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Abstract* 

Citizens confront multiple challenges when attempting to access public services. 
This article focuses on an aspect yet unaddressed by existing literature on 
administrative burdens: the complexity of the written language used by 
government agencies in Latin America. It presents an impact evaluation of the 
Lenguaje Claro Program of Colombia’s National Planning Department. A 
randomized control trial compared two versions of a letter—the original and one 
with plain language—used by the property department of the city of Bogota. The 
study shows that clarifying content via modifications in language, content order, 
and formatting can reduce citizen’s learning costs. Plain language thus has 
positive effects for both individuals and public institutions. A complementary 
perception survey revealed that there is significant room for additional 
simplification, as both the original and the plain language letter were largely poorly 
rated by citizens.  
 
JEL: C93, H11, H83, Z13, Z18 
Keywords: administrative burden, language simplification, plain language, public 
services, red tape 
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1. Introduction 

Accessing public services is not always easy. Citizens can face a series of administrative 

burdens—such as finding information about the service or program, collecting documentation, 

completing requirements, taking a bus to a public office, standing in line for hours, waiting at the 

counter, reading instructions, filling out forms, or sending letters—making it difficult for them to 

complete the processes to access such services. This paper analyses the impact of one 

government intervention aimed at reducing such administrative burdens. Through a randomized 

control trial, this study evaluates the effects of simplifying the language, format, and content of a 

response letter sent by the Unidad Administrativa Especial de Catastro Distrital (the real property 

department, hereafter Catastro) of Bogota, Colombia, to citizens who requested a review of their 

property appraisal. The goal is to test whether such simplification has an impact on the number 

of citizens who appeal this decision. It aims to test whether a simpler and clearer response 

detailing the reasons and the considerations used in the appraisal can lead to a better 

understanding of the criteria used by Catastro, therefore reducing the number of citizens that 

contest the decision.  

The paper contributes to the literature on transactional public services and administrative 

burdens, which is particularly relevant in Latin America. Roseth, Reyes, and Santiso (2018) found 

that Latin American citizens face these burdens, resulting in many hours and much energy spent 

completing transactions. On average, Latin American citizens spent more than five hours 

accessing a public service, and nearly half of all government transactions required more than one 

visit to a public office to be completed. In Colombia, the average citizen spends more than seven 

hours completing a public transaction and 26 percent require three visits or more to a government 

office.  

Herd and Moynihan (2018) characterized administrative burdens by defining three types 

of costs that citizens may encounter when trying to access public services. The first, learning 

costs, refers to the need to learn if they are eligible for a service and understanding the process 

to access such service. The second, compliance costs, refers to following the rules, processes, 

and regulations established to access the service, such as filling out forms and applications, 

providing documentation, and completing the requirements. The third, psychological costs, refers 

to the emotions citizens experience when interacting with the government, such as the stress of 

complying with complicated administrative processes or of not understanding what needs to be 

done, or feelings associated with the stigma of applying to aid programs.  

Administrative burdens can have an impact on access to public services. The harder and 

more costly it is to access a service or program, the lower the uptake. Kabbani and Wilde (2003) 



   
 

showed that an increased number of requirements to obtain food stamps in the United States was 

associated with reduced enrollment. Studying the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 

(also in the United States), Herd (2015) demonstrated a direct link between administrative burden 

and uptake, particularly for the elderly. In the realm of healthcare, Herd, DeLeire, Harvey, et al. 

(2013) demonstrated a similar connection for Medicaid in Wisconsin in the United States.  

In addition, the costs of government transactions hit lower-income individuals harder, and 

thus difficult transactions have a regressive effect. As Roseth et al. (2018) stated, lower-income 

individuals generally enjoy less flexibility at work, which makes it difficult for them to take the time 

off to carry out a government transaction. In addition, they are less able to forego lost income and 

have less resources to cover the monetary costs necessary to carry out a transaction 

(e.g., transportation, photocopies, and fees).  

Similarly, the learning costs resulting from complex information about transaction 

requirements and specifications, including forms that are difficult to fill out or that are presented 

in a language hard to understand, are factors that also affect, to a greater extent, people with 

lower educational attainment and who lack the necessary tools to navigate the system. Roseth 

et al. (2018) found empirical evidence that administrative burdens negatively affect less educated 

citizens’ likelihood of completing transactions to obtain public services. They found that citizens 

with less education complete fewer government transactions.1 While 42 percent of university-

educated people reported completing a transaction in the previous year, only 16 percent of people 

with no university education and 23 percent of people with one or two years of schooling did so.  

This paper focuses on exploring the effect of government interventions aimed at mitigating 

the learning costs for citizens. In addition to the effects on the take-up of a service, bad, unclear, 

or incomplete information about a public service can lead people to perform additional or 

unnecessary steps and procedures, increasing the administrative burden. Furthermore, increased 

administrative burden can also translate into additional work—and thus costs—for public 

institutions.  

There have been government programs aimed at mitigating these administrative burdens 

and making the completion of government transactions easier for all citizens. In the United States, 

the Plain Language Action and Information Network (PLAIN) promotes the use of clear language 

by offering training sessions to federal agencies, sponsoring seminars, and creating guidelines to 

simplify government communications. The country also approved the Plain Writing Act of 2010, 

                                                
1 Only transactions associated with identity, education, health, social programs, transportation, and 
reporting crimes were considered, as these transactions are assumed to have, at the very least, an even 
distribution among different socioeconomic levels or an over-representation of lower-income earners. 



