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Administrative costs in health care—A scoping review

Eugenia Larjow

Department of Health Care Management, Institute of Public Health and Nursing Research, Faculty of Human and Health Sciences, University of Bremen,

Grazer StrafSe 2a, 28359 Bremen, Germany

1. Introduction

Some of the typical statements surrounding administrative
activities in health care include complaints about too much time
doctors and nurses are spending with activities outside patient
care. These activities include, for instance, filling out paperwork,
tasks related to the implementation of new rules, or worrying
about payers’ additional requests on billing information. In this con-
text, bureaucracy and rising health care administration costs are a
matter of continuous debate in health policy and health services
research [1,2]. However, a closer look reveals that both, the con-
cept and the level of health care administration costs are actually
unclear.

Administrative costs (AC) in health care are usually associated
with resource use for non-patient contact activities. Despite the
functional purposes of these activities (see Table 1), health care
practitioners and experts often refer to them in public discus-
sions as a wasteful task group [3,4]. This argumentation is usually
connected with the intention to highlight an imbalance between
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administrative requirements and reimbursed time left to carry out
the original health care work. Consequently, such complaints indi-
cate demands to restructure actual regulatory policies - either
at the level of administrative requirements or at the reimburse-
ment level. The development of appropriate alternatives first and
foremost requires a clarification of following aspects: (1) how are
administrative tasks defined; (2) how much resources do they
consume; (3) how to distinguish between appropriate from inap-
propriate administrative activities, and what are the costs of both;
and finally, (4) how to assess the tolerable volume of AC?

For the first two issues, several approaches exist. The Sys-
tem of Health Accounts (SHA) by the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD) suggests how to opera-
tionalise administration from an economics perspective. Following
the main distinction between health care functions, health care
provision, and financing schemes OECD-countries estimate their
expenditures related to predefined administrative cost categories
[5]. The assignment to administrative functions as defined by OECD
is guided by transaction-related emphasis on public and private
expenditures for health care provision represented by the ques-
tion “from whom to whom” [6]. For non-OECD countries, the
World Health Organization (WHO) coordinates a similarly struc-
tured reporting system which compiles health care expenditures
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Table 1

Administrative functions and related activity types in health care sectors of the U.S. Health Care System.?

Function/component Health insurance Hospitals

Nursing homes

Physician Firms Consumers/individuals

Transaction-related Claims processing Admitting, billing

Benefits management Statistical analysis,

quality assistance,

Management
information system

Admitting, billing

Management
information system

Billing Tracking employee
hires/terminations

Internal analyses

Submitting claims

Management
information system

Tracking expenses
eligible for

plan design reimbursement
Selling and marketing Underwriting, Strategic planning,  Strategic planning  Advertising Flexible benefit programs Search costs
risk/premiums, advertising
advertising
Regulatory/compliance  Premium taxes, Waste Discharge planning Licensing Filling summary plan Mandated benefit
reserve management requirements description, (adapted by laws
requirements author:) employer
obligations

a Source: Thorpe 1992, p. 43 [3].

as National Health Accounts (NHA) [7]. Both estimating strate-
gies attempt to harmonise the information on financial flows in
health care. Due to the consistent classification, the associated
databases enable cross-national comparisons of AC. Still, com-
parisons should be focused on countries with similar health care
system designs [3,5,8]. The macro-understanding of SHA/NHA cap-
tures costs being required by the function “governance, and health
system and financing administration” as well as by classified agen-
cies who are responsible for administering and financing. Yet, the
reporting structure does not indicate AC of public health services,
nor the AC of health care providers if administration is not the pri-
mary goal of their goods and services. Hence, only less structured
advice can be derived from OECD guidance on the definition and the
monetary amounts of administrative tasks for system participants
without regulatory or policy mandates [5]. However, fragmented
examples of provider related definitions of administrative tasks
are routine procedures such as completing and updating patient
records, or paperwork for consumers; administrative activities of
preventive services might relate to programme design, monitoring
and evaluation [6].

