
While waiting, powerless groups learn the opposite 
of citizenship. They learn to be patients of the state. 

(Auyero 2012)

Bearfield et al. (2023) explore how institutional rac-
ism is perpetuated by government agencies, high-

lighting how the administrative state reinforces racial 
hierarchies in the United States. They examine the role 
of policy designs and how street-level bureaucrats in-
terpret and apply public policies in maintaining these 
structures. Institutional racism is expressed through 
laws, regulations, requirements, mechanisms for allo-
cating and accessing resources, and through political 
and institutional actors responsible for enforcing laws 
and implementing policies (Ray et al. 2023).

Making people wait is an example of institution-
alized racism when wait times systematically differ 
across race/ethnic groups. Interactions with the ad-
ministrative state happen throughout an individual’s 
life, from birth until death. Requesting a birth cer-
tificate, social security card, driver’s license, passport, 
registering to vote, enrolling in a public school, or 
filing for social security benefits, unemployment, or 
any public program requires interaction with the ad-

ministrative state. Indeed, daily concerns that could 
be considered private matters—such as attending 
school, working, driving, traveling, running errands, 
and shopping—would be impossible without docu-
ments issued by the state. Ultimately, the individual 
exercise of civil, social, economic, and political rights 
is intertwined with the government’s delivery of goods 
and services.

Seeking and receiving government services require 
allocating time and waiting. Scheduling appointments 
with public officials, gathering documents, paying fines 
or fees, and mailing or bringing documents in person 
to an office require time. Alongside the time necessary 
to gather and process the necessary paperwork, people 
stand in line to receive services, wait for official mail or 
other communication from a public servant to exercise 
their rights (e.g., from a social worker or judge), wait 
to be enrolled in a program, or to meet with an official 
to address an issue that arose as they undertook any of 
these or other actions.

Wait time can become onerous while seeking gov-
ernment services, particularly because the relationship 
between the government and its citizens is asymmetri-
cal and power imbalanced (Mastracci 2022). The need 
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to allocate time and waiting are the most noticeable 
features of interactions with the administrative state 
(Auyero 2012; Cohen 2018; Pettigrew 2017). Yet, nei-
ther the use of time nor waiting is experienced similarly 
across race/ethnic groupings. Previous empirical work 
has demonstrated that wait time is unevenly distrib-
uted by socioeconomic status, gender, race, and eth-
nicity across various activities (Holt and Vinopal 2023; 
Van Thiel and Leeuw 2002). Holt and Vinopal (2023) 
demonstrated time discrimination in various activities 
involving wait times, with disparities based on income 
and race. In this article, we argue that time discrim-
ination occurs in interactions with the administrative 
state when individuals seek government services, many 
of which are not optional. The institutional racism 
evidenced by uneven time burdens that arise in in-
teractions with the administrative state sustains social 
inequity because there are no substitute providers for 
government services. 

By analyzing nationally representative data from the 
American Time Use Survey (2003–2022), we present 
empirical evidence of the race-ethnicity gap in the time 
spent seeking government services, with disparities be-
tween Whites, Blacks, and Hispanics. We also find that 
single individuals with more household children and 
the unemployed spend considerably more time seeking 
and waiting for government services. We contend that 
the differences across individuals’ wait-time experiences 
are not random. Our evidence suggests that uneven 
distribution in wait times when seeking government 
services may indicate the presence of racialized admin-
istrative burdens (Humphrey 2023; Ray et al. 2023). 
Policies and benefits, their design, practices, resources, 
and the requirements to access government services may 
result in longer use of time and waiting, which in turn 
normalizes and reproduces existing patterns of racial in-
equality. Indeed, the uneven distribution of wait times 
results in “fragmented forms of state power and citizen 
agency” (Carswell et al. 2019, 598).

Moreover, uneven use of time when seeking govern-
ment services may disproportionately affect individuals’ 
exercise of economic and social rights. Our argument 
is twofold. First, unlike market-driven transactions 
driven by capitalist reasoning in which individuals 
feel entitled to quality and prompt availability of pur-
chased goods or services, market logic does not govern 
requests,  or claims, for public services. Other aspects of 
government services undermine market logic, such as 

the monopolistic character of the administrative state 
(Batley 2004; Hasenfeld, Rafferty, and Zald 1987) and 
the stratification of public services delivered (Fountain 
2001). Second, wait times when seeking government 
services intersect and constrain other activities for those 
affected, suggesting that those individuals who bear dis-
proportionately high wait times also bear higher oppor-
tunity costs relative to other similarly situated citizens. 

The following sections connect the literature on ad-
ministrative burdens with wait time when individuals 
seek government services. We contend that wait times 
reify and reproduce power imbalances confronting mi-
noritized groups, perpetuating existing social inequities. 
We also argue that the uneven distribution of time spent 
seeking government services is particularly problematic 
given the monopolistic role of the administrative state 
in providing goods and services. We provide empirical 
evidence of the racial gap in wait times between Whites 
and individuals from other racial and ethnic groups 
when interacting with the administrative state and ex-
plore the implications of our findings for both the the-
ory and practice of public administration.

We argue that one of the often overlooked aspects of 
defining and measuring inequality in public adminis-
tration is the use of time and waiting and their unequal 
impact on different groups. When analyzing inequality 
and poverty, most theoretical and empirical frameworks 
focus on tangible resources, such as income and assets. 
However, our findings suggest that time should also be 
considered a key indicator of inequality, as it plays a 
crucial role in assessing the satisfaction of needs and the 
agency of individuals (e.g., Boltvinik 2023; Sen 1981).