   
 

stating that all government documents must be written clearly. Canada has a Plain Language Act 

and publishes plain language guides for public institutions and communications, while Mexico 

publishes a clear language manual for government entities. In Colombia, the Lenguaje Claro 

(Clear Language) Program, managed by the National Planning Department (known in Spanish 

as Departamento Nacional de Planeación, or DNP), aims to simplify and clarify the language used 

in public documents, forms, and letters. These interventions seek to reduce the learning costs 

associated with public transactions by providing clear, timely, and pertinent information to citizens, 

as well as simplifying forms and other types of government communications. Section 1.2 provides 

a detailed description of the Lenguaje Claro Program in Colombia. 

1.1. Contribution to the Literature 
This paper complements existing literature regarding the negative impacts of administrative 

burdens and provides experimental results in the context of Latin American countries. Several 

authors have documented the relationship between administrative burdens and program take-up, 

as mentioned above. Moynihan and Herd (2010) argued that administrative burdens can impact 

basic citizenship rights, such as voting, as well as the desire and capacity to effectively exercise 

such rights. This paper complements this strain of literature by analyzing the impact of 

administrative burdens on a process with implications for both citizens and the public administration.  

It also expands on the academic literature that tests the effectiveness of modifications in 

written communications with individuals to achieve diverse public policy objectives. In recent 

years, such studies have taken a prominent role in the field of behavioral economics. One strain 

of this literature explores the potential of personalizing information. For example, in studying 

communications regarding enrollment in Medicare Part D prescription drug plans in the United 

States, Kling, Mullainathan, Shafir, et al. (2012) found that consumers provided with personalized 

information directly in the letter led to 28 percent of recipients switching plans, as opposed to 

17 percent in the group that received a letter that contained a link where the same information 

was accessible. Another strain explores the potential for various language modifications in 

promoting tax compliance. In a field experiment in the United Kingdom, Hallsworth, List, Metcalfe, 

et al. (2014) found that messages highlighting social norms (e.g., “most of your neighbors have 

already paid”) and public good (e.g., “your contribution helps pay for schools”) had a positive 

impact on compliance. Torgler (2004) found that moral suasion (e.g., “it is the right thing to do”) 

had no effect on compliance in an experiment conducted in Switzerland. In a related study on 

licensing fee evasion conducted in Austria, Fellner, Sausgruber, and Traxler (2013) found that 



   
 

threatening potential evaders with legal consequences was more effective than moral appeals or 

referencing social norms.  

A related line of research examines the potential of simplification to achieve desired policy 

outcomes. In a field experiment conducted in Mexico, Hastings and Tejeda-Ashton (2008) found 

that simplifying information about management fees of pension funds increased price sensitivity 

among the financially illiterate. In the realm of taxes, Bhargava and Manoli (2015) conducted a 

randomized evaluation to test the impact of different interventions on the number of citizens that 

claimed an IRS tax credit for which they were eligible. They found that providing reminder letters 

with simplified language had a positive effect on take-up, as did including the amount of the benefit 

in the letter.  

The present study examines a government-led (as opposed to researcher-led) 

intervention—the Lenguaje Claro Program—managed by the Colombian DNP. This distinction is 

significant given the many legal restrictions faced by government institutions in redesigning their 

forms. This suggests that the results achieved by this effort may be more replicable than 

researcher-led interventions that may be conducted with temporary exceptions to legal 

restrictions. The existence of legal restrictions also suggests that the results are a lower bound of 

the impact that could be achieved with more thorough simplification (e.g., if legal requirements 

were to be relaxed). Second, the approach to the modification of the letters was holistic (with 

changes to many aspects at once, such as language, content, and format) as opposed to surgical 

and theory-driven (with small, specific changes motivated by theory on matters such as social 

norms). This approach is due to the fact that Lenguaje Claro is a government program guided by 

a set of principles designed to be applied to a wide range (and large number) of public sector 

communications. While this may be seen as a disadvantage empirically—making it difficult to 

distinguish what specific changes in the communications account for the observed results—it is 

also an advantage in terms of replicability, as the same principles could be (and, in the Colombian 

case, already are) applied to many different letters. Third, as discussed in greater detail below, 

the desired change in the primary outcome indicator was negative (the counterpart institution was 

interested in reducing the rate of repeated property appraisal requests), whereas most previous 

interventions attempt to increase a given behavior (such as tax payments or pension enrollment).  

1.2. The Lenguaje Claro Program in Colombia 
To tackle problems related to administrative burdens in accessing public services, the Colombian 

DNP, through its National Citizen Service Program, launched the Estrategia de Lenguaje Claro 

(clear language strategy) in 2011. The objective of the program is to improve trust and the 



   
 

relationship between citizens and the government by simplifying and clarifying the language used 

in public documents, forms, and letters. The program was included as a specific commitment to 

increase citizen’s access to information and the quality of information in the Colombian Second 

National Action Plan (2015–2017) submitted to the Open Government Partnership.2 The program 

was informed by experiences in several other countries aiming to simplify state communications, 

including the Plain Writing Act of 2010 in the United States (H.R. 946), the Plain Language Guides 

of Canada, the Chilean Clear Language Network (encompassing seven public institutions), as 

well as Spain’s legal language dictionary. In Colombia, as of late 2018, this strategy had been 

implemented in more than 100 public institutions and has resulted in the simplification of more 

than 100 public forms, documents, and letters.  

