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The role and capacity of public administration in contributing to economic security is an
increasingly important question. More generous social welfare programs may have
greater capacity to insure households against risk, but those programs can effectively
provide economic security only to the extent that public organizations deliver benefits
promptly and properly to families in need. Administrative performance matters. Given
that governments with more generous social programs have demonstrated social welfare
to be a priority, are those governments also more likely to put effort towards better
administration of welfare programs? This question is addressed here using administrative
performance data from U.S. state-level unemployment insurance programs, from
2002-2015. Evidence points to a positive association between generosity and
administrative quality: more generous states make fewer administrative errors and that
relationship is driven by their making fewer underpayments. If unemployment insurance
replacement rates reflect an institutionalized commitment to more generously protecting
individuals from economic insecurity, that commitment is also evident in the types of

administrative errors agents make.

Introduction

Recent headlines about administrative deficiencies in
unemployment insurance underline the importance of bu-
reaucratic performance (McDermott & Cowan, 2020;
Rosenberg, 2020). Social policies are designed to dampen
the impact of economic shocks on household finances by
investing in social insurance and temporary assistance to
families, smoothing income across time and space. These
policies, however, can only effectively provide economic se-
curity to the extent that public agencies deliver program
benefits promptly and properly to households in need. Bu-
reaucratic performance shapes more than the effectiveness
of social policy, however. It has political consequences.

As the face of government and the most frequent venue
for citizen-state interactions, citizens’ perceptions of their
government are shaped by their interactions with bureau-
cracy, and especially social policy administration (e.g.,
Moynihan & Herd, 2010; Moynihan & Soss, 2014; Soss &
Schram, 2007). In aggregate, individuals’ interactions with
public policies, benefits, and their administration generate
feedback to reinforce or undermine political support for
the program (Béland, 2010; Compton et al., 2019; Compton
& Lipsmeyer, 2019; Jacobs & Weaver, 2015; Pierson, 1993,
2000; Weaver, 2010). Disparities in the quality of such in-
teractions can produce feedback effects that further ingrain
racial and ethnic differences in public policy outcomes (e.g.,
Michener, 2019).

Administrative performance also matters for account-
ability. It is not only citizens and clients whose preferences

are influenced by bureaucratic performance. Evidence
shows that politicians are aware of and pay attention to ad-
ministrative performance data. Politicians attribute respon-
sibility for performance, and tend to do so with a negativ-
ity bias by placing responsibility on bureaucratic leaders for
poor performance (Nielsen & Moynihan, 2017). If it is the
case that poor bureaucratic performance can hamper the
effectiveness of public policy, and contribute to negative
feedback among citizens and politicians, it is critical to un-
derstand the factors contributing to that performance.

Why do some bureaucracies implement social policy rel-
atively better than others? One factor may have to do with
support, either in terms of administrative resources or in
terms of political will. Given that governments with more
generous social policies have demonstrated a willingness to
put political (and financial) capital into social support pro-
grams, it might follow that bureaucracies in those environ-
ments will perform better. Adequate resources are a nec-
essary condition for high performing public organizations,
along with autonomy and clear goals (Compton & Meier,
2017; Meier, 1997). Elected officials must allocate a suffi-
cient budget for a public organization to acquire the hu-
man, technological, or fixed capital resources necessary to
get their job done. With more substantial investment in so-
cial policy benefits, there may be greater institutionalized
capacity for successful implementation as well.

Governance, however, is rarely consistent or rational.
Many policy attempts may be largely symbolic or designed
to fail (McConnell, 2010). The agency responsible for imple-
menting a given policy may also face goal ambiguity or goal
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conflict (Chun & Rainey, 2005), having been delegated mul-
tiple and potentially competing tasks by elected politicians.
Such situations may lead to lower bureaucratic performance
(Carrigan, 2018). It is also possible that governments man-
age to achieve budgetary wins, or enact generous statutory
entitlements, but then lose the focus or political capital
to follow through with administering those programs well
(Patashnik, 2008). This may be especially problematic since
once established, distributive public programs are exceed-
ingly difficult to reform or rollback (Pierson, 1993). Instead,
social programs may be slowly restructured, subjected to
market-based reforms, or systematically obstructed by un-
necessary administrative burdens (Hacker, 2004; Hurd &
Moynihan, 2018; Pierson, 1994). Such efforts may break the
link between a willingness to investment in generous social
benefits and an interest in their continuous administrative
performance.