Especially from the perspective of providers or local agencies,
analyses of country-specific health monitoring data enhance the
understanding of national trends and strategies in dealing with
given administrative standards and regulatory mechanisms. Exam-
ples of national provider data, as defined in this study, are Medicare
and Medicaid reports, American Medical Association’s (AMA) sur-
veys, as well as restricted-use files provided by research centres or
consulting companies. These sources include additional informa-
tion that extends the understanding of AC as they expand the view
beyond summaries of monetary flows. Additional information is,
for instance, hours worked in hospital departments separated by
cost centres such as data processing, editing of patient accounts
and admissions, or nursing management [9,10]. Such details are
not found in highly aggregated financial summaries being designed
for international comparisons. Furthermore, some national sources
enable qualitative insights into the consequences of administra-
tive circumstances. This is illustrated, for example, in a study
by Woolhandler and Himmelstein [11]. The authors monitored
practitioners’ perceptions of working conditions related to admin-
istrative resource usage based on restricted-use data from Health
Tracking Physician Survey, which was maintained by the Robert
Wood Johnson Foundation.

As a further framework, the concept of regulatory compliance
costs assessment focuses on the measurement of excessive admin-
istration. This approach has been developed and refined in OECD
countries in recent years [12]; it addresses primarily the latter
function displayed in Table 1. The idea of this approach is to sys-
tematically quantify administrative burdens caused by national
legislation. Subsequently, compliance cost and regulatory impact
assessment should provide guidance on how to remove burden-

some and unnecessary regulations or, at least, how to simplify them
[13,14]. The basic methodology of this approach is called Standard
Cost Model (SCM) [15,16]. The core element of this framework is
the definition of administrative activities as legal duties to pro-
cure or to compile information, and to make it available either
to public authorities or, more generally, to third parties. Relevant
activities comprise, for instance, familiarising oneself with the reg-
ulatory requirements, identifying compliance options, procuring
required equipment, staff training, record-keeping, or transmit-
ting and publishing data [17]. Thus, AC are defined as compliance
costs which include the total measureable time expenditure and
the costs incurred by citizens, business and public authorities in
order to comply with legislation [18]. The Federal Statistical Office
of Germany provides some examples of SCM framework use for
studying selected health care processes [19,20]. Still, the concept
does not offer an advice how to distinguish between tolerable and
excessive compliance costs, but it suggests to employ the system-
atic approach for choosing the more simple strategy to accomplish
with regulations.

The final research concept presented in this study is based on
the process-related identification of administrative items. Here,
researchers inductively define administrative functions and tasks,
and break observed administrative processes up into smaller com-
ponents. As a result, tailor-made surveys provide reliable findings
on AC amounts strongly related to the study subject. They also
afford insights into the involvement of several professions actually
needed to cope with selected administrative requirements within
an organisation [21-23]. This procedure seems to be less vulnera-
ble to misleading interpretations of costs that might occur during
the utilisation of AC information being originally collected for dif-
ferent purposes. Studies which employ self-defined methodologies
and related questionnaires enable to consider additional issues
of administrative tasks because of their independence from stan-
dardised reporting frameworks. Hence, they could potentially also
suggest indications for complementary assessments of the tolera-
ble AC volume.

To the best of the author’s knowledge, neither information about
frequency of use, nor advice about the most suitable concept for the
AC terminology in particular health care sectors are available up
this date. Thus, a literature review was carried out to evaluate the
usability of several concepts in health care research. The review
was guided by the research question: What is known about the
methodology of AC in health care research from scientific publica-
tions?

2. Methods
To address this question, a scoping study was conducted. This

review technique aims to map rapidly the key concepts of research
areas [24]. It helps to identify the main sources and types of avail-



able evidence, especially where an area is complex or has not
been reviewed comprehensively before. In contrast to a systematic
review that aims to provide answers to questions from a relatively
narrow range of quality assessed studies, a scoping study is less
likely to seek to address very specific research questions nor to
assess the quality of included studies [25-27]. Also, the scoping
strategy was selected for the presented work since it addresses
broader topics where many different study designs might be appli-
cable.