To simplify official communications and translate them into simple language that is easily 

understandable by every citizen, the Lenguaje Claro Program uses a series of tools. For starters, 

it organizes Simplification Labs, a methodology to simplify the documents of entities whose 

programs and services have the largest impact on citizens’ lives. In these labs, citizens and public 

officials get together to analyze forms and communications in focus groups and propose changes 

of language and format, among others, to make them more accessible. Additionally, it has created 

a Lenguaje Claro Guide for Public Officials, a document that provides practical recommendations 

to facilitate communication between the government and citizens, as well as an infographic with 

10 steps to communicate using Lenguaje Claro. Lastly, the DNP has created an online course on 

Lenguaje Claro, available for all public servants. As of late 2018, the course had been completed 

by over 27,000 individuals.  

To test the effectiveness of the Lenguaje Claro Program, the authors and Colombia’s DNP 

devised a field experiment to determine whether the official communications in simple and clear 

language had an impact on citizen behavior. They wanted to know if the simplification increased 

understanding of such communications and reduced the administrative costs related to 

clarifications, reviews, and rejections. A specific communication from Catastro of Bogota was 

selected as the object for the experiment.  

The selected communication piece was a response letter from Catastro to citizen requests 

for a cadastral (property) appraisal review. Citizens were randomly assigned to a treatment group 

that received the simplified letter or a control group that received the original letter. The details of 

the experimental design are provided in Section 3.  

                                                
2 The Second National Action Plan (commitment number 1), can be found at: https://www.opengov 
partnership.org/documents/colombia-segundo-plan-de-accion-2015-17 



   
 

As mentioned above, the DNP’s Lenguaje Claro Program translated many government 

communications from a variety of public institutions into plain language. After a thorough review, 

the letter from Catastro was selected because it fulfilled all the criteria for the experiment: 

1. The administrative data provided by the institutions connected the individual, the letter 

received, and the action taken after receiving the communication.  

2. Access to administrative data on the citizens’ responses to the letters allowed researchers to 

analyze the impact of the plain language transformation.  

3. The communication was relevant in that it could have an impact on citizens and on the 

government.  

In the case of Catastro, a reduction in the need to redo, clarify, and explain the cadastral 

appraisal could result in significant savings in administrative costs (which entails the work of 

engineers, lawyers, and other office staff) and less effort on the part of citizens to request such 

actions.  

1.3. Catastro’s Cadastral Appraisal Review Letter 
Catastro is a public entity in charge of creating, maintaining, and updating the real estate inventory 

of the city of Bogota, Colombia. Among its functions, Catastro is responsible for appraising the 

value of the real estate in the city, which serves as a basis for taxation. 

The communication on which this study was based is a letter sent to citizens with 

Catastro’s response after a request for a review of the appraisal of a property. Every year, 

Catastro updates the real estate census to determine the value of each property in the city and 

informs owners of the appraised value. Citizens and companies have the right to contest this 

appraisal by submitting a form indicating the reason why they disagree, which can be related to 

the value, the characteristics of the property, property use, and location, among others.3 This 

appraisal review can be submitted for the current year as well as for past year appraisals. Catastro 

has 60 days to review these requests and inform citizens of its decision either to correct or to 

confirm the appraisal. This decision is communicated through a letter, which is the object of this 

experiment. The letter includes a number of standard fields: the declaration of Catastro’s legal 

authority, the background of the request, technical details of the property, the decision regarding 

the adjustment of the appraisal, and the appraisal itself.  

The notification of the decision can be made through different channels: by mail, in person 

at a public one-stop shop (CADE4 or SuperCADE), or by posting the decision for two weeks on a 

                                                
3 https://www.nomasfilas.gov.co/memoficha-tramite/-/tramite/T8391  
4 CADE is the Centro de Atención Distrital Especializado (Specialized Municipal Customer Service Center). 



   
 

public board at Catastro’s offices if the person cannot be located. After the citizen has been 

notified of this decision, they can contest it again and have 10 working days to file a request for 

reinstatement or an appeal. In both reinstatements and appeals, the citizen can request any kind 

of change in the assessed property value (up or down). If the request is successful, the citizen 

gets what they asked for. The only difference between the two processes is who decides. In 

reinstatements, the same official is requested to re-examine the case. In appeals, a manager is 

requested to review the case. After this request has been filed, Catastro has 60 days to give the 

citizen an answer.  

Processing such requests results in high administrative costs for Catastro, which has 

estimated that the average cost to process one appeal is US$1,104 and the average cost to 

process a request for reinstatement is US$513. Therefore, reducing the number of requests 

submitted by citizens could significantly reduce costs for Catastro. Historical data from recent 

years show that Catastro receives between 400 and 1,100 requests annually.  

The experiment is based on the hypothesis that a clearer letter that informs citizens of the 

reasons why the appraisal was modified or why it was maintained could reduce the number of 

requests filed and thus the city’s administrative costs. The original version of the letter is 

cumbersome, filled with legal terminology and lengthy citations that could affect a citizen’s ability 

to understand the response, thus leading them to file additional appeals.  