As such, it shouldn’t be taken for granted that generous
social benefits are also well implemented. Political and fis-
cal capital are in limited supply, and both must be expended
to produce high quality administration. It’s a feat of govern-
ment effort to produce well-functioning-let alone high per-
forming-administration, and it remains an open empirical
question whether those governments with generous poli-
cies are also more likely to put effort into administering
those benefits well. That is, are more generous social wel-
fare programs also better administered? If social insurance
or social transfer programs are politically supported (as ev-
idenced by demonstrated policy generosity), then the ad-
ministration of those programs might also be more sup-
ported.

In the following sections I introduce my research design
and methodology to explore this research question. The
empirical evidence offered here points to a positive asso-
ciation between policy generosity and administrative qual-
ity: more generous states make fewer administrative errors
and that relationship is driven by their making fewer un-
derpayments. In the concluding sections, I discuss the be-
havioral mechanisms that may explain these results and I
discuss the implications of these results for domains and
policy contexts.

Research Design and Methodology

To examine whether governments with more generous
social welfare programs also better implemented, I use ad-

ministrative data from U.S. states’ unemployment insur-
ance programs, from 2002-2015. The United States unem-
ployment insurance (UI) program was established by the
Social Security Act (SSA) in 1935. The primary goal of this
program is to provide short-term economic relief to the in-
voluntarily unemployed through weekly benefit payments
to temporarily replace lost wages. As a result of political
compromises at the time of passage, state governments
were granted substantial autonomy over many aspects of Ul
program design and administration. Each of the 53 UI pro-
grams in the US today vary in their administrative struc-
ture, the sectors covered, qualifying requirements, eligi-
bility rules, disqualification rules, weekly benefit amount,
waiting period prior to first payment, duration of benefit
payments, seasonal provision, and their financing structure
(Blaustein, 1993)."

Funding of regular UI benefits is done through a complex
tax-credit scheme, paid mostly by employers and supple-
mented by federal funds under specific circumstances. Em-
ployers pay two taxes: one into to a state account at a tax
rate determined by their “experience rating,” and one vari-
able tax-rate into a federal account which provides admin-
istrative funds, grants and loans to states, and certain ben-
efits payments in times of unusual demand. Funding for the
administration of state UI programs is provided through a
small federal payroll tax collected by the Internal Revenue
Service, and then redistributed to state governments ac-
cording to anticipated need.”

In addition to meeting program benefit and funding
rules, states must also meet federal performance standards.
To monitor state-level administration, the U.S. federal Of-
fice of Unemployment Insurance, within the Department of
Labor, implemented an improper payment detection system
beginning in the 1980s, called the Benefit Accuracy Mea-
surement (BAM) program. Subject to these federally man-
dated procedures, each state is required to randomly au-
dit and re-investigate a sample of paid and denied claims,
each week, and report aggregate performance indicators
monthly.3 If selected for audit, every step of a claim deter-
mination process is re-investigated, and documentation is
(re-)collected on the applicant’s prior work experience, so-
cio-demographic background, and, crucially, on the pres-
ence, monetary consequence, and source of any errors made
in the original processing of the claim application. The fre-
quency of identified administrative errors determined to be
the fault of a State Workforce Agency (SWA) employee is my

1 Each of the 50 states, as well as the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, and the U.S. Virgin Islands implement their own UI program, re-

sulting in a total of 53 programs.

S

Costs of administering unemployment insurance are appropriated by Congress according to the Federal Unemployment Tax Act and allo-

cated by the federal Department of Labor to each state. To determine the amount to be allocated to each state for Ul administration costs,
the Resource Justification Model is currently used (Department of Labor, 2019). This model collects UI administrative expenditures in-
cluding all personal services, personnel benefits, and non-personal services (including IT/communications, contracting expenses, etc.)
used by state agencies to operate their respective UI programs in the most recently completed fiscal year.

w

Each states’ monthly and annual improper payment and integrity rates are calculated for each of two samples: Paid Claims Accuracy and

Denied Claims Accuracy. Only claims made for regular state unemployment compensation are considered, which means that all UCX,
UCFE, EB, and EUC claims are excluded from BAM audits, and thus from all improper payment estimates. These rates are then used by
the Department of Labor in performance reviews— states are held accountable for minimum levels of service quality. States must meet
these performance targets with respect to accuracy and speed of processing or risk losing funding from the Department of Labor.
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Table 1. Sample Summary Statistics