2.1. Search and study selection

Following the recommendation by Arksey and O’Malley on con-
ducting scoping reviews [25] a broad approach was firstly made
by selecting and connecting the following search terms (PubMed
example): “administrative costs”[All Fields] OR (“billing”[All Fields]
AND “insurance-related”[All Fields]) OR “regulatory costs”[All
Fields] OR “compliance costs”). No further term limitations were
considered as it was ascertained that synonyms would provide
too multitudinous results. For instance, the term management was
excluded from the search strategy to reduce overlapping with both,
articles on disease-management and leadership issues. In contrast,
the above mentioned terms which consider transaction related
functions were included, as the preliminary search indicated the
use of the particular wording. Neither publication date, nor publica-
tion types were restricted aiming to cover a wide range of material.
Identification of relevant studies was carried out by screening the
electronic databases PubMed, EconlLit, and Business Source Pre-
mier. The search was performed by the author, and it was updated
on July 9, 2018. The full search strategies as adapted to selected
databases are available on request to the author.

2.2. Eligibility criteria

Based on the research question, the inclusion criteria for iden-
tified publications was defined as follows:

e definition of AC provided; this criterion was assumed to be ful-
filled if activities, functions or terminological references were
mentioned additionally to the term AC itself

¢ quantified results in monetary terms (including quasi-monetary
results such as time amounts that can be converted into budgets,
and percentage of total expenditures)

e original articles

¢ non-disease-related studies

Two researchers applied the selected criteria on titles and
abstracts of the retrieved studies. In case that titles or abstracts
did not provide clear information whether inclusion criteria were
met or not, they were automatically included into the second stage
of screening, i.e. full text review.

2.3. Data extraction

Eligible literature was classified by general information such
as time horizon, and region. Further information was extracted
against an extended framework. Framework categories were ori-
ented towards selected items for the reporting of economic
evaluations of health interventions. Table 2 presents the eleven
categories, their characteristics, and the assignment to comparable
items from the Consolidated Health Economic Evaluation Report-
ing Standards checklist [28]. Data extraction was performed by the
author.

3. Results

Even though AC are considered to be one of the factors with
influence on health care expenditure trends [29], it seems that only
afew studies integrate this type of resource usage into their original
research scope. These works provide evidence-based insights into
the characteristics of administrative activities as outlined in more
detail in the following sections.

3.1. Search results

The search strategy resulted in 799 references being screened
for defined eligibility criteria on title and abstracts. Ninety-five arti-
cles were included in full text analysis, and 36 studies were finally
identified to provide information how to operationalise resource
use caused by administrative activities in health care. Fig. 1 shows
the selection process.

3.2. General characteristics

Studies addressing AC issues in health care pursue various
research questions. Despite multifaceted emphases on AC aspects,
specific areas were pointed out by more than one study: six stud-
ies addressed the impact of health insurance designs on the AC
amount [2,8,30-33]; further six out of 36 studies examined the
principles and amounts specifically limited to billing and insur-
ance related activities as a particular element of AC [23,34-38];
two studies observed AC in the context of health practitioners’
education [39,40]. The identified studies either mainly focused
on the providers’ (n=20) or on the health care system’s per-
spectives (n=8). Four studies put emphasis on both matters.
Accordingly, 24 publications considered the providers’ situation.
Among these, the most frequently observed provider sector were
hospitals (n=14)[9,10,23,34,37,38,41-48], followed by outpatient
care settings (n=13) [11,21,22,34-37,41,45,48-51], and nursing
homes (n=5) [34,41,45,48,52]. One study focused on AC for phar-
macies [53]. Five publications included more than just one health
care area within the scope of their research. Four publications were
classified to take the perspective of science and education within
the overall health care sector [30,39,40,54].

The category study design displayed in Table 2 presents the main
characteristics of the allocated research designs. No preferences
could be identified between the selection of a case study (n=38),
the longitudinal (n=7), or the cross-sectional (n=7) approach
for AC estimations in a single country. In total, ten publications
made comparisons between AC of different nations either using a
cross-sectional approach [22,33,34,45,48], or a longitudinal design
[2,8,10,41,55]. The timespan being observed in the longitudinal
studies ranges from 1968 to 2017. Almost half of the publications
compared AC at least between two annual periods (n=16). Five
studies did not provide any time reference. Two studies were clas-
sified to follow a modelling approach since the authors developed
cost estimation models and controlled several inputs of adminis-
trative costs as depending variables [38,56]. Additionally, one study
fulfilled the inclusion criteria, but was classified as a literature
review because the authors based their AC analysis on results from
different original studies [40]. A further study was categorised as a
feasibility study [51].