The simplified version of this letter, which was created after a workshop by the DNP’s 

Lenguaje Claro Program, is shorter than the original version at six pages versus 10. The simplified 

letter follows a more intuitive order, starting with the general considerations and summary of the 

request. The language of some sections was clarified to improve understanding, and the 

document is organized in clear subsections to make browsing easier. However, it should be noted 

that the clarified version of the letter still included legal language in the explanation of Catastro’s 

decision. Furthermore, the response to the request is found for the first time on page 3. Both 

communications are provided in Appendix 2.  

2. Methodology and Experimental Design 

With the objective of decreasing the administrative costs for the government (additional 

paperwork and time spent by the public servants providing clarifications) and evaluating the 

effectiveness of a government communication piece with clear language, Catastro agreed to 

randomly assign the response to property appraisal review requests during the second half of 

2017 into a treatment group (simplified language) and a control group (original letter). 



   
 

From July to December 2017, Catastro reviewed property appraisal requests for 1,351 

properties. The properties were distributed among the 19 localities of Bogota, different use 

categories, and six socioeconomic levels (plus one for properties not categorized within one of 

the six levels). Responses were randomized using the last digit of a submission ID number.5  

The goal of the experiment was to evaluate the effect of the simplified letter, particularly 

to gauge if the Lenguaje Claro Program effectively decreased the number of subsequent requests 

and appeals. Assignment to treatment and control groups was used to identify treatment effects 

(ATE: average treatment effects) on results of the requests for reinstatement and appeals. 

Equation 1 was used to estimate the effects.  

 [𝑅𝑒𝑞𝑢𝑒𝑠𝑡] = 𝛼 + 𝛽 ∗ [𝑆𝑖𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑖𝑓𝑖𝑒𝑑	𝐿𝑒𝑡𝑡𝑒𝑟] + 𝜀 (1) 

Where Request (the behavior of the individual after being notified) is an endogenous binary 

indicator equal to 1 if the individual filed a request for reinstatement or an appeal and 0 otherwise, 

and Simplified Letter is a binary variable equal to 1 for those individuals that were randomly 

assigned to receive the simplified letter and 0 otherwise.  

The analysis uses administrative data provided by Catastro, including basic information 

related to the citizen or company that requested the review (name and ID number6), detailed 

information related to the property (location, property use, and socioeconomic level7), information 

related to the request (date and response date), type of delivery mechanism for sending the 

response (personal, electronic, or public message board), and the variable of interest (if the citizen 

filed an appeal to the response). 

The original sample included a total of 1,351 appraisal requests that were reviewed by 

Catastro during the second half of 2017. Of these, 862 were included in the final sample.8,9 The 

main observable variables of interest—locality, use (i.e., residential or commercial), and 

                                                
5 Multiple requests submitted by the same individual were assigned to the same treatment group.  
6 Catastro provided an anonymized unique ID identifier by citizen or company. 
7 The city determines socioeconomic levels by geographic area, ranging from 1 (low) to 6 (high), and a 
special category 0 for those without an assigned stratification.  
8 158 individuals did not receive a response during the second half of 2017 after requesting the appraisal 
review and were dropped from the sample. In addition, 207 observations were dropped, as they 
corresponded to individuals who received both types of responses (original and simplified) after requesting 
reviews for more than one property, and thus we could not link their behavior to the type of communication 
received. Finally, five observations from individuals who filed multiple reviews were dropped from the final 
sample because they presented both behaviors (filing a request for one property and not for the other) after 
receiving the same type of response. We selected only one observation for those individuals that requested 
appraisal reviews for more than one property, thus eliminating 111 observations (we kept only the first 
review that the citizen or company filed). Lastly, eight observations were dropped because of 
inconsistencies with the dates of notification. 
9 With this sample size and prevalence of behavior, effects of at least 6 percentage points difference could 
be detected with a power of 0.8 and a confidence of 0.05. 



   
 

socioeconomic level—are balanced across experimental groups. See Appendix 1 for detailed 

descriptions of the experimental groups. With respect to the channel through which the letter was 

sent, 409 individuals (47.5 percent) were notified via email and 353 (40.9 percent) in person, while 

100 (11.6 percent) notifications were posted on a public board at Catastro.  

3. Results 

As presented in detail in Section 3.1, analysis suggests that the simplified letter successfully 

reduced the number of additional requests: the simplified letter was associated with a 

20.7 percent reduction in both types of requests  and a 30 percent reduction when considering 

only requests for reinstatements. However, these results should be taken with caution given that 

these effects are found at marginal levels of significance due to the small number of individuals that 

filed a request during the period in which the experiment was carried out.  

The tables presented in this section summarize the intention-to-treat effects, including with 

and without additional control variables. Additional details are provided in Appendix 3. Section 3.2 

summarizes the main findings of a complementary perception survey. Overall, the survey revealed 

that the perception of the original and simplified letters was poor and there was only one element—

the clarity of the action that should be taken—that was noticeably different between the two.  

3.1. Intention-to-Treat Effects 
A total of 95 individuals (11 percent of the sample) filed a request after receiving the notification 

from Catastro. Of those requests, 85 were for reinstatement and 10 were appeals.10 Table 1 

presents the share of individuals in each experimental group that filed a request for reinstatement 

or appeal. Of the 95 requests filed, 55.8 percent (53) were filed by individuals in the control group 

(original letter). Most of the requests filed (89.5 percent) were requests for reinstatements, 

59 percent of those (50) were filed by individuals in the control group. 