Administrative Burdens of Waiting Time While 
Seeking Government Services

Members of the general public may seek government 
services to request an official document, seek and ex-
ercise rights, claim a public benefit, complain, appeal a 
decision, and so on. Interactions between citizens and 
the administrative state routinely occur via street-level 
bureaucrats (SLBs), who manage and deliver govern-
ment goods and services (Lipsky 1980). SLBs-citizen 
encounters are power imbalanced; frontline workers 
possess administrative power and discretion that citi-
zens do not (Mastracci 2022). SLBs routinely interpret 
laws, eligibility requirements, procedures, and insti-
tutional rules, and those activities inevitably result in 
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the exercise of administrative discretion (Lipsky 1980; 
Maynard-Moody and Musheno 2000).

SLBs employ a variety of coping strategies to man-
age their workloads and reduce stress (Tummers et al. 
2015). Those include establishing routines, simplifying 
procedures, sticking to laws and rules, limiting resources, 
establishing waiting lists, shorter appointment dura-
tions, not responding to calls, and creaming or skim-
ming relevant files, among others (Maynard-Moody 
and Musheno 2000; Maynard et al. 2003; Mikkelsen et 
al. 2024; Tummers et al. 2015). SLBs may also use their 
discretion to bend existing rules to help people or to in-
vest more effort in those they perceive as more deserving 
(Baekgaard et al. 2021; Bell et al. 2021).  

Previous administrative burdens scholarship has 
highlighted the fact that individuals experience learn-
ing, compliance, and psychological costs when seeking 
public benefits and interacting with SLBs (Herd and 
Moynihan 2019). Learning costs include the time and 
effort necessary to understand a policy benefit, includ-
ing requirements, application procedures, and deadlines 
(Barnes 2021; Herd and Moynihan 2019; Moynihan et 
al. 2015). Not all individuals, however, face the same 
costs of learning. The language in which materials ap-
pear, their format, and how they may be accessed all af-
fect the costs implicit in securing and completing them. 
In addition, those costs are shaped by individuals’ prior 
information, cognitive capacity, human and social capi-
tal, as well as network support (Christensen et al. 2020). 

Compliance costs refer to gathering the required 
information and documents, which usually requires 
engaging in additional requests with originating orga-
nizations (Moynihan et al, 2015). While gathering doc-
umentation and satisfying application requirements, 
individuals also incur intangible costs that may include 
making arrangements for someone to care for family 
members or dependent children, paying for document 
issuance, paying transportation costs to travel to deliver 
documents or participate in eligibility interviews, or 
making telephone calls (Herd and Moynihan 2019). 
Psychological costs refer to the emotional states of those 
seeking services, including feelings of stress, uncertainty, 
frustration, lack of agency, and stigma, as well as per-
ceptions of disrespect and mistreatment (Christensen et 
al. 2020; Herd and Moynihan 2019).

Seeking and receiving government services often 
require spending time while waiting to apply for and 
receive specific outcomes. People wait for services but 

also wait to be interviewed by public servants (e.g., so-
cial workers, court case specialists, etc.), for return calls 
or messages after requests for information, and so on. 
Some individuals already in disadvantaged situations 
wait for decisions concerning their eligibility for unem-
ployment assistance, Medicaid approvals, Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits, Tempo-
rary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), childcare 
subsidies, or other support from the Social Security Ad-
ministration. Wait times and unreasonable, arbitrary, 
or ambiguous procedures and rules are commonplace 
experiences for members of powerless groups when in-
teracting with the administrative state (Auyero 2012; 
Briceno-Mosquera 2023; Herd and Moynihan 2019; 
Soss, Fording, and Schram 2008). About 40% of eli-
gible people miss out on SNAP due to perceived pa-
perwork and delays, and from 2008 to 2019, around 
110,000 people died awaiting Social Security disability 
decisions after initial denials (Schweitzer 2022).

Waiting time intersects with these learning, compli-
ance, and psychological costs. For example, individuals 
may wait longer if they are unaware of all applicable 
eligibility requirements and procedures, if they fail to 
complete forms or follow protocols correctly; if the 
guidelines and paperwork are not clearly written or may 
be interpreted in multiple ways; or if they require doc-
ument translation or interpreters if materials in their 
preferred language are unavailable (Herd and Moyni-
han 2019; Heinrich 2016). Wait times can increase if 
relevant forms are not designed to ensure their ready use 
by individuals with disabilities, or if those potentially 
eligible for services must make several calls to officials 
because no one is available to respond promptly (Holler 
and Tarshish 2024).

While waiting, frustration may arise from one’s 
sense of powerlessness and lack of control over their 
own time (Auyero 2012). Applicants also experience 
frustration when they perceive that those nominally as-
sisting are not responding to their needs or status in 
an organized or systematic manner (Barnes and Henly 
2018; Lipsky 2010; Meyers and Nielsen 2012). Citizens 
and community members may also experience uncer-
tainty about vital outcomes, such as access to financial 
or food assistance or health or housing services (Herd 
and Moynihan 2019). In other cases, applicants may 
experience uncertainty concerning receiving a driver’s 
license, passport, work permit, visa, or financial aid to 
attend college (Briceno-Mosquera 2023; Moynihan, 



Gauging the Gap: Inequality of Time Use When Seeking Government Services    |    265

Gerzina and Herd 2022). Ultimately, waiting time may 
restrict individuals’ pathways to social, economic, po-
litical, and, in some cases, legal integration into soci-
ety. Multiple factors may intersect to exacerbate these 
time costs. In such cases, potentially eligible people may 
wind up paying expedited fees to receive government 
services, taking days off from work, or paying for un-
planned childcare. While experiencing these learning 
and compliance costs, individuals may also cope with 
emotional distress, sadness, hopelessness, anger, feelings 
of arbitrariness, frustration, or a diminished sense of 
agency and efficacy (Auyero 2012; Herd and Moynihan 
2019).

The Monopolistic Role of the Administrative 
State in Providing Goods and Services

Seeking services from the state does not follow market 
logic. In market transactions, consumers have a range 
of preferences and face budget, location, and time con-
straints, which means they choose between different 
alternatives to maximize their utility and well-being 
(Friedman 2018). When individuals seek any good or 
service (e.g., shoes, cell phones, laptops, spa services, 
restaurants, tourism, etc.), they have a range of choices 
and can choose to pay more for additional quality or 
speed of service. Despite New Public Management pre-
scriptions, citizens should not be viewed as consumers. 
That view conceives of citizens as consumers who will 
seek to maximize their utility in their approach to pub-
lic services (Bryson et al. 2014). Yet, this conflation of 
citizens with consumers is problematic.

