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Abstract 
Non-take-up is generally recognised as an important policy problem, which co-determines the 
effectiveness, efficiency and equity of social programmes. In this paper we aim to shed some light on how 
non-take-up is usually conceptualised and measured. More in particular, we review existing concepts of 
non-take-up and introduce a new framework which clarifies the relation between coverage and non-take-
up. Furthermore, we review the state-of-the-art for measuring the non-take-up of social benefits and its 
determinants through survey and administrative data. 
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1. Introduction 

In the case of social protection, non-take-up is now generally acknowledged as an important factor 
that can undermine the efficacy, efficiency and equity of social programmes (e.g. Behrendt, 2002; 
Dubois & Ludwinek, 2014; Fuchs, 2007; Hernanz, Malherbet & Pellizzari, 2004). Indeed, if pro-
grammes are not taken up by those who are eligible for them, the success of reaching their goals may 
be undermined (e.g. functioning as an automatic stabiliser during economic crises, reducing poverty, 
or inequality). Furthermore, non-take-up can undermine the efficiency of social policy, especially if 
some of those who would benefit the most miss out on receiving benefits for?  Which they are 
eligible. As a result, a larger and more diverse set of programmes may be required to reach all those 
in need, compared to a situation of full take-up. Also, non-take-up may save costs in the short-term 
but may increase budgetary costs in the longer run. This may, for instance, be the case if non-take-
up of social benefits or childcare services reduces investment in children or when a reduced take-up 
of preventive health care results in higher needs for curative care. In some cases, however, non-take-
up may also increase efficiency of social protection programmes if only the more vulnerable self-
select into taking up benefits to which they are eligible, while less needy persons and households 
choose not to do so (cf. Currie, 2004). Even then, however, non-take-up may undermine the effec-
tiveness of the policy measure. Finally, non-take-up may result in further unjust disparities within and 
between vulnerable groups, either by providing people with otherwise similar characteristics with 
different levels of support, or by increasing social inequalities if social policies only reach the some-
what better off.  

Estimated levels of non-take-up vary considerably by country, period of observation, data source 
used and social programme under consideration. Often, quite high levels of non-take-up have been 
observed in OECD countries, as high as between 30% and 70%, especially in relation to social assis-
tance programmes (e.g. Amétépé, 2012; Bargain, Immervoll & Viitamäki, 2007; Bouckaert & 
Schokkaert, 2011; Bruckmeier & Wiemers, 2011; Callan & Keane, 2008; Currie, 2004; Domingo & 
Pucci, 2014; Dubois & Ludwinek, 2014; Frick & Groh-Samberg, 2007; Fuchs, 2007; Fuchs, Gasior, 
Premrov, Hollan & Scoppetta; Matsaganis, Levy & Flevotomou, 2010). Estimates of the extent of 
take-up of welfare benefits are based on a variety of approaches, and typically combine both admin-
istrative and survey data. Both types of data sources have their benefits and limitations and also the 
combined use of survey and administrative data to estimate non-take-up brings up challenges. Most 
empirical studies are therefore hampered by serious data limitations. There is no coherent method-
ology to analyse the non-take up of social policies, and available information of OECD countries is 
fragmented.  

In this paper, we bring together different concepts of non-take-up and clarify how these relate to 
the concept of coverage. Furthermore, we provide an overview of the different methods that can be 
used to estimate (non-) take-up figures of welfare benefits, while paying particular attention to the 
potential and challenges of different kinds of data sources.  

The paper is structured as follows. In Section 2, we define non-take-up and distinguish between 
different dimensions of non-take-up. Section 3 focuses on the measurement of non-take-up, in par-
ticular the type of data sources that can be used to estimate non-take-up, their associated challenges 
and other challenges related to the estimation of non-take-up rates. In Section 4, we conclude.  
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2. Concepts of non-take-up 

There are various ways of conceiving non-take-up. In what follows, we first discuss non-take-up in 
relation to the concept of coverage and introduce a distinction between the non-take-up of social 
benefits, non-enrolment (or non-take-up of participation) and tertiary non-take-up. Subsequently, we 
discuss the more common distinctions between types of non-take-up in relation to the alleged reason 
for not-realising a social right; and the extent and the duration of non-take-up. Where relevant, we 
indicate to what extent the concept of non-take-up can be applied to cash benefits, benefits in-kind 
and services as well as reduced tariffs for essential goods and services and cost compensations. 