                                                
10 The historic average from 2013 to 2016 was 33.4 percent, with a maximum of 53.9 percent and a 
minimum of 13.4 percent. 



   
 

Table 1. Type of Request Filed (by Experimental Group) 

  Original Simplified Total 
Any 53 42 95 
Request for reinstatement 50 35 85 
Request for appeal 3 7 10 
None 378 389 767 
Total 431 431 862 

Source: Authors’ elaboration. 

The results presented in this section provide estimates for the case of any type of request 

filed and requests only for reinstatement. Given that there were few appeals filed (10), a separate 

statistical analysis for this type of request is not included in this section. As mentioned in Section 2, 

the main observable variables of interest are balanced across experimental groups, therefore 

estimations without additional controls are presented in columns (a) of the tables; the results for 

the specifications using additional controls are presented in columns (b). Some additional control 

variables were included to understand how different channels through which the communication 

was sent affect individual behavior. Tables including the results on inclusion of additional controls 

are presented in Appendix 3.  

Overall, the effect of the Lenguaje Claro Program had the expected direction—negative—

and, when including additional controls, the effect became slightly smaller. As shown in Table 2, 

on average, individuals who received the original letter have a probability of 12.3 percent of filing 

any type of request and of 21.7 percent when including control variables (for reinstatements alone, 

11.6 and 17.5 percent, respectively). The effect of a simplified letter on filing any type of request 

was negative (−0.025) and had a similar level when including additional control variables (−0.023). 

This means that individuals who received the simplified letter were 2.5 percentage points 

(equivalent to 20.7 percent) less likely to file any type of request after receiving Catastro’s 

notification (18.5 percent when including additional controls). Restricting the analysis exclusively 

to requests for reinstatement, individuals that received the simplified letter were, on average, 

3.5 percentage points (equivalent to 30 percent) less likely to file a request for reinstatement 

(significant at the 10 percent level); the level was similar when including additional controls 

(−0.032, significant at the 15 percent level, equivalent to 27.5 percent). 



   
 

Table 2. Intention-to-Treat Results 

 Any Request Filed Request for Reinstatement 
  (a) (b) (a) (b) 
Simplified letter −0.0255 −0.0227 −0.0348* −0.0319T 
  (0.0213) (0.0209) (0.0203) (0.0200) 
Constant 0.1230*** 0.2177*** 0.1160*** 0.1755*** 
  (0.0151) (0.0407) (0.0144) (0.0389) 
Includes controls No Yes No Yes 
Observations 862 862 862 862 
R-squared 0.0017 0.0430 0.0034 0.0386 

Source: Authors’ elaboration. 
Note: Standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1, T p<0.15. Controls 
include socioeconomic level (1–6), city localities (19 localities), use of property 
(residential, plot, or productive). Details on these controls are provided in Appendix 1.  

In all the specifications using additional control variables, the channel through which the 

notification was sent had a relatively large effect, as shown on Table A4 in Appendix 3. Individuals 

that received an electronic notification were less likely to file a request than those that received 

the notification personally (ranging from 9.3 to 10.8 percentage points, significant at the 1 percent 

level). Similarly, individuals that were notified by placing the notification on the public message 

board were less likely to file a request than those that received the notification personally (ranging 

from 16 to 17.7 percentage points, significant at the 1 percent level). These findings suggest that 

both simpler language and delivery channel can diminish the administrative burden faced by 

Catastro of receiving additional requests. However, the reduced rates of requests may have been 

due to different factors. While the reduction in requests following simplified letters may have been 

the result of the simplification, the reduced number of requests following delivery through email 

or the public message board (compared to in-person notification) may have been due to a lower 

proportion of citizens who effectively received and read the letter from Catastro (this assertion 

cannot be verified empirically with the available data).11 Lastly, the results suggest that the time 

elapsed since the individual requested the initial review of the appraisal of their property and the 

time Catastro sent the response had no effect on individual behavior. 

No evidence was found of a difference in the effect of the Lenguaje Claro Program for 

different property uses or socioeconomic level, as shown on Tables A6 to A9 in Appendix 3. This 

is relevant, as it shows that the Lenguaje Claro Program has the potential to improve 

                                                
11 The results were also estimated restricting the sample to those communications in which the citizens 
were notified personally or electronically. The details of the estimations are included in Appendix 3.  



   
 

understanding and change behavior no matter an individual’s socioeconomic level or the property 

use. Given the relatively modest observed reductions in additional requests, this also suggests 

that the improvements made in the simplified letter were insufficient to provoke major behavioral 

change in any group, segmented by property use or socioeconomic strata. The results of the 

perception survey, presented in the following section, support this interpretation.  

3.2. Survey 
The theory of change underlying the Lenguaje Claro Program assumes that making public sector 

communications simpler and more focused on key messages will increase citizen understanding 

and thus help guide citizens to the desired behavior. The administrative data used in this study 

detects the key behaviors of interest to the public institutions but does not reveal the role that the 

individual’s perception and understanding played in determining that behavior. Analyzing citizen 

understanding separately from their behavior as revealed through administrative data is 

necessary because there are potential perverse effects of increased understanding. In the case 

of Catastro, it is possible that citizens who understand their rights better will be more inclined to 

make repeated demands for appraisal adjustments, which is precisely the opposite reaction 

desired by Catastro.  