Individuals participating in the market are buyers 
and consumers of goods and services. In the public sec-
tor, however, individuals are entitled to certain social, 
economic, and political goods. When people approach 
the state, their interests cannot be limited only to their 
perceived personal satisfaction based on the services 
they receive (Aberbach and Christensen 2005). People 
approach and interact with the administrative state as a 
key source to guarantee their rights and/or meet their 
needs. That is, individuals cannot choose from several 
providers that issue or approve government documents, 
welfare enrollments, program registration, or subsidies, 
among many other public services. Although for-profit 
organizations are increasingly involved in delivering 
public goods and services—often through partnerships 
or contracts with government agencies—the govern-

ment ultimately retains a monopoly over the provision 
of goods and services that enable the full exercise of in-
dividuals’ political, civil, or economic rights (Brinker-
hoff and Brinkerhoff 2011; Fountain 2001; Hasenfeld 
1972; Kear 2013; Mastracci 2022). 

Moreover, the sellers in the market seek to maximize 
profit and provide a range of goods to secure that end. 
In the public sector, in stark contrast, the fundamen-
tal goal is to benefit the public good. That aspiration 
implies an equitable distribution of services, even if 
achieving that end implies less efficient decisions from 
a market logic perspective. More profoundly, serving 
the public requires viewing individuals as rights-bear-
ing agents rather than consumers of rights. The ascen-
dence of market logic in government reforms in recent 
decades—at least in the United States—has introduced 
a logic of price differentiation for some public goods, 
which may exacerbate existing inequities (Fountain 
2001; Wolf 1993). For instance, people can pay more 
for expedited passports or driver’s licenses and inspec-
tion services, construction licenses, airport screening, 
and some visa and residency approvals. While some can 
afford to pay these fees, others cannot. 

Time is a fixed resource and, although intangible, the 
outcomes of its use are not. Those who spend less time 
seeking and waiting to obtain government services can 
dedicate more time to other personal and professional 
activities than their counterparts who have no choice. 
Furthermore, those who wait less time to obtain needed 
government services may more expeditiously plan per-
sonal activities that depend on receiving such assistance. 
An overlapping factor that conflates with race and eth-
nicity while waiting is socioeconomic status (Holt and 
Vinopal 2023). Low-income individuals with lower ed-
ucational attainment also lack social capital, and their 
networks are less capable of navigating highly bureau-
cratic government systems, which could result in lon-
ger wait times and more uncertainty (Christensen et al. 
2020; Herd and Moynihan 2019). In contrast, individ-
uals with higher educational attainment, incomes, and 
denser social networks enjoy more resources to identify 
and address government service requirements and pro-
cedures, comply with eligibility requirements, interact 
with street-level officials, pay differentiated prices when 
they wish, and exert influence more generally (Harvey 
2015; Moynihan and Herd n.d.).

People who lack resources are generally constrained 
by time. They also tend to have greater workloads, in-
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cluding domestic work, informal and inflexible jobs, 
and a relative dearth of social capital (Holt and Vinopal 
2023). In such situations, seeking government services 
may decrease the amount of time available for these in-
dividuals to work and earn money. For instance, care-
givers and single parents, particularly women, often 
cannot leave their jobs to seek state services, nor can they 
readily pay for a babysitter (Herd and Moynihan 2019; 
Martin 2024). They are more likely to sacrifice work 
hours to manage these administrative burdens, resulting 
in significant opportunity costs and lost wages. Seefeldt 
(2017) demonstrated that U.S. women from low- and 
middle-income families endure long wait times while 
seeking public benefits. Previous empirical studies have 
suggested this trade-off can result in a significant loss of 
money or even mental exhaustion for those lacking re-
sources. In consequence, otherwise entitled individuals 
may decide to postpone their applications or give up, 
even though doing so results in losing vital resources or 
rights to which they are entitled, and that could hinder 
their fulfillment of individual needs (e.g., Briceno-Mos-
quera 2023; Halili 2020; Herd and Moynihan 2019; 
Masood et al. 2021).

Because time is a scarce resource, it has economic 
value. Implicitly, the value of anything is equivalent 
to the amount of time required to make it or the time 
someone is willing to spend to acquire it. Since Becker 
(1965) first published his seminal theory of the allo-
cation of time, the economic value of time has been 
associated with individual earnings and consumption 
as a result of activities distributed in a time frame. It 
follows that the use of time in waiting while seeking 
government services results in foregone earnings. Time 
that is not compensated could even be considered wage 
theft (Carswell et al. 2019; Kennedy 2015).

Long wait times intersect with other factors, such 
as immigration status. Immigrants, regardless of their 
socioeconomic status, credentials, and social capital, 
expend considerable amounts of time gathering docu-
mentation and waiting for visas, work authorizations, 
asylum or residence approvals that affect, among other 
elements of their lives, employment opportunities, so-
cial mobility, and access to housing and health services 
(Gonzales 2022; Obinna 2020). It is one thing for a 
citizen or permanent resident to look for work and par-
ticipate in the labor market with broad mobility across 
sectors and positions. It is, however, quite another and 
far more complicated challenge for an immigrant or ref-

ugee who depends upon state recognition of that status 
and legal authorization to apply for and accept a job 
offer (Bier 2019; Obinna 2020). Furthermore, immi-
gration measures to enter or remain in the United States 
have become far more complex regarding the docu-
mentation and fees required in recent years and now 
also often involve long wait times to obtain decisions 
(Moynihan et al. 2022). Despite the importance of 
time, the uneven distribution across population groups 
of wait times for government service delivery is often 
normalized or taken as given. 