2.1 Types of non-take-up in relation to the concept of coverage 
Coverage and non-take-up are two closely related concepts. However, the relation between the two 
concepts is not always very straightforward, while there are many ways in which coverage tends to 
be defined and measured. Nelson and Nieuwenhuis (2019) offer a very useful conceptual framework 
on coverage, as depicted in Figure 1. 

Figure 1. Nelson and Nieuwenhuis’ framework for defining and measuring benefit coverage 

 
Source Nelson and Nieuwenhuis (2019: 11) 

In the framework of Nelson and Nieuwenhuis (2019), we can define non-take-up of a social benefit as a 
situation in which someone is eligible for, but does not receive, a (social) benefit. This is a rather 
strict, and well-defined situation, which corresponds to what is the usual definition in a large share of 
the literature on non-take-up of social protection programmes. This concept can be easily applied 
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both to social insurance benefits (e.g. a contributory unemployment benefit), non-contributory 
means-tested benefits (e.g. a social assistance benefit), means-tested or non-means-tested cost com-
pensations or cost reductions (e.g. a social tariff for utilities or a (partial) reimbursement of the cost 
of buying durables adapted to cope with a disability), and (targeted) services (e.g. free child care or 
social and medical care). The non-take-up rate is then the ratio of those who are eligible, but do not 
take up the benefit/service, and the total number of people who are eligible for taking up the benefit/ 
service. In this case, non-take-up is the mirror image of coverage, defined as the take-up rate by 
Nelson and Nieuwenhuis (2019).  

It must be noted, though, that in practice the situation is often somewhat more complex. Some 
people may be receiving benefits even if they are, strictly speaking, not eligible. These are  so-called 
Type II or beta errors (cf. Sutherland, Decoster, Matsaganis & Tsakloglou, 2009), which may, for 
instance, be due to administrative errors or fraud.1 There are two consistent ways to take these ‘beta 
errors’ into account for defining and measuring the non-take-up of social benefits: (1) one minus the 
total number of recipients (including ineligible recipients) divided by the total number of eligible 
persons (including ineligible recipients); (2) one minus the total number of eligible recipients (ex-
cluding ineligible recipients) divided by the total number of eligible persons (excluding ineligible 
recipients) (cf. Bargain, Immervoll & Viitamäki, 2012). However, in practice it may not always be easy 
to implement such a consistent computation of non-take-up, leading to an over- or underestimation 
of non-take-up of social benefits. 

In the literature on (voluntary) social insurance, notably pensions, non-take-up is often studied in 
relation to those who qualify for participation in a (pension) or health care programme, but - for all 
kinds of reasons - do not do so (e.g. Aizer, 2003, 2007; Levy & Weir, 2007; Van Gestel, Goedemé, 
Janssens, Lefevere & Lemkens, 2017). Non-enrolment, or non-take-up of participation, is the situation in 
which someone is eligible for participation or enrolment in a social programme, but ends up not 
being enrolled. An important difference with the non-take-up of social benefits is that with non-
enrolment the financial ‘loss’ is not necessarily immediate. Furthermore, this kind of non-take-up 
appears more ‘upstream’ in the process of receiving benefits: without enrolment one cannot be eli-
gible for taking up a benefit. Those not enrolled typically do not figure in statistics on the non-take-
up of social benefits (as defined above). In other words, non-enrolment can also be defined as not 
realising a right to be part of the covered population, i.e. the pool of potential beneficiaries. The 
concept is most straightforward to apply to (social) insurance benefits, but could also apply to some 
social assistance measures which result in lower access costs for some goods or services (e.g. vouchers 
for cultural participation, subscriptions for cheap public transport), especially when making a distinc-
tion between being part of the programme and making actual use of the service (one may have the 
vouchers for cultural participation, but still not participate in cultural events; one may be enrolled in 
a programme of cheaper health care, but still not make use of any health care). 