To fill this gap in the theory of change, the research team designed and implemented a 

perception survey for recipients in both the treatment and control groups. The survey covered two 

main elements: (i) understanding of the content (measured objectively and subjectively) and 

(ii) attitude toward the content and responsible institution, in addition to a series of socio-

demographic control variables. The survey was administered in person and consisted of three 

segments:  

1. identifying the respondent to make sure the person answering the survey is the same person 

that received the communication and to gauge the extent to which the respondent recalled 

having received the communication;  

2. refreshing the respondent’s memory by showing them a generic (non-personalized) version 

of the letter received (original or simplified); and  

3. asking the perception and socio-demographic questions.  

The survey sample, which included 585 people (313 treatment and 272 controls, 

57 percent of all unique observations), was surveyed between December 2017 and April 2018. 

Citizens were surveyed after they were notified and the legal period to take additional actions had 

elapsed. It should be noted that the time elapsed between receipt of the letter from Catastro and 

participation in the survey, though necessary to avoid influencing behavior during the experiment, 



   
 

may have hampered respondents’ memory of the letter received and their experience therewith.  

Table 3 presents a summary of the findings (simple means for treatment and control groups).  

Table 3. Perception Survey Means Comparison  

Question Treatment Control Difference 
1. Do you remember having asked anyone 

for help to understand the content of the 
letter? (% yes) 

24.7 24.9 −0.2 

2. Did you take any action regarding the 
content of this communication? (% yes) 

23.0 25.4 −2.4 

3. If you did take action, do you recall 
having sought help to do so?  
(n=T-41, C-44) 

53.7 61.4 −7.7 

4. Did the respondent understand the 
content of the document? (question 
posed to enumerator) (% yes) 

53.8 56.6 −2.8 

5. On a 10-point scale from 1 “very 
confusing” to 10 “very clear,” how clear 
was the communication? 

4.4 4.2 0.2 

6. On a 10-point scale from 1 “very 
difficult” to 10 “very easy,” how easy or 
difficult was it to do what the letter 
suggested? 

4.32 4.06 0.26 

7. On a 10-point scale from 1 “not useful at 
all” to 10 “very useful,” how useful was 
the information in the letter? 

4.62 4.49 0.13 

8. On a 10-point scale from 1 “very 
negative” to 10 “very positive,” how 
would you characterize the feeling the 
letter generated? 

3.5 3.51 −0.01 

9. On a 10-point scale from 1 “very 
negative” to 10 “very positive,” what is 
your general perception of Catastro as 
an institution? 

4.01 4.13 −0.12 

10. Does the letter give precise instructions 
regarding what to do? (% yes) 

40.4 32.3 8.1** 

11. Is the main message of the letter at the 
beginning? (% yes) 

40.1 38.6 0.5 

Source: Authors’ elaboration. 

Table 3 reveals two significant findings for the Lenguaje Claro Program. First, the overall 

perception of the letters from Catastro was poor. Both letters scored around 4 on a 10-point scale 

for clarity. Similarly, poor results were found for the measures of the ease of doing what the letter 

recommended, the utility of the information presented, and the feeling the letter generated. 



   
 

Second, there were few perceived differences between the two letters.12 The only question with 

a statistically significant difference (p=0.051, simple difference of means) was “does the letter give 

precise instructions regarding what to do?”—the simplified letter fared better than the original 

letter. Given the positive impact of the simplified letter on the frequency of additional requests as 

discussed above, the survey findings suggest that this singular question, on the precision of the 

instructions, is driving the results. This finding is significant given the relatively subtle change in 

the letters (the original Spanish versions are provided in Appendix 2). In both cases, the 

instructions regarding how to submit an additional request appear at the end of the letter and the 

language on how to do so is nearly identical. The main differences are that the simplified letter is 

six pages long compared to 10 pages for the original version, and that the section on how to 

submit additional requests is clearly marked (bold, all-caps text “RESOURCES”) in the simplified 

letter and unmarked in the original letter.  

4. Concluding Remarks, Policy Recommendations, and Potential Future Avenues of 
Research 

The statistical analysis confirms the hypothesis that government communications with simple and 

clear language decrease the administrative burden. These findings are robust to 20 different 

regression estimations conducted. However, the results should be taken with caution, given that 

these effects are found at marginal levels of significance due to the very small number of 

individuals that filed a request, thus limiting the assertions that can be made regarding the success 

of this particular intervention.  

The results emerging from the perception survey are less definitive. First, the results for 

both experimental groups denote a relatively low perception of clarity of the letters, which may 

suggest that there is still room to improve the language and content of the simplified letter in order 

to make it even more clear. Second, on only one of many questions designed to measure the 

success of the proximate objectives of the Lenguaje Claro Program, regarding whether the letter 

gave clear instructions on what to do, did the simplified communication perform better than the 

original communication. This leads to two initial interpretations:  

1. When interacting with government, citizens are business-oriented. They are looking to 

understand what they can or should do. They may be less affected by other aspects of 

the communication as long as they are clear on their future actions.  

                                                
12 The comparisons were between the treatment and control groups, not side-by-side comparisons made 
by the same individuals.  



   
 

2. The limited perceived difference between the two letters may explain the relatively small 

treatment effect observed in the administrative data.  