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max
Agency Errors, Count 700 64.94 39.8 0 280
Agency Underpayment Errors, Count 700 18.48 21.41 211
Agency Overpayment Errors, Count 700 32.18 19.69 177
Audit Sample Size, Count 700 893.85 178.96 151 2490
Agency Error Rate 700 .07 .04 0 .29
Agency Overpayment Error Rate 700 .04 .02 0 .19
Agency Underpayment Error Rate 700 .02 .03 0 .25
Replacement Rate 700 .36 .06 24 .55
Recipiency (Take-up) Rate 700 .34 A1 11 .69
Admin. Resources per Claim Filed, real USD 700 2.91 1.35 1.21 15.06
Total Weeks Claimed, Logged 700 11.92 1.15 9.07 15.03
Female Claimants, Rate 700 41 .06 14 .57
Clientele Diversity Index (1=Diverse) 700 54 .15 .13 .86
Legislative Professionalism, 2009 700 .19 12 .03 .63
Government Liberalism 700 49 26 0 .92
GDP Per Capita, '000s real USD 700 46.43 8.67 29.06 73.48

Note: Sample includes each US state observed annually between 2002 and 2015.

primary outcome of interest.

Bureaucratic errors may be defined as “any deviation
from an intended outcome that is mandated by either law
or organizational rules” (Bullock, 2014). According to the
Department of Labor, “administrative responsibility” for an
error in Unemployment Insurance is defined as any error
for which the SWA “was either solely responsible or shared
responsibility with claimants, employers, or third parties,
such as labor unions or private employment referral agen-
cies.” This includes fraud, nonfraud recoverable overpay-
ments, nonfraud nonrecoverable overpayments, official ac-
tion taken to reduce future benefits, and payments that are
technically proper due to finality or other rules (Office of
Unemployment Insurance, 2018). Between 2002 and 2015,
an agency-responsible error was identified in 7.4% of the
706,629 individual-level claims audited nationwide.* To
measure the frequency of bureaucratic errors in the pro-
cessing of unemployment insurance in the US, I use three
dependent variables. Summary statistics for all variables are
included in Table 1.

First, the number of detected agency errors, aggregated
annually, represents the overall accuracy of claims process-
ing by a state’s Ul agency. All else equal, fewer detected
agency errors indicate relatively better public service. Not
all errors, however, are equal in their impact on claimants
or policy outcomes, so I also count the number of agent er-
rors resulting in the overpayment of a Ul claim (overpayment

errors) and the number of agent errors resulting in under-
payment of a claim (underpayment errors).5 An overpayment
error means that a household in economic need received
a larger benefit payment than state policy allows. The im-
pacts of an over-payment on both households and the ef-
fectiveness of a policy may be very different than those
of an under-payment error. When a household in need re-
ceives a smaller benefit payment than policy allows, it does
not receive its entitled level of support from a social wel-
fare program. Given that households applying for UI are
economically vulnerable, widespread underpayment errors
may undermine the capacity of the policy to provide eco-
nomic stability. Similarly, the consequences for policy feed-
back may be quite different if an administrative error results
in an over- versus under-payment to a client. It’s therefore
important to examine the nature of the administrative er-
rors that occur, as well as their overall frequency.

To assess the relationship between a state’s willingness
to invest in a UI program and its administrative perfor-
mance, a measure of each state’s Ul program is needed. So-
cial welfare “effort” is typically measured as the ratio of
public expenditures on social policy (in aggregate or by pro-
gram) divided by total government spending or GDP (for a
discussion, see Olaskoaga et al., 2013). Social welfare “gen-
erosity,” on the other hand, is operationalized in terms of
institutionalized entitlements: replacement rates (e.g., Pal-
lage et al., 2013; Scruggs, 2006; Scruggs & Hayes, 2017;

4 Claim-level unemployment insurance reports were obtained through direct contact with staff at the Department of Labor (Employment

Training Administration, 2019).

5 It’s worth noting that some agency errors do not result in a payment error, and that multiple errors of different type may be detected in a
single claim. Therefore, the count of all agency-responsible errors is not equal to the sum of overpayment and underpayment errors.
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Wenzelburger et al., 2013), recipiency or take-up rates (e.g.,
Otto, 2018; Pfeifer, 2012), tax benefits (as tax expenditures,
including deductions, credits, preferential rates, deferred
tax obligations, and exclusions of income from taxation)
(e.g., Hacker, 2004; Howard, 1997), or as a composite index
of the above (see Kunifien, 2019; Kvist et al., 2013).