One way to conceive non-enrolment could be to define it as the mirror image of what Nelson and 
Nieuwenhuis (2019) call the ‘coverage rate’: those in the relevant reference population who do not 
belong to the potential beneficiaries, as a percentage of the total number of persons in the reference 
population (or 1 minus the coverage rate). Even though this conceptual relation with the coverage 
rate is useful, it is important to stress that when measuring non-enrolment and coverage, the defini-
tion of the relevant reference population will probably differ. When studying coverage, it is likely that 
the most useful approach is to define the reference population as the group who may be subject to 
the social risk that the insurance programme tries to cover (e.g. the labour force in the case of unem-
ployment insurance, or the total population in the case of health care). In contrast, when studying 
non-enrolment, a different definition of the reference population is applicable, including exclusively 

 
1  In practical implementations of measuring non-take-up this may also include simulation errors and/or measurement error. 
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those who are eligible for enrolling in the programme.2 This definition of the reference population 
may be broader than the group who is subject to the social risk that the benefit tries to cover, or may 
include persons who are eligible for participation but do not belong to the intended target group (e.g. 
in Belgium, for administrative reasons asset-rich households with low current income are eligible for 
the Increased Reimbursement of health care, although they do not belong to the intended target 
group). At the same time, such a more specific definition may leave out people who face the social 
risk that the programme tries to cover (e.g. unemployment, retirement or sickness), but who do not 
qualify for participating in the programme (e.g. if they work in the informal economy or in economic 
sectors that organise the (occupational) social insurance scheme). Both a broad way and this more 
restrictive way of defining the reference population are useful for understanding social protection 
systems. 

Finally, Van Mechelen and Janssens (2017) introduced the term tertiary non-take-up as ‘a situation in 
which vulnerable persons are not entitled to a social provision due to eligibility rules’. In the schematic 
representation of Nelson and Nieuwenhuis (2019) this may be defined as the ratio of the number of 
persons who are not eligible within the reference population (being the numerator of the fraction) 
and the size of the reference population (including both potential beneficiaries and those not enrolled 
in the programme), with the reference population being defined as those who are vulnerable (denomi-
nator of the fraction). In this sense, tertiary non-take-up is a specific form of non-coverage. We think 
it may be useful to also conceive tertiary non-take-up in a broader way, and include in the numerator 
all those who currently have no access to the benefit (or do not make use of a social service), inde-
pendently of the reason for no access, including those who are eligible, but are not receiving the 
benefit. In whichever way defined, tertiary non-take-up is directly related to the concepts of targeting 
efficiency and targeting errors. More precisely, vertical efficiency can be defined as the extent to which 
leakage of transfers (or benefits in kind) occurs to the non-vulnerable population (or any other rele-
vant definition of the reference population), while horizontal efficiency can be defined as the extent to 
which those in the reference population (e.g. those defined as vulnerable) receive the transfer or 
benefit in kind, in line with our broader definition of tertiary non-take-up (cf. Atkinson, 1998, 
pp. 121-123). 

 
2  Actually, the ratio of those who are eligible for enrolling in the programme and the reference population is a concept of coverage 

that is not considered in the schematic overview of Nelson and Nieuwenhuis (2019), but which might be a useful addition. Note that 
the eligibility rate in Figure 1 refers to those eligible for taking up the benefit, which is a subset of those eligible for enrolling in the 
programme.  
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Figure 2. An overview of the relevant (sub)populations for defining various concepts of coverage and  
non-take-up 

A. Limited fraud and errors 

B. Extensive fraud and errors 

In order to summarise this section, Figure 2 depicts the various subpopulations of relevance in a 
schematic way, with each rectangle representing a particular subpopulation. In some cases it may well 
be that all subpopulations are perfect subsets of each other, but for completeness we allow for 
imperfect targeting, administrative errors and fraud. Figure 3 makes further use of this representation, 
to illustrate the various concepts of coverage and non-take-up discussed in this section. In order not 
to make things overly complex, Figure 3 works with the diagram shown in panel A of Figure 2, 
depicting a case of ‘limited fraud and errors’, which we suppose to be the most common situation in 
OECD countries. However, there may also be programmes that struggle with more extensive prob-
lems of fraud and errors, resulting in people making use of services, or receiving benefits to which 
they are not entitled, and for which they were not enrolled. This is shown in panel B of Figure 2. An 
example of such a case would be a situation in which food vouchers are sold at reduced value to, and 
subsequently used by, persons who are not eligible for being enrolled in the programme (e.g. because 
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of residing illegally in the country). The various concepts of coverage and non-take-up outlined in 
this section can be summarised as follows, and are illustrated in Figure 3.3 
1. The potential coverage rate: the ratio of those eligible for enrolment and the relevant reference popu-

lation. The numerator preferably only contains the intersection of both. This is a concept not 
included in Nelson and Nieuwenhuis’ (2019) framework, but which is also of relevance for stud-
ying and understanding coverage. 

2. The effective coverage rate, or coverage rate in short: the ratio of those enrolled in the programme 
(the potential beneficiaries) and the reference population, the numerator preferably containing only 
the intersection of both. 

