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Extended Abstract

Governments are increasingly moving public services online and phasing out traditional service

channels such as paper applications and phone support. While these reforms are often justified on

efficiency grounds (Layne and Lee, 2001; Marc et al., 2022; Norris and Moon, 2005; Tokovska et al.,

2023), they may further increase inequalities by excluding citizens with limited internet access, low

digital literacy, or distrust in online services. Prior research has largely focused on how citizens

choose between different service channels (Madsen and Kræmmergaard, 2016; Pieterson and van

Dijk, 2007; Teerling and Pieterson, 2011) or on how governments can encourage the use of digital

channels (Hanmer et al., 2015; John and Blume, 2017; Madsen and Kræmmergaard, 2018; Teerling

and Pieterson, 2010). Yet, little is known about the consequences of removing traditional channels

for accessing government services altogether.

We take steps to fill this gap with a large-scale natural field experiment conducted in collab-

oration with a social insurance office in Switzerland. One of their primary responsibilities is the

distribution of health insurance subsidies to roughly 30% of the population amounting to about

USD 2,500 per eligible household per year. In the past, households received both a paper and an

online application from the office.

The office decided to discontinue the distribution of paper application forms by default and,

instead, to mail only the information needed to access the online application (”Online-Only” con-

dition). Paper applications remained possible; however, households had to explicitly request them
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from the office. To enable an evaluation of this policy change, we negotiated a phased rollout

involving 285,000 eligible tax households. In this design, the status quo—distribution of both pa-

per and online application materials (”Paper & Online” condition)—was preserved for a randomly

selected subset of households for one additional subsidy year. This experimental design allows us

to identify the causal effect of discontinuing the default provision of the traditional paper channel

on subsidy take-up.

We find that removing the paper form from the mailing reduced overall applications by 3.4

percentage points. In the Paper & Online group, 39.6% of households applied online and 18.7%

applied on paper, for a total take-up of 58.3%. In the Online-Only condition, take-up fell to 54.9%.

To understand this decline, we focus on the 18.7% of households who used the paper form when it

was automatically provided. Assuming that households who applied online in the Paper & Online

condition would continue to do so in the Online-Only, we decompose the 18.7% of households who

used the paper form in the Paper & Online condition to examine how they respond when the paper

form was no longer provided by default. Among these households, 7.1 percentage points switched

to applying online, 8.2 percentage points went the extra mile to request a paper form, and 3.4

percentage points did not apply at all. Thus, while many households were able to adapt, removing

the default paper channel also led to a non-negligible share being left behind.

The literature on the digital divide suggests that older people are increasingly adopting online

services (Friemel, 2016; Pew Reseach Center, 2017). However, they often depend on assistance

from others (Helsper and Reisdorf, 2017; König and Seifert, 2020), struggle with continued use

(Heponiemi et al., 2024), and sometimes feel coerced into digital-only services (Pirhonen et al.,

2020). We therefore explore heterogeneities across age groups and find substantially stronger

effects among household heads aged 65 and older: Discontinuing the paper form reduced the

applications by 8.9 percentage points relative to the Paper & Online condition. However, even

younger adults (aged 26–35) experienced a significant decline of 2.8 percentage points. This could

suggest that even younger cohorts may face exclusion due to gaps in basic digital skills (Hecker

et al., 2021) or mistrust in digital government services (Barroca, Jean Gil and Kishnani, Pankaj,

2023), mechanisms that we examine next.

To construct a proxy for trust in digital government services, we use recent referendum data in

which the Swiss public voted on the introduction of a government-administered electronic identifi-

cation system (”e-ID”). We match municipality-level voting outcomes to our data using zip codes

and find that households in areas with higher support for the e-ID system exhibit a significantly
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smaller reduction in take-up than households in more distrusting areas. These results are consis-

tent with the interpretation that digital trust operates as a behavioral channel through which the

removal of traditional service options affects take-up.

Overall, our findings show that online-first reforms can inadvertently restrict access to essen-

tial public services when inequalities in digital skills and digital trust affect households’ ability to

navigate online systems. In our setting, households could still request a paper application, sug-

gesting our effects likely represent a lower bound. In contexts where traditional channels are fully

eliminated or more costly to access, the exclusionary effects of digitalization may be even more

pronounced.
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