Generosity here is operationalized by states’ annual re-
placement rates, because they are direct indicators of the
benefits issued to the target population.6 States’ annual re-
placement rates are measured as the ratio of the average
weekly Ul benefit paid to the average weekly wage of an in-
sured worker. This variable has an in-sample range of .24
to .55, with a mean of .36. This means that, on average,
state Ul program benefits replace 36% of the average eligi-
ble worker’s prior wages.

Because accuracy in unemployment insurance process-
ing is the product of many factors— economic, political, and
organizational- several control variables are included in
models presented here. To account for organizational fac-
tors, I first include a measure of administrative resources,
which is the number of real US dollars spent on administra-
tive costs divided by the number of regular state Ul program
claims per year. Ul administrative costs are calculated an-
nually and transferred by the Department of Labor accord-
ing to the Federal Unemployment Tax Act. Ul administra-
tive costs include all personnel and support expenses, and
excludes all postage costs, administrative costs associated
with Employment Services, and administrative costs asso-
ciated with veterans employment programs and Bureau of
Labor Market Information programs. To further account for
the wealth of a state, I include GSP per capita measured in
thousands of real US dollars.

Next, a control is included for the overall work load,
which is a count of all claims made in a state year, logged.
These measures account for the overall size of the program,
and the intensity of the current workload, all of which
might affect individual bureaucratic processes.7 I include
the rate of women claimants, female applicants, because
previous work has shown that women experience lower lev-
els of service quality in the administration of unemploy-
ment insurance (Ryu et al., 2012; Wenger & Wilkins, 2008).
I also use an inverse normalized Herfindahl index to capture
the racial and ethnic diversity of a state’s Ul claimants in
each year. Larger values of this measure represent more
clientele diversity. This is included because bureaucratic er-
rors are more likely in claims filed by minority clientele
(Ryu et al., 2012), and because racial diversity has played a
fundamental role in the design and administration of state
social welfare institutions (Lieberman, 1998; Lieberman &
Lapinski, 2001; Ryu et al., 2012; Soss et al., 2008).

To control for political influences that might affect policy
or bureaucratic behavior, government liberalism is included

to account for the role of government ideology in determin-
ing policy or administrative priorities (Hibbs, 1977; Hicks
& Swank, 1984). This is measured as a weighted average of
the ideology scores for each chamber of the state legislature
and the governor (Berry et al., 1998, 2007, 2010), and is con-
structed on a zero to 1 scale, with greater values represent-
ing a more leftist or liberal ideology. This measure is lagged
by one year, with the expectation that political or policy in-
fluences on outcomes will be observed only in subsequent,
not concurrent, periods. Legislative professionalism is used
to control for quality or competence of policy-making in a
state. This measure is largely time invariant, and was mea-
sured in 2009 (Squire, 1992, 2017).

To estimate the relationship between annual state error
counts, y;;, where j indicates the state and ¢ indicates time,
and social welfare generosity, I use a Poisson regression
model (King, 1988). Because these error counts are drawn
from audit samples of heterogeneous size, all Poisson re-
gressions here include an offset term— a logged count of
all audited claims in the same period. State fixed effects are
included in each model to account for time-invariant dif-
ferences in (1) policy or political environment across states
that might shape the probability of administrative errors
occurring, and (2) the capacity or quality of the state-level
auditing agency responsible for detecting and reporting
claims.®

Administrative performance is thus modelled here as a
function of (1) a vector of state-level political and adminis-
trative variables observed annually, x’;, (2) a vector of cor-
responding estimated regression coefficients 3, (3) a vector
of binary indicators for each state z}, (4) a corresponding
vector of regression coefficients state fixed-effects ~, and
(5) a common disturbance term e. This model specification
is represented as:

log(E(yje|x;t, 2,)) = X8 + 27y + log(audit sizej) + e.
Results

Results from my analysis are shown in Table 2. In column
1, labeled All Agency Errors, results from a model of the
count of all detected agency-responsible errors are re-
ported. These findings support the expectation that more
generous states also process Ul claims with greater accu-
racy. Specifically, the negative and significant coefficient
on Replacement Rate indicates that state governments with
greater investment in generous unemployment insurance
benefits have also ensured better performing State Work-
force Agencies— Ul is administered with significantly fewer
processing errors.