3.3. Definition concepts

According to the definition concepts of AC being used by authors
to analyse the multifaceted research questions, applications of all
four approaches can be identified. The majority (n=18) of the
selected publications was guided by definitions of administrative
activities as summarised in national provider data. Eleven stud-



Table 2
Extended framework categories.

Category Comment Comparable to
CHEERS checklist
item number [27]
Study question Identifies assumed comparators or influence factors of the expense category administrative costs 7
(AC)
Perspective Indicates health care parties, estimated administrative costs are allocated; subdivided into 6

o health care system (including health insurance fund administration, Health Management
Organisations, health plan providers, private health insurance; social security scheme)
o provider (for instance hospitals, practitioners, nursing homes)

e patients

Study design

one particular time point

two or more time points

Cost identification

System of Health Accounts (SHA)
National provider data
Standard Cost Modell (SCM)

aforementioned concepts)

Data source
Resource usage measurement

Describes especially the original scope of derived results 4;5
Case study: pertains, for instance, to as single district, federal state, or medical speciality

Cross-sectional study: AC of one single country for one particular time point

Longitudinal study: AC of one single country for two or more time points

Cross-country comparative cross-sectional study: AC of two or more nations in comparison for
Cross-country comparative longitudinal study: AC of two or more nations in comparison for

Modelling study: cost modelling by set up and check cost formulas

Administrative activities or AC were captured based on the definition concept of the n/a

Different conceptual approach (categorisation of activities/costs without reference to the

All reported data sources being used in selected study to achieve results 13
If applicable, physical units that were used to estimate resource usage as well as individual-related 13

parameters; selection of this category does not exclude further monetary values being additional

summed to calculate total results
Resource usage valuation
original result section

The price or amount of defined cost items; for some studies, this information was derived from the 14

Results Quantified annual costs; reported as a range if appropriate 18; 19; 21
Unit Describes reporting unit AC data were being converted to 18
Sample size Database for extrapolation 12
Complementary analyses Additional qualitative category to express whether studies have connected expenditures for 10

administration with additional health care measures; to avoid misleading conclusions and
because benefit analysis was out of scope of this review, only applicability is reported here

ies referred to self-developed conceptual frameworks, and four
of those defined AC as expenses for teaching and communication
materials such as paper, catering, and further equipment. Six stud-
ies were based on AC classifications by SHA/NHA. Only one study
referred to the SCM concept [51]. The allocation to applied concepts
was guided by reported data sources; detailed information about
data sources is available in the supplementary annex.

3.4. Measurement characteristics

Several results were extracted from the identified publica-
tions considering devices to determine resource usages as required
by administrative tasks. For the calculation of AC, about a quar-
ter (n=10) of the studies relied on primary data. The majority
(n=21) mainly used secondary data while some of them (n=5)
featured with both data types. Latter ones used primary data espe-
cially for the development and validation of suggested analytical
categories.

Table 3 displays the application of physical AC characteristics
being used in selected studies. Time for pre-defined administra-
tive tasks was the most frequently used resource measurement
type followed by the amount of administrative staff, and the
number of patients addressed by health care services. For 15
out of 36 studies resource measurement categories were not
recorded.

With regard to the reported prices for selected cost measure-
ment items, no preferences could be identified. Table 4 illustrates
the heterogeneity in cost valuations derived from studies focused
on the health care provider sector. For example, Woolhandler’s et al.

figures start from $13 per capita for administrative issues in Cana-
dian’s home care agencies in 1999 [48], while Ly and Glied report
additional 0.28 percentage points of extra time outside patient care
for physicians by moving from one to twelve managed care con-
tracts extra [49], and Sakowski et al. estimate $7665 associated
spending per FTE physician for service review and authorisations of
procedures, referrals, and inpatient level of care [36]. Information
about further valuation parameters is available as supplementary
appendix file.