Moving forward, the results discussed herein suggest several actions for policymakers in 

Colombia and other countries with programs similar to the Lenguaje Claro Program. First, we 

recommend continuing with the program, as its impact appears to be as hoped. Second, we 

suggest further simplifying communications to improve citizen perception and in turn improve the 

administrative indicators. Third, we advise deepening empirical analysis of language simplification 

efforts, in particular to understand if there is a distinct impact on specific subgroups.  

This paper also highlights potential future avenues of research in the field of public 

administration and the study of administrative burdens. First, as one of the first efforts to 

understand the effects of a broad-based government-led language simplification program on 

administrative burdens, there are many important questions left unanswered. For example, it 

would be useful to understand the specific keys to success in language simplification efforts 

(e.g., pertaining to terminology, structure, design format, tone, etc.). Second, it may be valuable 

to understand the different impacts that different simplification methodologies produce 

(e.g., translations done by civil servants vs. via collaborative efforts with citizens). Third, it would 

be important to understand how language simplification could, or should, be tailored to different 

groups (e.g., socioeconomic, cultural) to obtain maximum impact.   
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Appendix 1. Description of Experimental Groups 

Table A1. Balance Between Treatment and Control Groups 

    
Original Letter 

(control)  
N = 431 

Simplified Letter 
(treatment)  

N = 431 
 

    Mean Mean 
Difference 

Localities 

Antonio Narino 0.021 0.012 0.009 
Barrios Unidos 0.014 0.016 −0.002 
Bosa 0.107 0.084 0.023 
Candelaria 0 0.009 −0.009** 
Chapinero 0.044 0.06 −0.016 
Ciudad Bolivar 0.07 0.063 0.007 
Engativa 0.107 0.107 0 
Fontibon 0.03 0.026 0.005 
Kennedy 0.13 0.121 0.009 
Martires 0.009 0.014 −0.005 
Puente Aranda 0.014 0.016 −0.002 
Rafael Uribe 0.032 0.026 0.007 
San Cristobal 0.053 0.032 0.021 
SantaFe 0.021 0.007 0.014* 
Suba 0.118 0.183 −0.065*** 
Teusaquillo 0.042 0.042 0 
Tunjuelito 0.014 0.007 0.007 
Usaquen 0.125 0.146 −0.021 
Usme 0.049 0.03 0.019 

Use 
Residential 0.594 0.594 0 
Plot 0.111 0.09 0.021 
Productive 0.292 0.299 −0.007 

Socioeconomic 
level 

Est_0 0.406 0.406 0 
Est_1 0.063 0.049 0.014 
Est_2 0.223 0.213 0.009 
Est_3 0.13 0.146 −0.016 
Est_4 0.093 0.088 0.005 
Est_5 0.039 0.058 −0.019 
Est_6 0.046 0.039 0.007 

Source: Authors’ elaboration. 

As shown in Table A1, the main observable variables of interest are balanced across 

experimental groups. That is, the treatment (simplified letter) and control (original letter) groups 



   
 

are balanced in most of the observable variables that capture the characteristics of the property 

(location among the 19 localities of Bogota), use (residential, unconstructed plot of land, or 

productive/commercial), and socioeconomic level. There are a few imbalances for some of the 

location characteristics in three localities: Candelaria, Santafe, and Suba.13  

Table A1. Share of Observations (by Locality) 

Locality Number of Observations % 

Antonio Narino 14 1.6 
Barrios Unidos 13 1.5 
Bosa 82 9.5 
Candelaria 4 0.5 
Chapinero 45 5.2 
Ciudad Bolivar 57 6.6 
Engativa 92 10.7 
Fontibon 24 2.8 
Kennedy 108 12.5 
Martires 10 1.2 
Puente Aranda 13 1.5 
Rafael Uribe 25 2.9 
San Cristobal 37 4.3 
SantaFe 12 1.4 
Suba 130 15.1 
Teusaquillo 36 4.2 
Tunjuelito 9 1.0 
Usaquen 117 13.6 
Usme 34 3.9 
Total 862  
Source: Authors’ elaboration. 

                                                
13 In Candelaria, the ex-ante randomization rule assigned all the responses (4) to the treatment group. 



   
 

Table A3. Share of Observations (by Socioeconomic Level) 

Socioeconomic Level Number of Observations % 
0 350 40.6 
1 48 5.6 
2 188 21.8 
3 119 13.8 
4 78 9.1 
5 42 4.9 
6 37 4.3 

Total 862 100 

Source: Authors’ elaboration. 

  



   
 

Appendix 2a. Original Letter (Catastro) 

 

 



   
 

 



   
 

  
  



   
 

Appendix 2b. Simplified Letter (Catastro) 

 



   
 



   
 

Appendix 3. Additional Results Tables 

Table A4. Intention-to-Treat Results, Including Channel of Notification 

 Any Request Filed Request for Reinstatement 
  (a) (b) (a) (b) 
Simplified letter −0.0255 −0.0227 −0.0348* −0.0319T 
  (0.0213) (0.0209) (0.0203) (0.0200) 
Electronic notification  −0.1073***  −0.0924*** 
   (0.0225)  (0.0215) 
Board notification  −0.1773***  −0.1603*** 
   (0.0351)  (0.0335) 
Notification time (elapsed)  −0.0001  0.0000 
   (0.0002)  (0.0002) 
Constant 0.1230*** 0.2177*** 0.1160*** 0.1755*** 
  (0.0151) (0.0407) (0.0144) (0.0389) 
Includes controls No Yes No Yes 
Observations 862 862 862 862 
R-squared 0.0017 0.0430 0.0034 0.0386 

Source: Authors’ elaboration. 
Note: Standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1, T p<0.15. 