3. The rate of non-take-up of participation, or non-enrolment: the ratio of those eligible for enrolment but 
not enrolled in the programme, and those eligible for enrolment, or 1 minus those enrolled in the 
programme and those eligible for enrolment, with the numerator preferably only containing the 
intersection of both.  

4. The eligibility rate: the ratio of those eligible for receiving the benefit and those enrolled in the 
programme (all potential beneficiaries). Note that in this case it is unlikely that the numerator is 
not a perfect subset of the denominator. 

5. The rate of tertiary non-take-up: Strictly defined: 1 minus the ratio of those eligible for receiving the 
benefit in the reference population and the reference population, with the numerator preferably 
only including the intersection of both. Broadly defined: 1 minus the ratio of those receiving the 
benefit in the reference population and the reference population, with the numerator only includ-
ing the intersection of both. Please note that 1 minus the rate of tertiary non-take-up broadly 
defined, or equivalently, the ratio of those receiving the benefit in the reference population and 
the reference population, is a measure of horizontal efficiency. Leakage, as a measure of vertical efficiency, 
can be defined as the ratio of those outside of the reference population receiving a benefit versus 
all those receiving a benefit (alternatively, this could also be defined in terms of eligibility for 
enrolment or eligibility for receipt rather than benefit receipt). In all these cases the reference 
population is typically defined in terms of having a low income or living standard, or being eco-
nomically vulnerable in some other way. 

6. The take-up rate: the ratio of the actual beneficiaries and those eligible for receiving the benefit, 
with the numerator preferably only containing the intersection of both. 

7. The rate of non-take-up of social benefits: the ratio of the number eligible for receiving the social benefit, 
but not receiving it, and the total number of those eligible for receiving the benefit, with the 
numerator preferably only including the intersection of both. If computed as the mirror image of 
the take-up rate, one should be careful with either including ineligible beneficiaries both in the 
numerator and denominator of the take-up rate, or (preferably) excluding them from both the 
numerator and denominator. Ineligible beneficiaries are also called Type II errors or beta errors 
(see above).   

 
3  Please note that all these concepts can be computed for any reference population and to study variations between subpopulations, 

by restricting the population under study to the relevant reference (sub)population. Also, and especially in the case of the take-up 
rate, non-take-up of benefits, leakage and horizontal efficiency, these phenomena are not only studied in terms of the number of 
people affected, but also in terms of the volume of benefits (or total budgetary cost) which has been taken up or not received (see 
below). 
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Figure 3. A schematic overview of various concepts of coverage and non-take-up (the sum of the light 
shaded areas represents the numerator, the sum of the light shaded and dark shaded areas repre-
sents the denominator) 

1. The potential coverage rate 2. The effective coverage rate 

 
3. Non-enrolment 4. Eligibility rate 

5a. Tertiary non-take-up (strictly defined) 5b. Tertiary non-take-up (broadly defined) 

5c. Horizontal efficiency 5d. Vertical efficiency 

6. Take-up rate 7. Non-take-up of social benefits 
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2.2 Types of non-take-up based on the alleged reason for not receiving 
While the distinction between non-take-up of benefits, non-enrolment, and tertiary non-take-up refer 
to different concepts of non-take-up in a broader sense, more common classifications of types of 
non-take-up are primarily concerned with the reasons for the non-take-up of a social benefit, as 
defined above. In the early 1990s, van Oorschot (1994; 1995) introduced the distinction between 
primary and secondary non-take-up (see also CNAF, 1996). Although the focus was on non-take-up 
of social benefits, we believe this distinction can also be applied to non-enrolment (the non-take-up 
of participation). 

Primary non-take-up, is the situation in which a person eligible for a social security benefit does not 
claim his or her entitlement (whether intentionally decided or not), with the result of not receiving it. 
In this case, non-take-up is said to be primary, as it stems from the decision by potential beneficiaries 
to not claim their entitlement, or because they fail to claim their benefits due to cognitive biases and 
behavioural barriers (e.g. because potential beneficiaries are unaware of their eligibility, procrastinate 
their application, or forget about the claiming process) (Baicker, Congdon & Mullainathan, 2012). As 
for now, academics and policymakers have mainly been concerned with this type of non-take-up.  