With regard to the presentation of total results and the specifi-
cation of the resource consumption due to administrative tasks,
publications guided by the SHA definition tend to report their
results as a share of a nations’ total expenditures. In studies which
referred to the AC definitions of national provider reports, the
predominant total result category was the relative share of total
monetary amounts such as revenues, or annual hospital expen-
ditures. Analyses that employed an original definition framework
often reported their findings in time amounts as well as in con-
verted US dollars. The micro-level data of those studies enabled
more specified findings; authors who followed self-developed con-
cepts of AC were also able to report their results as costs per day or
per person.

3.5. Cost assessment

Regarding the third and fourth raised question for the purpose
of this study (i.e. how to distinguish between useful and waste-
ful AC and how to assess them), eleven studies were classified
to report findings from complementary analyses. In these pub-



Table 3

Records identified through database searching: n = 799
{=
.g (591 PubMed; 79 EconlLit; 129 Business Source Premier)
S
=
T
]
= < Additional records identified through cross references: n = 3
v
Records after duplicates removed: n = 769
E’ Records excluded on title/abstract: n = 674
c
g = Not focused on health care provision: 65
3 * Not focused on administrative costs: 84
= No definition provided: 247
»| = Disease-related: 56
= Not an empirical study: 211
= No quantified results: 6
= Not in English or German language: 5
\4
> . R
= Full-text articles assessed for eligibility: n = 95
S
=)
w
Full-text articles excluded with reasons: n = 59
= Not focused on health care provision: 2
= No definition provided: 17
= Not an empirical study: 5
= No quantified results: 3
= No full-text access available: 32
[=
o
)
=
5 v
=
Studies included in in-depth analysis: n = 36

Fig. 1. Flow diagram - the scoping review studies selection.

Resource usage measurement categories for the calculation of annual administrative expenditures.

Resource usage  Category Number of Author(s), year
measurement publications
. Minutes and/or hours worked outside patient 7 Tseng et al., 2018 [23]; Borghi et al., 2015 [30]; Woolhandler & Himmelstein,
Time care in selected time period; minutes and/or 2014 [11]; Morra et al., 2011 [22]; Casalino et al., 2009 [21]; Remler et al., 2000
hours allocated to particular administrative [50]; Woolhandler & Himmelstein, 1991 [45]
unit
Share of total time or percentage of a defined 5 Ly & Glied, 2013 [49]; Chandra et al., 2011 [38]; Luna et al., 2009 [35];
task unit for administrative activities Woolhandler et al., 2003 [48]; Remler et al., 2000 [50]
Number of employees (also FTE) in absolute 5 Chandra et al., 2011 [38]; Luna et al., 2009 [35]; Sakowski et al., 2009 [36];
Staff terms Himmelstein et al., 1996 [41]; Cromwell & Butrica, 1995 [9]
Share of employees (also FTE) for 2 Woolhandler et al., 2003 [48]; Remler et al., 2000 [50]
administrative tasks
Individual Per capita; per insured person; per admission; 9 Tseng et al., 2018 [23]; Himmelstein et al., 2014 [10]; Albrecht et al., 2013 [51];
measurement per discharges; per study participant; per McKay, 2008 [44]; Woolhandler et al., 1997 [47]; Cromwell & Butrica, 1995
practitioner’s office [9]; Carpenter, 1995 [40]; Poullier, 1992 [7]; Woolhandler & Himmelstein,
1991 [45]
Number of contracts; number of health plans 2 Ly & Glied, 2013 [49]; Luna et al., 2009 [35]
Other mea- Allowances; supplies; transport costs; 2 Borghi et al., 2015 [30]; Sakowski et al., 2009 [36]
surements equipment
Share of total costs 2 Kahn et al., 2009: [37]; McKay, 2008 [44]




Table 4

Reported resource usage valuations and total results for administrative expenditures in studies based on the national providers’ data and focused on the health care providers’

perspective.