Interestingly, the availability of administrative re-
sources, measured as in thousands of real US dollars per
claim processed in a state-year, is not significantly associ-

6 Results are reproduced in the Appendix with an alternate measure of generosity: recipiency rates, also known as take-up rates. Substan-

tive inferences are unchanged.

7 Each of these organizational variables are available from US Department of Labor (2016).

8 Models estimated with either (1) without state-fixed effects and with random intercepts or (2) with two-way fixed effects reveal substan-
tively similar results. These alternative specifications are reported in the online Appendix.
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Table 2. State-Level Annual Unemployment Insurance Error Counts, 2002-2015

All Agency Errors (1) Overpayment Errors (2) Underpayment Errors (3)
Replacement Rate -3.031*** 0.780* -2.344**
[-3.51,-2.55] [0.10,1.46] [-3.18,-1.51]
Admin. Resources -0.004 -0.013 -0.000
[-0.02,0.01] [-0.04,0.01] [-0.03,0.03]
Leg. Professionalism 1.404*** 1.274** -4.114***
[0.79,2.02] [0.42,2.12] [-5.37,-2.86]
Government Liberalism 0.075* 0.131** -0.242***
[0.02,0.13] [0.05,0.21] [-0.35,-0.14]
GDP per Capita -0.009*** -0.010** -0.023***
[-0.01,-0.00] [-0.02,-0.00] [-0.03-0.02]
Work Load 0.210*** 0.106** 0.258***
[0.16,0.26] [0.04,0.17] [0.17,0.35]
Female Claimants, Rate 1.940*** 1.975%* 1.626***
[1.46,2.42] [1.29,2.65] [0.76,2.49]
Clientele Diversity -0.379*** -0.112 0.085
[-0.58,-0.18] [-0.40,0.17] [-0.31,0.48]
State Fixed-Effects Yes Yes Yes
N 700 700 700
X2 399.043 106.800 202.321

Note: Dependent variable is the count of detected All Agency Responsible Errors, Agency Responsible Overpayment Errors, or Agency Responsible Underpayment Errors, as indicated by col-
umn headings. Coefficients from Poisson regression, with an offset term included equal to the natural log of the BAM audit sample count for the period. 95% confidence intervals in
brackets; * < .05, s < .01, and == < .001, for a two tailed hypothesis test. Fixed-effects for each state are included, but not reported here. Sample includes each of the 50 U.S. states,

observed annually, 2002-2015.

ated with the frequency of agency errors. The coefficient
on this estimate is negative, as might be expected, but it is
not significant. Agencies also make more processing errors
when facing a greater work load and where women consti-
tute a larger percentage of clientele. Also, states with either
greater legislative professionalism or a more liberal govern-
ment make more errors overall.

Turning now to models 2 and 3, which respectively report
models of agency-responsible overpayment errors and
agency-responsible underpayment errors, additional re-
sults emerge. First, states with more generous Ul benefits
tend to make more overpayment errors and fewer underpay-
ment errors. Although more generous states make fewer er-
rors overall (as shown in the all agency errors results from
model 1), all else equal, that relationship appears to be dri-
ven by those states making fewer underpayment errors (as
model 3 reports). Interestingly, the relationship between
administrative resources and over- or under-payments is
again insignificant. Other control variables for organiza-
tional and administrative environment have similar effects
on both over- and under-payment errors. Workload and the
female claimant rate may reduce service quality, but it
seems do so in an arbitrary way, with no bias towards over-
or underpayment. Perhaps agents in these environments
simply make more mistakes, of all type.

To better illustrate the substantive effect of these find-
ings, simulated agency error rates are reported in Figures
1 and 2. Figure 1 represents the overall agency error rate,

and Figure 2 reports both overpayment and underpayment
error rates, as labelled. Key results from Table 2 are rein-
forced here. First, as shown in the first figure, states with
more generous Ul programs make significantly fewer errors.
A move from the minimum to the maximum observed re-
placement rate (from 24 to 55% of prior wages replaced by
benefits) is associated with a significant decrease in the rate
of agent errors from .11 to .04. That’s an estimated decline
in agency responsible errors of more than 60%. Put differ-
ently, a 1% increase in a state’s replacement rate is signifi-
cantly associated with a 1.1% decrease in agency-responsi-
ble administrative errors.