Racialized Administrative Burdens and Use of 
Time While Seeking Government Services

Administrative red tape refers to unnecessary inter- and 
intra-administrative bureaucratic procedures that can 
increase wait and response times for applicants (Brewer 
and Walker 2010). Instead, racialized administrative 
burdens are the result of both program designs and pro-
cedures as well as SLB discretion that may favor certain 
groups or discriminate against specific group members. 
Most studies of biases in wait times across races have 
focused on access to public health services (e.g., Andaya 
2019; Lu et al. 2021; Ohlson 2020) and voting (Petti-
grew 2017). Yet, if empirical studies were carried out 
using wait times specifically in other settings, that gap 
might also be evident in other realms. From an organiza-
tional perspective, the gap in wait times may result from 
the fact that the programs, procedures, and paperwork 
for accessing government services may reflect a propen-
sity to favor Whiteness. Ray (2019) observed that the 
administrative state relies on organizations to operate 
and deliver services, and those organizations prioritize 
Whiteness in their bureaucratic structures, hierarchy, 
rules and practices, resources, and policy decision-mak-
ing. Thus, when non-Whites seek government services, 
they may find more roadblocks, including language 
barriers, additional procedures and paperwork, and a 
biased exercise of administrative discretion. Racialized 
burdens normalize and reinforce patterns of racial in-
equality in public services, simultaneously reproducing 
disparate treatment while obscuring discrimination be-
cause bureaucratic actors are “just following the rules” 
(Ray et al. 2022, 139).

Empirical studies have demonstrated that Black and 
Hispanic applicants to government services experience 
discrimination and barriers because of their race (Ober-
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field and Icantalupo 2021; Pratt and Hahn 2021). Roth-
stein (2017) demonstrated through several case studies 
how even the personal discretion exercised by real estate 
agents, as well as broader residence and mortgage pol-
icies, were upheld by government policies designed to 
favor Whites and segregate African Americans. Schol-
ars also have demonstrated how African American and 
Hispanic veterans have experienced higher scrutiny 
and greater resistance to accessing benefits compared 
to White veterans (e.g., Logue et al 2010; Ortiz 2009; 
Skocpol 1992). Schram et al. (2009) demonstrated that 
social workers penalized Black and Hispanic applicants 
more heavily when failing to complete paperwork or 
for missing an appointment compared to Whites who 
had behaved similarly. Historically, African American 
women have been disparaged as “welfare queens” and 
subjected to greater scrutiny when applying for govern-
ment services (Cammett 2016; Nadasen 2007; Powell 
and Rich 2020). Briceno-Mosquera (2023) demon-
strated that some undocumented students who were 
entitled to benefits from in-state resident tuition policy 
could not access higher education, were delayed in do-
ing so, or had to pay out-of-state tuition because of the 
administrative burdens and long wait times they expe-
rienced when applying for such support from several 
higher education institutions. 

Longer wait times experienced by racialized mi-
norities have also been used as a political weapon to 
portray people of color as those who most often seek 
social services and who benefit disproportionately from 
them (Avery and Peffley 2003). In fact, Whites apply 
for government services at a higher rate and benefit the 
most from them (Gilens 2009; Hero and Preuhs 2007; 
Schram 2005). However, their wait times to obtain such 
support may be shorter because organizational policies 
and procedures, language access, paperwork, and docu-
mentation are designed for them, and they do not face 
the same scrutiny as Blacks and Hispanics in those pro-
cesses.

Data and Model

We analyze nationally representative cross-sectional data 
from the American Time Use Survey (ATUS) spanning 
2003 to 2022 to examine the time use disparities across 

racial groups when seeking government services. ATUS 
is conducted by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 
(BLS) as a part of the Census Bureau’s Current Popu-
lation Survey (CPS). CPS ATUS respondents complete 
time diaries to report time spent in several activities, 
including government services. It is administered by 
telephone and asks respondents to share how they spent 
their time in the previous 24 hours across various ac-
tivities (e.g., working, training, sleeping, childcare, 
education, seeking government services). Respondents 
are randomly selected from CPS households. BLS staff 
send selected respondents a letter informing them of the 
day and time that they will be contacted. The survey 
questions require 15 to 20 minutes.

Holt and Vinopal (2023) used ATUS data to 
demonstrate differences in time use among individu-
als focusing on socioeconomic status and its impact by 
race. Other scholars have used the ATUS survey to ex-
plore racial and ethnic differences in seeking health care 
(Carr, Ibuka, and Russell 2010), in unpaid household 
work (Krantz-Kent 2009), and in medical leave (Good-
man et al. 2022), among others. We took a different ap-
proach by focusing on time spent seeking government 
services specifically. We conducted linear and probabi-
listic regression analyses to test whether race, ethnicity, 
and other economic and sociodemographic factors were 
associated with longer wait times when seeking govern-
ment services, and to estimate the likelihood of waiting 
based on those variables.

Dependent Variable
For the linear multiple regression model (OLS), the 
dependent variable was the total amount of time spent 
in minutes seeking government services such as social 
services (e.g., applying for unemployment benefits, 
applying for welfare, food assistance benefits, talking 
to or meeting a social worker); obtaining licenses and 
paying fines, fees, taxes (e.g., driver’s licenses, pass-
ports, paying property taxes at government offices), 
using police and fire services; waiting associated with 
using government services; travel related to using gov-
ernment services, and time spent in calls to and from 
public officials.1  

Since the ATUS reports time in daily minutes, we 
estimated the time per week for easier and clearer in-

1. Those categories refer to ATUS 2022 Lexicon, Code 10-01 “Government Services and Civil Obligations.” Categories used: 01, 02, 
03; Code 10-03 “Waiting Associated with Government Services” subcategories 04, 05. 
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terpretation. We multiplied the daily time reported 
by seven days to obtain a weekly estimate. Modifying 
the variables in the same proportion, either weekly, 
monthly, or annually, in no way affects the coefficients’ 
significance. Please see Appendix A for an analysis of 
different time frames. For the probabilistic regression 
model, we categorized the dummy variable as zero (0) 
for those who did not report seeking and waiting for 
government services and one (1) for those who reported 
spending more time than zero waiting for any govern-
ment service. The probabilistic regression model was 
used primarily to estimate the likelihood of wait times 
across races.