Author(s), year

Resource usage valuation

Quantified total results

Himmelstein et al., 2014
[10]

Jiwani et al., 2014 [34]
Ly & Glied, 2013 [49]

Woolhandler &
Himmelstein, 2014 [11]

Himmelstein et al., 2010
[42]

McKay et al., 2008 [44]
McKay & Lemak, 2006 [43]

Kahn et al., 2005 [37]

Mukamel et al., 2005 [52]
Woolhandler et al., 2003
[48]

Remler et al., 2000 [50]

Woolhandler &
Himmelstein, 1997 [47]

Himmelstein et al., 1996
[41]

Cromwell & Butrica, 1995
[9]

Woolhandler et al., 1993
[46]

Woolhandler &
Himmelstein, 1991 [45]

$158 (CAN)-$667 (USA) per capita

n/a"

additional 0.2755 percentage points or 10 minutes per
week more by moving from 1 to 12 contracts
n/a

n/a

$1168 (in 2000)-$1323 (in 2004) per adjusted admission
n/a

6.6%-13.9% BIR of total revenue

n/a

o hospital administration: $103 (CAN)-$315 (USA) per
capita

o nursing home administration: $29 (CAN)-$62 (USA) per
capita

o practitioners’ AC: $107 (CAN)-$324 (USA) per capita

o home care agencies’ AC: $13 (CAN)-$42 per capita

o total: $307 (CAN)-$1059 (USA) per capita

e 7.9h per week
e 13% of total working hours
o 1.7 clerical workers per physician

e $205 (CAN)-$396 (USA) adjusted administrative costs
per inpatient day
e $1432 (CAN)-$2289 (USA) per discharge

n/a

$29 per adjusted discharge per hospital by cost centre
General Accounting - $897 per adjusted discharge per
hospital by overall department General Management in
1992

n/a

o hospital administration $50 (CAN)-$162 (USA) per
capita

e nursing home administration $9 (CAN)-$26 (USA) per
capita

e physicians’ administration:

O expense-based $80 (CAN)-$203 (USA) per capita

O personnel-based $41 (CAN-$106 (USA) per capita

o total costs of health care administration:

o high estimate $156 (CAN)-$497 (USA) per capita

o low estimate $117 (CAN)-$400 (USA) per capita

e 11.59% (Scotland)-25.32% (USA) of total hospital costs
e 0.41% (CAN)-1.43% (USA) of GDP?

$873.1 bn (hospitals)-$938.8 bn (other health services and
supplies) of national health expenditures for BIR®
15% of total physicians’ work time

e 7h-14.4h per week
o 13.4%-27% of total physicians’ working week

—$4764 to —$243 as total cost parameter estimate in
multivariate models

$21,728,107 (in 2000)-$27,857,304 (in 2004)

o $27,246,554 total ACY

e 2.9%-75.8% of total AC distributed to AC classes

6.6% (hospitals)-13.9% (physician groups) BIR of total
revenue

$1.66m (in 1991)-$2.48 m (in 1996)

o share of health care labor force (in 1999): 16%
(CAN)-27.3% (USA)

hospital administration: $3.1 bn (CAN)-$87.6 bn (USA)
nursing home administration: $882 m (CAN)-$17.3 bn
(USA)

practitioners’ AC: $3.3 bn (CAN)-$89.9 bn (USA)

home care agencies’ AC: $408 m (CAN)-$11.6 bn (USA)
total: $9.4 bn (CAN)-$294.3 bn (USA)

incremental effects on probability of use

e 24.3% (CAN)-37.5% (USA) of total hospital costs
e $205 (CAN)-$396 (USA) per inpatient day
o $1432 (CAN)-$2289 (USA) per discharge

18% (CAN)-26% (USA) administrative occupations of
medical FTEs®

7.3 FTEs per hospital by cost centre General Accounting —
179.8 FTEs per hospital by overall department General
Management in 1992

an average of 24.8% of hospitals’ spending
22.4% of the average hospital’s salary costs for
administrative tasks

hospital administration: $1.27 bn (CAN)-$39.3 bn (USA)
nursing home administration: $231 m (CAN)-$6.4 bn
(USA)

e physicians’ administration:

O expense-based $2.04 bn (CAN)-$49.4 bn (USA)

O personnel-based $1.06 bn (CAN)-$25.8 bn (USA)

o total costs of health care administration:

o high estimate $3.98 bn (CAN)-$120.4 bn (USA)

o low estimate $3.00 bn (CAN)-$96.8 bn (USA)

Gross Domestic Product.
Not available.