In contrast, in the case of secondary non-take-up an eligible person starts the application process for a 
particular benefit but ends up not receiving it. Secondary non-take-up may result from either the 
behaviour of the claimant (e.g. claimants who do not complete their application due to experienced 
difficulties in understanding the procedure or collecting the required information, or because they 
experienced the treatment as degrading or intrusive) or mistakes made by the administration (van 
Oorschot, 1994). In this way, secondary non-take-up is directly linked to the workings of the admin-
istrations and the procedures claims have to follow. Apart from difficult procedures, administrative 
mistakes and errors, one could also think of secondary non-take-up in the case of discretionary 
schemes as those cases in which people were denied benefits even though they may have received 
them if their case would have been handled by another person. Up until now, we only know of very 
few studies that explicitly study such secondary non-take-up (for an exception, see Wildeboer Schut 
and Hoff (2007)).  

The Observatory of Non-take-up of Social rights and Public Services in France (Odenore) further 
refined the typology of Van Oorschot by making a distinction between lack of awareness, decision 
not to claim and non-receipt (Warin, 2010). Lack of awareness (not knowing) refers to a situation in 
which a potential claimant is unaware of the benefits available to him or his eligibility for them, while 
decision not to claim (not claiming) is the situation in which the potential claimant is aware of his eligi-
bility but decides not to claim. Both of these categories fall into van Oorschot’s concept of primary 
non-take-up. The situation of non-receipt occurs when the claimant is aware of his eligibility for a par-
ticular benefit and decides to claim but does not obtain the benefit, which corresponds to Van 
Oorschot’s secondary non-take-up. In addition, Warin (2010) added a fourth situation of non-take-
up i.e. non proposition, referring to a situation in which the provider does not propose a benefit to the 
potential claimant, which seems to be a reason for non-take-up that is largely under-researched 
(Observatoire de la santé et du social de Bruxelles, 2017).  

2.3 Types of non-take-up based on the extent and duration of non-take-up 
Apart from distinguishing between different types of non-take-up based on the alleged reason for 
not receiving the benefits one is entitled to, other classifications exist that are based on the extent or 
duration of non-take-up. For example van Oorschot (1994; 1995) makes a distinction between total 
non-take-up and partial non-take-up. Total non-take-up is the situation in which a potential beneficiary 
does not receive a benefit at all, whereas, partial non-take-up corresponds to a situation where an eligible 
person only receives part of the benefit he or she is entitled to. Whereas total non-take-up can occur 
in both a situation of primary non-take-up (i.e. an eligible person will not be granted any allowance 
because he does not apply for it) and secondary non-take-up (e.g. a person will not be granted any 
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allowance because his claim is erroneously rejected), partial non-take-up only occurs in a situation of 
secondary non-take-up as it originates from either insufficient or inaccurate information provided by 
the claimant or evaluation errors made by the administration, only after an eligible person filed a 
claim. To the best of our knowledge, very few studies have explicitly paid attention to the extent of 
partial non-take-up, with the study of Berthoud (1983) on unmet entitlements among claimants of 
the British Supplementary Benefit (SB) as a notable exception.  

Finally, we would like to stress the importance of the time dimension in the classification and 
analysis of non-take-up. van Oorschot (1994; 1995) distinguishes between three types of non-take-
up in relation to time: permanent non-take-up, delayed (or temporary) non-take-up and frictional 
non-take-up. Permanent non-take-up is the situation in which a person does not successfully claim his 
benefit in the period between becoming eligible for the benefit and the time she is no longer eligible. 
In the situation of temporary non-take-up, the person does successfully apply for the benefit but only 
after some time of becoming eligible. This delay in claiming can either be situated in the period 
between becoming eligible and deciding to claim or in the period between the decision to claim and 
actually submitting a claim (van Oorschot, 1994). While in some cases temporary non-take-up is 
‘reduced’ by retroactively providing benefits, this is far from always the case. These distinctions also 
apply to non-enrolment. Research into behavioural economics has brought forward different reasons 
for a delay in claiming benefits and enrolment into social insurance schemes. This strand of literature 
has pointed to the importance of behavioural barriers to decide and act optimally with regard to the 
application for benefits or programmes (Baicker et al., 2012; Rice, 2013; Van Winssen, Van Kleef & 
Van de Ven, 2016). For example, a delay in the decision to claim may result from people not being 
perfectly aware of the costs and benefits associated with filing a claim for a particular benefit. But 
also, even when a person has made the decision to file a claim, a delay in claiming can result from 
people failing to act in accordance with their decisions because of procrastination behaviour, risk 
aversion etc. Studies (Coile, Diamond, Gruber & Jousten, 2002; Maurer & Mitchell, 2016) that have 
focused on temporary or delayed non-take-up found that non-take-up is often an issue of delays in 
claiming. 