Figure 2 sheds more light on this relationship. Here, it’s
shown that more generous states have slightly higher over-
payment error rates and starkly lower underpayment rates.
The solid upward sloping line in this figure represents the
agency responsible overpayment error rate, which is esti-
mated to increase from .033 to .041 over the in-sample re-
placement rate range, which is a 24% increase. Put dif-
ferently, a 1% increase in a state’s replacement rate is
significantly associated with a .28% increase in agency-re-
sponsible errors resulting in an overpayment.

The dashed downward sloping line in this Figure 2 rep-
resents the agency responsible underpayment error rate,
which is estimated to decrease from .028 to .014. That’s
equivalent to a 50% decline. Put differently, a 1% increase
in a state’s replacement rate is significantly associated with
a .85% decrease in agency-responsible errors resulting in an
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underpayment.

In sum, these results suggest that more generous states
make fewer administrative errors. Despite a slight uptick in
overpayments in more generous states, the more substan-
tial decline in underpayments appears to drive an overall
decrease in observed administrative errors. If Ul replace-
ment rates reflect an institutionalized commitment to more
generously protecting individuals from economic insecu-
rity, that commitment seems also to be evident in the types
of administrative errors bureaucrats make. In the following
sections I will discuss some possible behavioral explana-
tions for these results.

Discussion & Conclusion

In sum, the evidence from this analysis suggests a pos-
itive association between social policy generosity and ad-
ministrative performance, as measured by the frequency
of bureaucratic errors. State governments which put forth
greater effort in the generosity of unemployment insurance
benefits also administer their programs with fewer errors
and greater accuracy. The prioritization of generosity of so-
cial policy seems to go hand in hand with the prioritiza-
tion of quality in administering those programs. In addition
to the overall association between generosity and bureau-
cratic performance, there is an interesting pattern in the
nature of the errors made, and their apparent impact on
clientele. More generous states make fewer administrative
errors, but underlying that trend is the tendency of more
generous states to commit slightly more overpayments and
substantially fewer underpayments. The persistent insignif-
icance of administrative resources in these results may sug-
gest that the link between generosity and performance is
about more than money. It seems that priorities or values
reflected in the design of unemployment insurance policy
are also reflected in the administration of those programs.

What explains the pattern of administrative errors ob-
served here? Is this pattern of administrative errors the re-
sult of intentional choices by street-level bureaucrats utiliz-
ing discretion (Lipsky, 1980), or is it the result of structural,
organizational, or technological features in state govern-
ments or state workforce agencies (Peeters, 2020; Widlak
& Peeters, 2020)? The research design and data available
here are ill equipped to uncover the mechanisms driving
these results. With the available data, I cannot say much
about what behavioral, procedural, or other administrative
differences or changes that may underlie the observe asso-
ciations between policy generosity and administrative accu-
racy. I can, however, offer some possible explanations that
should be considered in future work.

One possible explanation may have to do with a concern
about efficiency or the misuse of public resources, which
could lead to individuals or organizations valuing payment
accuracy relatively more. Such values may be stronger in
states less committed to generous UI benefits. Either due
to ideological motivations or the realities of state budget
constraints, street-level bureaucrats with a greater concern
about efficiency or misuse of public resources may be more
motivated to reduce any form of administrative error to en-
sure payment accuracy. If this were the only explanation, it
would be expected that the rate of all error types would be
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Figure 1. Predicted Agency Error Rates, All Agency
Errors

Note: Figure represents 95% confidence intervals for the predicted rate of
agency-responsible errors in claims processing across the sample range of re-
placement rate. Simulation to produce these predictions uses model results re-
ported in Model 1 of Table 2. These predicted incidence rates are generated with
the margins suite of commands in Stata 17 with all variables, except the offset

term, allowed to vary as observed. Incidence rates are estimated based on the
mean annual audit sample size, 894.
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Figure 2. Predicted Agency Error Rates by Type

Note: Figure represents 95% confidence intervals for the predicted rate of
agency-responsible errors in claims processing across the sample range of re-
placement rate. Simulation to produce these predictions uses model results re-
ported in Models 2 and 3 of Table 2. These predicted incidence rates are gener-
ated with the margins suite of commands in Stata 17 with all variables, except
the offset term, allowed to vary as observed. Incidence rates are estimated based
on the mean annual audit sample size, 894.
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greater in states with more generous policies. The results
reported in Figure 1 do suggest that this is not the case, so
this may not be the (only) explanation.