Administrative costs.
Full Time Equivalents.

a
b
¢ Billing and Insurance-Related costs.
d
e

lications statements about AC amounts were integrated into the
context of particular health care market characteristics [47,48],
quality scores and indicators [42,57], or the number of managed
care contracts [49,50]. Four studies compared AC against the back-
ground of research and educationissues [30,39,40,54]. Despite their
complementary contributions, all of the provider-related studies
rarely offered advice how to distinguish between appropriate and
inappropriate administration due to their problem-centered initial
point of research.

4. Discussion

The review aimed to structure available definitions and opera-
tionalisation approaches for AC published in scientific studies up
this date. Although a classification has been derived for AC defini-
tions, it was challenging to work out a systematic structure for the
most suitable measuring parameters, and accordingly for report-
ing units of AC research in health care. This fact is consistent with
the findings of the most recent study by Hagenaars et al. [2]. The



authors have stated that reports on AC still need a common method-
ology and comprehensive database at the provider level. While they
referred specifically to international comparisons, the presented
review complements this assessment also for national results. Fur-
ther remarkable findings of the scoping analysis are presented
below.

4.1. Information sources

The distribution between consulted primary and secondary data
sources (28% vs. 67%; related to studies with just one source type)
indicates a high level trust in the validity of available data and in
their consistency with the factual allocation to intended categories
[2,5]. While this seems to be reasonable for cost calculations based
on the FTEs for administrative and clerical staff due to their formally
tasks’ exclusivity, it is not for estimates based on functional cost
accounts. Additional research on eligibility could provide clarifica-
tion with regard to the relationship between analytical and factual
assignments of administrative tasks, and thus improve the accuracy
of available databases.

4.2. Studies’ perspectives

According to the derived results, a research gap exists regard-
ing patients’ perspectives. None of the identified studies considered
patients’ resource usage while defining and measuring AC. Only one
study referred to patients perspective by regarding at their prefer-
ences for several survey modes [30]. Although a minor number of
articles reflected practitioners’ and health care workers’ perception
of administrative issues, more research is needed to enlarge the
understanding of administrative effects at the level of individuals
whose daily business is directly affected by administrative regula-
tions. This kind of research focus might improve the development
of assessment and prioritisation tools, which advise where and how
to reduce administrative efforts.

With regard to this purpose, clear appointments of the locus
of control are recommended for further estimates of adminis-
trative expenditures as suggested by McKay and Lemak [43].
Information about entities empowered to change the administra-
tive circumstances would help (a) to enforce the dialogue between
responsibilities and recipients of administrative regulations, (b) to
improve the understanding about perceived costs as well as avoid-
able expenditures, and (c) to better promote solutions to concerned
parties. In this context, it is worth mentioning that only one study
referred to the SCM methodology. An inherent part of this concep-
tual framework is the identification of the regulatory base which
claims the actual resource usage for administrative requirements.

4.3. Reporting of resource usage due to administration

Results of AC studies are difficult to compare since various types
of presentations exist. While some researchers focus on total mone-
tary results, others are interested in correlation coefficients or time
share outside patient care. This variety impedes comparisons and
hampers to monitor developments as well as introduced changes
in administrative requirements. A stringent reporting structure is
recommended to spot methodological similarities and thus, to facil-
itate the identification of interdependent problems surrounding
administrative requirements. As a contribution to this purpose, a
reference to the applied definition concepts by authors is strongly
recommended. This could avoid partially disconnected research
approaches.

