agencies with their digital resources, have 
been actively engaged in the burden reduction agenda. The 21st Century Integrated Digital Experience Act (“21st 
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Century IDEA”) requires agencies to assess their digital services and prioritize those with the highest impact for usability 
improvements. The law requires agencies to draft plans regarding the expansion of digital forms and services, including 
electronic signatures, as well as website modernization to incorporate government-wide standards. Recent OMB 
guidance on a “Digital-First Public Experience” details how agencies must work on creating an inclusive design for all 
abilities, with a consistent visual design, improving the quality of information, searchability, and security. Another 
resource is The Plain Writing Act of 2010 which requires all federal agencies to use clear government communication 
that the public can understand and use. Agencies are directed to communicate clearly and concisely, establish a 
public-facing implementation plan, and encourage comments from the public on areas for improvement. 

Implementing Burden Reduction 
This report has largely focused on the creation of a new legal infrastructure, alongside strong leadership messaging, to 
prioritize burden reduction. Such steps are necessary, but the actual implementation of this agenda is a separate 
process. Some agencies are likely to be more successful than others. The implementation of this agenda will be 
improved with guidance on specific evidence-based tactics and interventions. The White House burden reduction 
initiative and customer experience guide have identified specific tools and skills to help agencies, such as the use of 
journey mapping or human-centered design. For example, a summary of the OMB’s official guidance on strategies for 
burden reduction is provided in the box below. 

Box 3: Summary of OMB Strategies for Reducing Administrative Burdens 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: OMB Burden Reduction Strategies  
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In addition to specific burden reduction tactics identified above, what are some broader ways that agencies can build 
burden reduction strategies? The Administrative Conference of the United States published a report based on 
interviews with federal managers about the implementation of burden reduction (Herd, Moynihan, and Widman 2023). 
Four key themes emerged: 

●​ Building Culture: Put the Public at the Center. Cultural change is based on embedding the public perspective 
into processes. This can build on ongoing consultation with stakeholders, direct observation, focus groups, 
surveying the public, soliciting public comment, the use of complaint portals, and drawing from worker 
knowledge. Cultural change also depends on leadership commitment to burden reduction.  

●​ Capacity: Have a Devoted Customer Experience Team. Most public organizations lack dedicated specialists 
with skills like human-centered design to understand and respond to public feedback. Without customer 
experience specialists, burden reduction efforts will struggle to find traction. 

●​ Collaboration: Build Collaborative Teams Dedicated to Burden Reduction. This involves connecting CX teams to 
other parts of the agencies, including actors who might engage in potential roadblocks. It also involves 
collaboration across agencies or levels of government in some cases to solve problems from the citizens' 
perspective.  

●​ Simplifying: Increase Access by Simplifying Processes and Providing Support. In some cases, behavioral 
nudges might reduce learning costs. But more dramatic change involves finding ways to simplify processes or 
provide support to those struggling with administrative barriers. 
 

Assessing the progress of a governmentwide initiative to change how it approaches citizen experiences of the state is 
difficult. The Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs has committed to publishing an annual report that details the 
progress made. In 2023, it identified over 100 burden reduction initiatives in 100 federal agencies. In the 2024 report, it 
summarized 49 burden reduction initiatives in 18 agencies. Detailed descriptions of some of these efforts serve as 
examples of the range and type of efforts being pursued across the government. The Appendix summarizes the 14 
highlighted case studies from the two reports. 

Conclusion 
This report has summarized recent efforts to embed a new philosophical approach to managing citizen-state relations, 
one that prioritizes the identification and reduction of unnecessary frictions. Bureaucracies are often not naturally 
attuned to the negative externalities that they create in the form of friction, which implies the need for new modes of 
managing to better address this problem. The emerging framework has shown an approach to streamlining interactions 
with government, providing better experiences for citizens, and saving time for both bureaucrats and the public.  

While the goals of a Trump administration are different from the Biden administration, improving customer experience 
and reducing burdens has broad bipartisan support as reflected in the Government Service Delivery Improvement Act. 
Other governments, including state governments in the United States, could examine the federal framework to identify 
what elements might help to improve customer experience in their governments. However, burden reduction agendas 
should evolve based on the sharing of lessons about what works, and what is possible. Different governments will 
approach the problem in different ways, depending on their environment, history, and experiences, and more research 
is needed to understand which of these approaches work, and under what conditions, if governments are to learn from 
one another.  
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Appendix: Case Studies of Burden Reduction Efforts 

and Results 
 

Program Agency Selected Initiatives Results 

2023 Report 

Unemployment 
Insurance 
Applications 

Department of 
Labor (DOL) 

●​ Improvements in plain 
language efforts 

●​ Funding for new IT process 
improvements that advance 
equity 

●​ Launch or improve translation 
services  

●​ Better communication with 
workers and other civil society 
groups 

●​ Grants to states to partner with 
community-based 
organizations to help more 
eligible workers navigate the 
application process, reduce 
stigma, and flag issues. 