Independent Variables
Our primary explanatory variables of interest were 
race and ethnicity. In our first specification model, 
race/ethnicity was a categorical variable. We cre-
ated dummy variables for each category: White only 
non-Hispanic, Black only non-Hispanic, Asian only 
non-Hispanic, Other races non-Hispanic, and His-
panic only.2 In our second model, we added predictor 
variables that prior research has suggested are associ-
ated with variations in wait times: Age, gender, and 
educational attainment (Carr et al. 2010; Wight et 
al. 2013). Age was a continuous variable; age squared 
captured the nonlinear effects of age on time use, if 
any; that is, whether younger and older people wait 
longer than people in the middle of the age distri-
bution do. Sex was a dummy variable (women = 1, 
men = 0). The ATUS does not distinguish among in-
dividuals based on gender identity but only reported 
sex measured binarily. Educational attainment was 
an ordinal variable measuring the individual’s high-
est educational level. We also added control variables 
such as weekly earnings, having a partner—whether 
the individual lives with a partner or is married—the 
number of children in the household (a continuous 
variable); employment status (a dummy variable un-
employed (1) or employed (0)), and whether the in-
dividual was actively looking for work or not (1 = 
looking, 0 = not looking). For each regression, we 
added year-fixed effects, and we employed ethnicity/
race weights in all regressions.

Our specifications for the OLS models follows:
Yti = α + β1Race/Ethnicityi + εi 				  
	 (1)
Yti =  α + β1Race/Ethnicityi + β2 Agei + β3 Age^2 i + β4Sexi 
+ β5Educ.Attainmenti + Β6SES + Β7PresencePartneri 
+ β8Childreni + β9Employmenti + β10SeekingJobi + εi	
	 (2)

Our probit regression model follows:
Pr(Y=1) Ytti~ dy/dx = α + β1Race/Ethnicityi + β2 Agei + 
β3 Age^2 i + β4Sexi + β5Educ.Attainmenti + Β6SESi + 
Β7PresencePartneri + β8Childreni + β9Employmenti + 
β10SeekingJobi + εi					   
	 (3)

Limitations

ATUS participant time diaries record only time spent 
in the previous 24 hours, which may miss accumulated 
time seeking government services. Depending on the 
service, requesting public documents or seeking other 
specific government assistance can take several days, 
weeks, or even months. Since ATUS only reports the 
time an individual spends in one day, that fact may have 
limited our analysis. Our dataset had a very large num-
ber of respondents reporting zero minutes of applying 
and waiting for government services, which is a signif-
icant limitation in terms of variability and predictions. 
Yet, considering previous studies, the time reported as 
zero could result from respondents conflating the time 
and outcome of the service in two ways. First, individu-
als might have requested or sought government services 
without receiving any outcome or service, which they 
could conflate with nothing (Venkatesh et al. 2016). 
Second, respondents might conflate efficiency in the de-
livery of the service with a minimum amount of time, 
also perceived as zero (Wisniewski 1996; Zeithaml et 
al. 1990).

 Yet, given previous work, we chose to employ 
OLS to analyze our model, even with a zero pile-up 
(Holt and Vinopal 2023; Sturman 1999; Sturman et 
al. 2022). Additionally, we conducted an OLS model 
omitting zeros and found similar results, and a proba-
bilistic regression model that estimated marginal effects 
with times greater than zero minutes. We also recognize 

2. We recognize that the approaches to meaningfully categorize Hispanics in data analysis continue to evolve. Our data analysis in 
this article follows the categories used by the U.S. Department of Labor in data gathering. Our results are therefore limited by their 
approach and should be read with those limitations in mind.
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the low adjusted R-squared, which could indicate that 
our predictor variables are not explaining the variation 
in the use of time when seeking government services. 
However, this is a common result when using ATUS 
data, given the high pile-up of zeros (e.g., Holt and Vi-
nopal 2023; Wight et al. 2013).

Data Analysis Results

Table 1 reports a descriptive analysis of the weekly 
time used when seeking government services by race. 
On average, Blacks spend 1.7 times as much time and 
Hispanics 1.6 times more time compared to Whites 
when waiting for government services. Considering the 
maximum time in minutes reported daily, if this were 
estimated per week, Blacks would spend on average 3.0 
hours more than Whites (2695–2520 = 175 minutes), 
and Hispanics 2.3 hours more than Whites (2660–
2520 = 140 minutes) waiting to obtain public services 
of various sorts. If the analysis were estimated annually, 
Whites spend, on average, 11.71 hours less than Blacks 
and 16 hours less than Hispanics seeking and awaiting 
government services. See also Figure 1, which illustrates 
the means of weekly time spent seeking or waiting for 
public services.

Table 1. Weekly Minutes Spent Seeking and 
Waiting for Government Services 2003–2022 by 
Race

Race/ 
Ethnicity

N Mean
Std. 
dev.