Although a long tradition of complaining about AC can be
ascertained, a critical discussion remains descriptive. Rarely do
critics attempt to embed the phenomenon into an evidence-based
assessment of specific managed care techniques such as utilisation

review, gate keeping, or audits [50]. Only a few studies provide
ideas for data linkage between administrative costs and either out-
comes, or effect measures [11,42,49]. In this review, suggested
notions were summarised under the overall framework category
complementary analyses (Table 2). The registered studies address
the relationship between AC and, for instance, quality scores, work-
ing conditions, or organisational patterns. But as described in
Table 2, this category is rather explorative. Since no follow-up stud-
ies exist, there is a lack of critical approval for those relationships.
Further research is still needed to clarify whether and how to use
evidence on administrative expenditures for better health care out-
comes. A standardised consideration of this reporting category in
AC studies could contribute to that goal.

4.4. Study limitations

This paper summarises main characteristics of research stud-
ies on AC by following a broader approach. Further databases and
publication types such as governmental reports would certainly
enlarge insights into the current body of evidence on AC in health
care. Input from linguistic as well as public administration perspec-
tive could enhance the methodological map of AC as well.

Regarding the selected data extraction strategy (Table 2), two
main caveats apply to the findings. The SHA definition concept
is not quite distinct from the terminological approach of national
provider data because sometimes national statistics serves as refer-
ence point for international reports. Thus, the distinction is more an
ideal-typical construct. The included administrative functions and
activity types of both concepts are prone to overlap. Moreover, the
applied perspective health care system includes health maintenance
organizations as well as health plan providers. This allocation can
be perceived quite controversial since both institution types fol-
low own organisational structures and offer qualitatively different
health care products than social security as well as private health
insurance schemes. Indeed, a more detailed segmentation of that
perspective is indicated for further analyses.

This scoping study provides a descriptive account of available
research on AC. It does not address the relative weight of reported
evidence in favour of the effectiveness of administrative expendi-
tures in health care. If analytical categories (Table 2) were not met
by publications, this does not necessarily indicate poor reporting
quality. For instance, neither the analysis by Mathauer and Nicolle
[8] nor McKay’s and Lemak’s case study [43] fulfil the criteria cost
measurement defined as a physical unit. Moreover, both do not
meet cost valuation defined as price per considered unit. Neverthe-
less, both studies provide useful frameworks on how to separate
between functions related to administrative resource usages. The
design of a critical appraisal checklist could reduce the complexity
in the reported AC evidence. However, the development of such a
tool should consider the multifaceted scopes of AC studies.

Despite the presented limitations, recommendations were pro-
vided for the development of a consistent reporting guideline.
Furthermore, the review findings help to narrow research questions
for further studies by pointing out the already available opera-
tionalisation strategies as well as gaps within the existing lines of
research.

5. Conclusion

Heterogeneous proceedings exist in defining, analysing, and
reporting about administrative expenditures in health care. Cur-
rently, the most represented research focus relates to America’s
health care expenditures for administrative activities. Some of
those studies benchmarked the amount of AC due to specific insur-
ance schemes, or expenditures caused by particular health plans.



They presented AC amounts as a tool to measure the efficiency
of health care system designs. Often, their findings were simply
described as percentages or monetary rates or total expenditure
amounts. Yet, an evidence-based explanation of administrative
(non-)efficiency remained uncovered.

With regard to the perspectives of published AC research,
analyses of hospitals’ AC predominate the current research body
followed by the physicians’ perspective. Both sectors are char-
acterised by a strong representation of interests in public and
economic health care discussions. Further research is needed which
considers the processes of chronic and elderly care. Moreover, the
major gap is related to the end users’ perception of administrative
activities in health care delivery. The integration of the patient’s
perspective into AC research is highly recommended.

Finally, national analyses of AC require a more structured report-
ing scheme. Consistent reporting as well as less loosely use of
the term AC could improve the comparability of available strate-
gies in dealing with administrative requirements. For health care
providers, this could help to identify best practice cases suitable
to learn from their examples. Furthermore, the appointment of
entities empowered to introduce and to implement changes on
stated expenditures should be included in AC publications as a stan-
dard feature. This could help to systematically consider AC research
findings in the policy making processes, and to use them as an
assessment tool. Also, addressing responsible parties would enforce
auseful dialogue between both, health care stakeholders and policy
makers.
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