Table A5. Intention-to-Treat Results, Without Board Notifications 

 Any Request Filed Request for Reinstatement 
  (a) (b) (a) (b) 
Simplified letter −0.0269 −0.0258 −0.0376* −0.0361 
  (0.0239) (0.0237) (0.0228) (0.0226) 
Electronic notification  −0.1075***  −0.0923*** 
   (0.0240)  (0.0229) 
Notification time (elapsed)  −0.0001  0.0000 
   (0.0002)  (0.0002) 
Constant 0.1380*** 0.2223*** 0.1302*** 0.1779*** 
  (0.0169) (0.0453) (0.0161) (0.0433) 
Includes controls No Si No Si 
Observations 762 762 762 762 
R-squared 0.0017 0.0275 0.0036 0.0250 

Source: Authors’ elaboration. 
Note: Standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. 

  



   
 

Table A6. Heterogeneous Effects (by Property Use Type) 

 Any Request Filed Request for Reinstatement 

  (a) (b) (a) (b) 
Simplified letter −0.0089 −0.0056 −0.0005 0.0022 
 (0.0386) (0.0379) (0.0368) (0.0362) 
Residential −0.0245 −0.0282 −0.0126 −0.0137 
 (0.0340) (0.0335) (0.0323) (0.0319) 
Plots 0.0328 0.0227 0.0486 0.0422 
 (0.0530) (0.0522) (0.0505) (0.0498) 
Simplified*residential −0.0263 −0.0284 −0.0425 −0.043 
 (0.0475) (0.0466) (0.0452) (0.0445) 
Simplified*plots −0.0040 0.0008 −0.0893 −0.0863 
 (0.0778) (0.0763) (0.0740) (0.0728) 
Constant 0.1339*** 0.2442*** 0.1181*** 0.1885*** 
 (0.0278) (0.0490) (0.0264) (0.0468) 
Controls No Yes No Yes 
Observations 862 862 862 862 
R-squared 0.0078 0.0495 0.0089 0.0440 

Source: Authors’ elaboration. 
Note: Standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. 



   
 

Table A7. Heterogeneous Results (by Property Use), Excluding Board Notifications 
 Any Request Filed Request for Reinstatement 

  (a) (b) (a) (b) 
Simplified letter −0.0101 −0.0062 −0.0006 0.0025 

 (0.0434) (0.0429) (0.0413) (0.0409) 
Residential −0.0284 −0.0314 −0.0150 −0.0155 

 (0.0381) (0.0378) (0.0363) (0.0361) 
Plot 0.0260 0.0221 0.0438 0.0434 

 (0.0583) (0.0578) (0.0555) (0.0552) 
Simplified*residential −0.0280 −0.0330 −0.0466 −0.0492 

 (0.0534) (0.0528) (0.0509) (0.0504) 
Simplified*plot 0.0038 0.0022 −0.0915 −0.0934 

 (0.0862) (0.0851) (0.0821) (0.0813) 
Constant 0.1518*** 0.2507*** 0.1339*** 0.1927*** 

 (0.0312) (0.0546) (0.0297) (0.0522) 
Controls No Yes No Yes 
Observations 762 762 762 762 
R-squared 0.008 0.0347 0.0093 0.0310 

Source: Authors’ elaboration. 
Note: Standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. 

Table A8. Heterogeneous Results (by Socioeconomic Level) 

  Any Request Filed Request for Reinstatement 

  (a) (b) (a) (b) 
Simplified letter −0.0132 −0.0097 −0.0246 −0.0213 
 (0.0236) (0.0232) (0.0224) (0.0221) 
High stratum −0.0074 0.0142 −0.0147 0.0056 
 (0.0394) (0.0390) (0.0374) (0.0372) 
Simplified*high −0.0662 −0.0707 −0.0543 −0.0578 
 (0.0552) (0.0543) (0.0525) (0.0518) 
Constant 0.1243*** 0.2169*** 0.1186*** 0.1763*** 
 (0.0166) (0.0414) (0.0158) (0.0396) 
Controls No Yes No Yes 
Observations 862 862 862 862 
R-squared 0.0059 0.0456 0.0076 0.0409 

Source: Authors’ elaboration. 
Note: Standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. 



   
 

Table A9. Heterogeneous Results (by Socioeconomic Level),  
Without Board Notifications 

  Any Request Filed Request for Reinstatement 

  (a) (b) (a) (b) 
Simplified letter −0.0114 −0.0110 −0.0246 −0.0240 

 (0.0265) (0.0262) (0.0252) (0.0250) 
High stratum −0.0045 0.0168 −0.0131 0.0069 

 (0.0444) (0.0443) (0.0423) (0.0423) 
Simplified*high −0.0813 −0.0796 −0.0670 −0.0648 

 (0.0620) (0.0613) (0.0590) (0.0585) 
Constant 0.1388*** 0.2211*** 0.1325*** 0.1784*** 

 (0.0185) (0.0461) (0.0177) (0.0440) 
Controls No Yes No Yes 
Observations 762 762 762 762 
R-squared 0.0068 0.0304 0.0086 0.0276 

Source: Authors’ elaboration. 
Note: Standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. 
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