Min Max

White 160,704 1.240 28.836 0 2,520
Black 30,967 2.144 42.486 0 2,695
Asian 8,396 1.076 27.071 0 1,260

Hispanic 32,235 2.069 47.488 0 2,660
Others 4,289 1.865 43.344 0 2,100
Total 236,591        

Table 2 reports the time used when seeking govern-
ment services by type of service and race. When analyz-
ing time spent by type of public service, social services 
(e.g., Medicaid, food stamps, TANF, etc.) and waiting 
for calls from government officials comprised the high-
est wait times for all racial groups. Yet, Whites spend 
almost one-third less time waiting for social services 
(mean = 0.245 minutes) than do Blacks (mean = 0.657) 
and Hispanics (mean = 0.773), and about a quarter less 
time than other races expend in the same circumstance 
(1.118). In terms of waiting for calls from government 
officials, Whites wait an average of 5.146 minutes per 

0 .5 1 1.5 2
Mean Time Spent in Government Services

Others

Hispanic

Asian

Black

White

Figure 1. Weekly Minutes Spent Seeking and Waiting for Government Services  
2003–2022 by Race and Ethnicity
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week, while Blacks wait 7.154 minutes. Notably, the 
wait time for Hispanics in this regard is low compared 
to other races (mean = 2.124), possibly due to that 
group’s preference for personal interaction rather than 
telephone, as other studies have demonstrated (Bu-
choltz 2009; Evans et al. 2000); and due to English lan-
guage barriers for Hispanic speakers, for whom holding 
an interview, receiving information, or asking questions 
in English is often onerous, especially on the telephone 
(Engstrom and Won Min 2004; Nathenson et al. 2016). 
If the standard deviation is considered, Blacks wait 1.3 
hours longer (SD = 434.56 ~ 7.24 hours) than Whites 
(SD = 363.91 ~ 6.0 hours) for telephone calls from gov-
ernment officials. See also the use of time and waiting 
weighted among the types of government services and 
races in Figure 2. Overall, non-Whites dedicate more 
time to seeking and awaiting government services, and 
their time distribution shows a substantially higher vari-
ability as well. 

Table 3 reports model specification results. Com-
pared to Whites as the reference group, in all specifi-
cation models, being Black or Hispanic is associated 
with a higher use of time when seeking and waiting for 
government services. In Model 2, when controlling for 
other variables, Blacks and Hispanics spend 0.669 and 
0.662 minutes as much time on government services 
as Whites. In other words, Whites spend about a third 
less time waiting for government services than Blacks 
and Hispanics do. Age, although statistically signifi-
cant, does not represent substantial variation in waiting 
time. Educational attainment is not statistically signif-
icant in explaining variation in time use when seeking 
government services. Unsurprisingly, socioeconomic 
status (SES) measured in weekly earnings is statistically 
significant in explaining the use of time when seeking 
government services. Higher weekly earnings are asso-
ciated with decreased wait time for government ser-
vices. Being married or having a permanent partner is 
associated with a decrease of 0.8 minutes when seeking 
government services. This result is consistent with pre-
vious studies that found that single parenting or marital 
status was associated with higher learning, compliance, 
and psychological costs (Edwards et al. 2023; Herd and 
Moynihan 2019), which could also result in higher 
waiting times. In addition, a greater number of children 
in the household was associated with an increase in wait 
time by 0.264 minutes. Being unemployed was also as-
sociated with an increase of 0.534 minutes of wait time Ta
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when seeking government services, which is expected. 
Involvement in a job is also a statistically significant 
variable associated with a slight increase of 0.013 min-
utes when seeking government services. Appendix A 
shows similar results when analyzing the monthly use 
of time.

Table 4 reports the probabilities of waiting when 
seeking government services. The likelihood that a 
White person spends time waiting is 0.09%, that of a 
Black person  is 0.18%, and that of a Hispanic person 
is 0.12%, with a confidence level of 95%. These results 
are consistent with our previous OLS results, suggest-
ing that Blacks and Hispanics are more likely to wait 
longer than Whites when seeking government services. 
Table 4 also shows that women are more likely to wait 
longer than men. See also Figure 3 and note that the 
x-axis measures the probability of reporting any number 
of minutes greater than zero (pr/Time Higher Zero/). 
Previous work has demonstrated that women bear a 
disproportionate share of wait time (Abramovitz 2017; 
Rodriguez et al.1996), partly because social norms make 
women more responsible for caring for their homes and 
families (Mastracci 2013). Also, based on the results, 

having less than a graduate education, higher weekly 
earnings, having more children, being unemployed, and 
looking for a job increase the likelihood of longer wait 
times while interacting with the administrative state.

Conclusion

Everyone interacts with the administrative state while 
seeking government services and or requesting official 
documents; in doing so, individuals allocate time and 
often wait. We found that Blacks and Hispanics spend 
more time waiting for government services by 1.7 and 
1.6 times, respectively, compared to Whites. When con-
trolling for other sociodemographic variables such as 
age, gender, educational attainment, and marital status, 
on average, Whites spend about a third less time wait-
ing for government services than Blacks and Hispanics 
do. We also found that socioeconomic status (SES) cor-
relates with race, which is consistent with one previous 
study exploring the time cost of waiting for various ac-
tivities (Holt and Vinopal 2023). 

Our findings indicate that Blacks and Hispanics face 
greater challenges in exercising their agency over their 

Figure 2. Weekly Minutes Spent Seeking and Waiting for Government Services 2003-2022 by Type and 
Race (Means Weight) 
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limited time. The increased time spent waiting and nav-
igating processes faced by these groups may stem from 
their need to invest more time in understanding policies 
or government services and fulfilling requirements—
such as completing forms, gathering documentation, 
traveling to offices, or awaiting communication from 
public officials—and, crucially, enduring longer wait 
times. This puts them at a significant disadvantage in 
society more broadly. The differences in the use of time 
and waiting create a separate, segregated, and excluded 

experience, preventing some from full integration so-
cioeconomically, civically, and politically.

Waiting is a universal experience (Bailey 2019; Fos-
ter 2019). However, waiting is not experienced in the 
same way by everyone; it differs in dimensions, fre-
quency, duration, perception, and the emotions that 
it occasions. Time spent waiting for a passport, airport 
security screening, car registration, or voter registration 
card differs from the experience of waiting for approval 
for welfare benefits, a work permit, or state identifica-
tion. Moreover, the perceptions and emotions while 
waiting in person differ from the time spent waiting on 
the telephone or waiting for a response to a previous 
query. Waiting on the telephone, while advantageous if 
the individual is engaged in other activities, can lead to 
further frustration if the petitioner needs help commu-
nicating in English. In such situations, when the citizen 
cannot see the body language of the SLB, that fact can 
itself represent a communication barrier and foster a 
perception of lack of control over the situation, as well 
as mistrust. Waiting in an office, while involving com-
mute costs and potentially restricting other activities, 
can be advantageous for individuals with language bar-
riers when it clarifies situations, results in body language 
assurance, and builds trust.