●​ Streamlined 
application process 

●​ Increased 
accessibility and 
reduced time to 
receive benefits 

●​ Save state agency 
time and resources 
by reducing the 
need to follow up 
with applicants to 
correct information, 
and by reducing 
time spent on 
processing appeals 
for inaccurate 
benefit denials 

Farm Service 
Agency Loan 
Applications 

Department of 
Agriculture 
(USDA) 

●​ Simplification of the application 
form 

●​ Launch of an online Loan 
Assistance Tool 

●​ Reduced paperwork 
burden by nearly 
50% 

●​ Facilitated easier 
access for farmers, 
especially those 
from underserved 
communities 

Continuing 
Disability Review 
(CDR) 

Social Security 
Administration 
(SSA) 

●​ Public engagement and 
comments sessions 

●​ Digitization and simplification 
of the form  

●​ Automatic data population 
●​ Removal of burdensome 

questions 

●​ Easier completion 
process  

●​ Reduced stress and 
confusion for 
beneficiaries 

Total and 
Permanent 
Disability (TPD) 
Debt Discharge 

Department of 
Education (ED) 

●​ Automated eligibility 
determinations 

●​ Elimination of burdensome 
post-award income monitoring 
that unduly withdrew 
discharges in 92% of cases 

●​ Automatic discharge 
of more than 
450,000 
permanently 
disabled borrowers, 
because it no longer 
required 
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●​ Moved from undefined 
eligibility standards to 
streamlined disability 
determination 

●​ Data matching cooperation 
with other federal agencies 

applications for 
many individuals 
already found 
disabled by the 
Social Security 
Administration or 
the Department of 
Veterans Affairs 
(VA) 

●​ Reduced learning 
and compliance 
costs by simplifying 
requirements and 
reduced 
psychological costs 
by reducing stigma 

Streamlining 
Housing 
Program 
Eligibility 

Department of 
Housing and 
Urban 
Development 
(HUD) 

●​ Modernization and streamlining 
of income reviews and 
eligibility determinations 

●​ Using income evidence from 
other public assistance 
programs 

●​ Reducing reporting 
requirements  

●​ More efficient and 
equitable access to 
housing assistance 

●​ +750,000 hours of 
annual “time tax” 
returned to the 
American people 
every year 

20 Million Hour 
Burden 
Reduction 
Target 

Department of 
Homeland 
Security (DHS) 

●​ Department-wide initiative to 
reduce paperwork burdens by 
10% through simplified forms, 
new online services, or 
updated policies 

●​ E.g. TSA's online renewals for 
the Transportation Worker 
Identification Credential, 
FEMA's redesigned disaster aid 
registration process 

●​ Over 21 million 
burden hours 
reduced across DHS 
subagencies, 
improving customer 
experience, 
reducing 
administrative 
burdens, and 
making interactions 
with DHS more 
efficient 

2024 Report 

Medicaid 
Process 
Improvements 

Department of 
Health and 
Human Services 
(HHS) 

●​ Expanded automatic renewal 
(ex-parte) using existing data  

●​ Collaboration with states to 
streamline renewals  

●​ Pilot program to improve state 
systems 

●​ 1.5 million people 
renewed coverage 
without paperwork, 
projected to reach 5 
million in 2024 

●​ 2.5 million burden 
hours cut for eligible 
enrollees 

●​ 2 million burden 
hours of processing 
cut each year 

Taxpayer 
Notices 

Department of 
the Treasury 
(IRS) 

●​ Simplified and redesigned 31 
tax notices, representing 
approx. 20 million notices  

●​ Reduced taxpayer 
confusion  

●​ 16% reduction in 
taxpayers who 
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●​ Shortened letters and improved 
readability  

●​ Clearer instructions with QR 
codes for online access 

called the IRS as 
their first action 

●​ 6% increase in 
taxpayers who used 
the online option 

●​ Estimated 15% cost 
reduction related to 
taxpayer 
interactions  

 
 

SSI Reporting 
Requirements 

Social Security 
Administration 
(SSA) 

●​ Eliminated food from In-Kind 
Support and Maintenance 
(ISM) calculations  

●​ Streamlined rental subsidy 
policy  

●​ Simplified reporting of living 
situations 

●​ Reduced reporting 
burden for SSI 
recipients by 
200,000 hours 

●​ Prevented 
unnecessary loss of 
benefits  

●​ Increased SSI 
payments for 41,000 
recipients 

MySBA Loans Small Business 
Administration 
(SBA) 

●​ Developed an online loan 
platform  

●​ Streamlined application 
process  

●​ Enabled mobile access 

●​ Enabled processing 
of 13 million 
payments online 

●​ Reduced average 
reimbursement time 
on loans for disaster 
victims from 105 
days to 30 days 

●​ Reduced application 
time for 
certifications by 
40-70% 

Grantmaking Department of 
Health and 
Human Services 
(HHS) and U.S. 
Agency for 
International 
Development 
(USAID) 

●​ Simplified Notices of Funding 
Opportunities (NOFOs)  

●​ Reduced word count and 
complexity  

●​ Lowered the number of 
required forms 

●​ Creation of online portal for 
receiving and responding to 
applications 

●​ Reduced time and 
effort for grant 
applicants 

●​ Increased clarity 
and accessibility of 
funding 
opportunities 

●​ Reduced time for 
receiving award 
from 10 to three 
months 

Nutrition 
Assistance 
Programs 

Department of 
Agriculture 
(USDA) 

●​ Improved federal-state 
cooperation  

●​ Simplified medical expense 
deductions for elderly and 
disabled beneficiaries 

●​ Reduced 
administrative 
burden for SNAP 
participants and 
state agencies  

●​ Simplified 
processes, 
especially for 
elderly and disabled 
recipients 
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●​ Reusing already 
provided data to 
other agencies to 
determine eligibility 

Presidential 
Pardon 
Requests 

Department of 
Justice (DOJ) 

●​ Simplified application process 
for presidential pardons  

●​ Streamlined documentation 
requirements 

●​ Reduced burden on 
applicants  

●​ Faster processing of 
pardon requests 

Employment 
Eligibility 
Verification 
(E-Verify) 

Department of 
Homeland 
Security (DHS) 

●​ Enhanced automation in the 
E-Verify system 

●​ Simplified verification process 
for employers and employees 

●​ Reduced processing 
time for employers  

●​ Simplified 
employment 
verification process 
for new hires 

 
Source: OIRA (2023) Tackling the Time Tax and OIRA (2024) Tackling the Time Tax 
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