Second, street-level bureaucrats may not prioritize pay-
ment accuracy, per se, but may rather be motivated to re-
duce state expenditures on Ul benefit payments. It’s plau-
sible that state governments and administrations in areas
with greater popular concern with reducing expenditures
would also tend to enact less generous Ul benefit rules. Per-
haps due to ideology or state budget realities, employees
in such contexts utilize available discretion to underpay or
wrongly deny UI claims in an intentional or unintentional
effort to reduce state expenditures. If this were the only ex-
planation, I would expect to see higher overpayment and
lower underpayment rates in more generous states com-
pared to less generous states. The results in Figure 2 may
support this explanation.

Third, rather than differences in concern about payment
accuracy or reducing expenditures, street-level bureaucrats
may view their relationship or service to clientele differ-
ently. In states with more generous program rules, it could
be that street-level bureaucrats are more likely to sympa-
thize with the problems and needs of claimants or see
clients as deserving of assistance (e.g., Jilke & Tummers,
2018), or for a variety of reasons they may be more likely
to identify with and represent their clients’ needs (e.g.,
Selden, 1997). If so, it might be expected that in more gen-
erous states, bureaucrats would be more likely to err on
the side of generosity— they’d be more likely to erroneously
overpay and less likely to erroneously underpay claims. Fig-
ure 2 is consistent with this explanation.

The above are just a few of the possible explanations for
the results reported in this article, and there are surely ad-
ditional rival explanations. Future work should endeavor to
theorize on and empirically examine the behavioral, organi-
zational, or political underpinnings of the results reported
in this article, as well as the features of the administra-
tive operating environment which may contribute to bet-
ter outcomes. As an example, prior work has shown that
the effectiveness of social policy spending is less in con-
texts with greater social capital (Compton, 2018) so, how is
social context related to administrative errors? Prior work
has also shown that process inclusivity is key in producing
successful policy outcomes (Compton et al., 2019), so, does
process inclusivity contribute to administrative accuracy?
Because social capital or process inclusivity may plausibly
shape both policy design and implementation, there are in-
teresting questions to be explored.

Future work should also examine additional indicators of
administrative performance, because accuracy in process-
ing claims is just one indicator of successful governance or
administration (Chudnovsky & Peeters, 2021; Compton et
al., 2019). As an example, it’s well documented in the US
that racial and ethnic minorities receive lower quality ser-
vice from bureaucracies and government (see Ryu et al.,

2012; Desante, 2013), so it is worthwhile to consider
whether more generous social welfare systems are also
more likely to ensure greater equity in public service.

Finally, future work should examine these questions in
a broader set of institutional, political, or policy contexts.
There are a few reasons why public administration in the
US, and unemployment insurance in particular, may be a
most likely context in which to observe politicized and
value-driven explanations for administrative quality. First,
compared to other industrialized democracies, the US has a
more pluralist concept of society and a more politicized ad-
ministration (Peters, 2021). In contexts with less politicized
administration or stronger societal norms of reciprocity, for
example, the determinants of administrative errors may be
quite different.

Second, the way Ul programs are funded in the US invites
conflict between labor representatives, administration, and
employers (Becker, 1981; O’Leary & Wandner, 1997). Be-
cause employers’ tax rates are directly determined by their
experience with layoffs and unemployment in the past, they
are incentivized to provide false evidence, to appeal Ul de-
terminations, and to reorganize businesses to evade accu-
rate experience-rating. Labor groups have historically op-
posed experience rating, arguing that the system
encourages employers to restrict employee benefit rights
and to unjustifiably challenge claims to keep charges and
tax rates down (O’Leary & Wandner, 1997). This conflict
and the role that employers play in providing documen-
tation relevant to claimants’ benefit payments may mean
that unemployment insurance programs are more politi-
cized and contentious than other social transfer programs
run by state governments (like TANF or SNAP). Greater
politicization may mean that street-level bureaucrats are
more likely to hold differing levels of commitment or views
on the value of unemployment insurance, which may con-
tribute to comparatively greater variation in administrative
quality. These features may mean that the US, and unem-
ployment insurance specifically, is a more likely context in
which to see this pattern of administrative errors.
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