Our findings reinforce the need to delve into the 
meaning of spending more time and waiting for those 
enduring it. The normalization of biases in wait times 
reproduces the exclusion of certain groups (e.g., His-
panics, Blacks, women, and single parents). Along with 
longer wait times, marginalized groups already lack eco-
nomic resources in comparative terms, meaning that 
wait times exacerbate their already disadvantaged posi-
tion. Indeed, in the United States, Blacks and Hispanics 
experience higher overall rates of poverty, lower levels 
of income, and lower educational attainment (Cameron 
and Heckman 2001; Gradin 2012) than Whites. 

The implementation of complex procedures and 
mechanisms designed to prevent fraud and abuse and 
improve efficiency may account for the increased time 
experienced by people of color; however, in practice, 
these processes are often racialized (Gilens 2009). Under 
the justification of avoiding fraud and abuse, govern-
ments have created rules and procedures that demand 
more documentation and evidence and more rigorous 
scrutiny of Blacks and Hispanics than Whites (Ray et al. 
2023). Also, in the name of efficiency and fairness, the 
administrative state has designed standardized applica-

Table 3. Regression Results: Gaps in Time Used 
When Seeking Government Services 2003–2022 
(Weekly Minutes)

Model 1 Model 2

Race/Ethnicity    

White (Referent Group)     

Black .903 0.669

      (.212)*  (2.177)*

Asian –.163 .–0.094

     (.382)  (0.386)

Hispanic .828 0.662

    (.208)*  (0.218)*

Other .625 0.441

     (.528)  (0.530)

Demographic    

Age   0.084 (0.023) *

Age^2   .–0.0008
(0.0002) *

Woman   0.049
 (0.146)

Educational Attainment    

High School   .–0.187
(–0.248)

Some College   0.378 (0.265)

College Degree   0.077 (0.255)

Graduate Degree   0.001 (0.307)

Socio Economic Status (SES—
Weekly earnings)

  .–4.83e 
 (1.21e)*

Control for Other Factors    

Spouse/Partner present   .–0.805 (0.177) *

Number household children   0.264 (0.073) *

Unemployed   0.534 (0.218) *

Seeking Job   0.013 (0.003) *

Constant  1.240   (.085) .–0.213        (0.518)

R-squared 0.0001 0.0004

N 236,591 236,591

Note: Standard errors are in parentheses. *p < .05 
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Table 4. Likelihood of Waiting When Seeking Government Services, 2003–2022 (Weekly Minutes)

    Delta-method        

  dy/dx std. err. z P>z [95% conf. interval]

             

Race/Ethnicity            
White 0.0009 0.0007 1.35 0.177 –0.00040 0.00219
Black 0.0018* 0.0008 2.4 0.016 0.00033 0.00330
Hispanic 0.0012* 0.0008 1.66 0.097 –0.00023 0.00272
Others 0.0016 0.0012 1.3 0.194 –0.00080 0.00396
Demographic            
Age 0.0002* 0.0000 3.95 0.000 0.00009 0.00027
Age^2 0.0000* 0.0000 –3.91 0.000 0.00000 0.00000
Woman 0.0003 0.0003 1.22 0.221 –0.00021 0.00090
Educational Attainment            
High School 0.0005 0.0005 1.01 0.313 –0.00046 0.00143
Some College 0.0013* 0.0005 2.69 0.007 0.00036 0.00233
College Degree 0.0017* 0.0005 3.55 0.000 0.00078 0.00269
Graduate Degree –0.0015* 0.0006 2.59 0.010 –0.00037 –0.00272
Control for Other Variables            
Weekly earnings (SES) – 0.0199* 2.73E–09 –7.27 0.000 0.00000 0.00000
Spouse/Partner present –0.0022* 0.0003 –6.34 0.000 –0.00289 –0.00153
Number household children 0.0006* 0.0001 4.42 0.000 0.00032 0.00084
Unemployed 0.0010* 0.0004 2.28 0.022 0.00014 0.00186
Seeking Job 0.0000* 4.10E-06 3.16 0.002 0.00000 0.00002

Figure 3. Likelihood of Waiting Time When Seeking Government Services  
2003–2022 (Weekly Minutes)
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tion forms and procedures that exclude ipso facto certain 
population groups. 

Put plainly, White people are not exposed to racial-
ized administrative burdens (Ray et al. 2023). Although 
nominally, everyone faces the same requirements and 
procedures, and many rules are justified to avoid fraud 
and increase efficiency, in the end, they reinforce racial 
inequalities because their design and practices privilege 
members of the majority demographic. Differentiated 
policy requirements, fees, and processes imposed by 
the administrative state become exclusion, power, and 
control. The administrative burdens scholarship has 
demonstrated that race results in disparate policy out-
comes (Herd and Moynihan 2019; Meier et al. 1989). 
Uneven distribution of time costs further embeds sys-
tematic inequality. Indeed, being White is an implicit 
social credential or privilege that buffers a person from 
otherwise burdensome administrative practices (Ray 
et al. 2023, 140) and results in shorter wait times. In 
this way, the administrative state produces varied forms 
of citizenship/membership and reproduces inequali-
ties based on race, gender, and income (Carswell et al. 
2019).

Policy Implications
The administrative state serves as an agent of symbolic 
and cultural production and reproduction, establishing 
and enforcing specific routines and rituals as it operates. 
While spending time and waiting are expected when ac-
cessing government services, for some individuals, these 
norms have created a situation where extended wait 
times are normalized, anticipated, and seen as inevita-
ble. Some scholars argue that imposing waiting times is 
a strategy of domination, whether intentional or not, 
that ultimately affects the most disadvantaged (Auyero 
2012; Foster 2019; Seefeldt 2017). The famed sociolo-
gist and social theorist Pierre Bourdieu (1989, 25) put 
this concern plainly when he observed that “making 
people wait is one of the privileged ways of experiencing 
the effects of power.” 

Individuals who must devote more time seeking 
government services and wait longer to benefit from 
welfare programs also bear the opportunity cost of fore-
going or postponing other life activities. For instance, 
individuals who must wait for a driver’s license cannot 
travel to work, attend medical appointments, go to the 
grocery store, and so on, without risking additional 
costs. Individuals who depend on and must wait for 

return telephone calls or responses to emails have no 
choice but to wait. These opportunity costs illustrate 
forms of social injustice that have been normalized and 
reproduced via rules and practices embedded in the ad-
ministrative state. Auyero (2012) has similarly argued 
that daily interactions of disadvantaged groups with the 
state are mediated by bureaucratic practices that make 
them patients of the state instead of engaged citizens, as 
the epigraph to this article suggests (Auyero 2012, 187).

Differences in wait times also result in a hierarchy 
of attention to certain societal groups and are rooted 
in racialized burdens at the institutional level (Ray et 
al. 2023). Marginalized individuals bear the burdens 
and consequences of wait times, while public organi-
zations are typically not held accountable for imposing 
them (Chudnovsky and Peeters 2021). Wait times also 
produce negative emotive states in those affected. All 
implementation and policy processes, including service 
delivery by the administrative state, impose emotional 
consequences (Portillo et al. 2022) and create feedback 
effects (Arnold 1990). Feedback theory posits that in-
dividuals develop negative attitudes toward the gov-
ernment when their experiences have been frustrating 
or they have not received the attention they expected 
(Moynihan and Soss 2014). Service-providing agencies 
that appear routinely to impose wait-related costs ineq-
uitably may prompt entire groups of citizens to perceive 
and judge the entire government negatively, as a result, 
yielding distrust of the administrative state as a whole 
(Benton and Landgrave 2024).

The design and implementation of public policies 
establish citizenship and membership, shape participa-
tion, and transmit messages regarding everyone’s roles 
in society (Wichowsky and Moynihan 2008). Past stud-
ies have shown that how a public service is administered 
and implemented matters: whether the administration 
is perceived as fair or arbitrary (Tyler 2010) greatly af-
fects citizen and community members’ perceptions, 
conveying messages about their value as individuals. In 
short, negative experiences with the state can alienate 
people from their government (Campbell 2012).

Underestimating the time spent waiting by minority 
group members constitutes a subtle form of social in-
justice, even as it represents a symbol of power (Auyero 
2012; Foster 2019), which has largely been overlooked 
by public administration (Cohen 2018). Delays in cit-
izenship naturalization or immigration decisions, wel-
fare program approvals, and basic government services, 
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as well as unanswered calls from street-level workers, are 
a few examples of how imposing time costs can become 
a means of wielding power in practice that may result in 
limiting personal activities in other realms and denying 
basic rights. 

Uneven waiting time distribution across popula-
tion groups de facto creates different membership cate-
gories and societal roles. Powerless groups wait longer 
(Auyero 2012; Foster 2019). This phenomenon im-
plies that there are certain individuals for whom the 
system works and responds efficiently and effectively 
to their needs and those for whom it does not. More-
over, privileged groups enjoy greater agency regarding 
when, where, and how to wait; they can also plan since 
they experience less uncertainty and frustration at the 
hands of SLBs. The functionality of government ser-
vices needs to be revisited by examining both power 
imbalances and the unequal effects they reproduce for 
already marginalized groups. Even if individuals re-
ceive what they were seeking following a significant 
period of waiting, future research could focus on how 
administrative state decision processes result in feel-
ings of disrespect, anger, frustration, and resignation, 
as well as intimidation and humiliation among mi-
nority group members. 

Scholars also need to learn more about racialized 
organizational sources, structures, resources, and 
decision-making that result in burdens imposed on 
already-disadvantaged individuals and result in dis-
parate effects by race (Ray et al. 2023). Public admin-
istration scholars and practitioners should reflect on 
ensuring reasonable wait times for all citizens. Could 
governments establish reasonable wait time targets 
while also developing mechanisms that make waiting 
less onerous? Could government reduce wait times 
by disseminating more information in languages ac-
cessible to different groups? Could government cre-
ate differentiated procedures for accessing services 
that respond to target groups’ particular needs and 
contexts? Should there be clear and stiff sanctions 
for public officials who do not respond in a timely 
manner to vulnerable population member inquiries? 
Future research could build upon our results in these 
ways and more.
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Appendix A. Regression Results: Gaps in Time Used When Seeking Government Services 2003–2022 
(Monthly Time Measured in Minutes)

Model 1 Model 2
Race/Ethnicity
White (Reference Category)
Black 3.874 2.869

(0.909) (0.933)
Asian –0.702  –0.403

(1.639) (1.655)
Hispanic Any Race 3.549 2.840

(0.894) (0.935)
Other Races 2.679 1.890

(2.266) (2.271)
Demographics
Age 0.360

(0.102)
Age Squared –0.003

(0.001)
Woman 0.210

(0.628)
Educational Attainment
High School –0.802

(1.065)
Some College 1.621

(1.139)
College Degree 0.334

(1.094)
Graduate Degree 0.004

(1.319)
Socioeconomic Status (Weekly Earnings) 0.000

(0.000)
Controls for Other Factors
Spouse/Partner Present –3.448

(0.762)
Number of Household Children 1.134

(.314)

Unemployed 2.291
(0.936)

Seeking Work  0.056
(0.015)

Constant 5.315 –0.915
(0.365)
(2.220)

R-Squared 0.0001 0.0002

Number of Observations 236,591 236,591
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