Finally, van Oorschot (1994) points to a distinction between temporary and frictional non-take-up. 
We can define frictional non-take-up as the time between starting the application procedure and receiv-
ing the benefit.4 It may result from the claimant needing time to fill in an application form and gather 
the necessary documents, but may also result from the time administrators need to assess the appli-
cation and award the benefit to the claimant (van Oorschot, 1994). While this distinction seems very 
useful to us, it may also be relevant to use a concept of temporary non-take-up that is defined more 
broadly, as the period between becoming eligible and actual receipt of the benefit, regardless of when 
a claim was filed, and define frictional non-take-up as a part of this period (i.e. from the moment at 
which the claiming process is started). Finally, it is well worth mentioning that temporary non-take-
up may also happen when benefits are stopped being paid too soon, either (1) due to an administra-
tive error; and/or because (2) beneficiaries do not comply or are unable to comply with administrative 
procedures which require to update information or refiling a claim after a certain period of receiving 
the benefit. Please note that as soon as beneficiaries have started their application for continuing the 
benefit, this period included again frictional non-take-up. 

Figure 4 illustrates temporary non-take-up, with frictional non-take-up as a subperiod of temporary 
non-take-up (i.e. different from van Oorschot’s original definition), and also counting in the possi-
bility that benefit receipt is ended prematurely. Note that if benefits are assigned retroactively, the 
starting point (in time) for receiving benefits does not change, but beneficiaries will receive a higher 
amount of benefits at some point in time, often as a lump sum, to cover partially or entirely the 

 
4  Please note that in the examples given by van Oorshchot (1994) frictional take up might start already once someone has decided 

to claim, rather than when the application procedure is started. However, we believe it is useful to restrict it to when the application 
procedure is started. Also note that there is some overlap with temporary non-take-up, as both types of non-take-up cover the period 
between starting the application procedure and submitting the claim. 
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volume of benefits that would apply to the period between the start of eligibility and the first spell 
for which benefits are paid. While in that case the first period in which no benefits were received may 
still count as temporary non-take-up (depending also on the purpose of the exercise), the measure-
ment of temporary non-take-up in terms of the total volume of benefits not taken up should be 
different, and take account of the additional amount paid to cover retroactively a preceding period 
of eligibility. 

Figure 4. A timeline of temporary non-take-up (broadly defined) 

 
* Strictly speaking, van Oorschot (1994) defines temporary non-take-up as the period between the start of eligibility 

and (successfully) submitting a claim. The last period of temporary non-take-up may also include a new period of 
frictional non-take-up. 

To sum things up, researchers and policymakers have focused primarily on the primary non-take-up 
of social benefits. In practice, measurements of non-take-up may conflate temporary and permanent 
non-take-up if they assess the degree of non-take-up at one moment in time, and conflate partial and 
full non-take-up, mainly due to data limitations, and the uncertainties surrounding measurement and 
simulation errors (see below). Therefore, more research which is able to distinguish all these different 
types of non-take-up would be very welcome, including on secondary non-take-up, about which there 
is still much to learn. In this section we have tried to highlight the many different ways in which non-
take-up can be conceived. It goes without saying that similar concepts can be measured in various 
ways, and it is always necessary to adjust definitions and measurements to the exact purpose of the 
analysis. However, we hope that the conceptual framework set out in this section, will be helpful not 
only to identify the relevant dimensions of non-take-up, but also to define more precisely which 
concept of non-take-up is actually measured.  
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3. Data for measuring non-take-up of social 
benefits 

In this section we focus on measuring the non-take-up of social benefits, as defined above. The 
challenges for measuring non-enrolment and tertiary non-take-up are somewhat different, depending 
on which definition is exactly used, but there are many similarities as well. However, we will not point 
these out explicitly in what follows. Furthermore, we do not make a distinction between primary and 
secondary non-take-up. While the main focus is often on the rate of non-take-up, it is useful to high-
light that non-take-up can be quantified in various ways, each requiring some other type of infor-
mation: 
- the non-take-up rate, requiring information on the number of actual beneficiaries and the total 

eligible population; 
- the amount of (financial) benefits that remain unused or unreceived (cf. DWP, 2017; Fuchs et al., 

forthcoming), either in absolute terms, or as a percentage of the total budget that would be neces-
sary in case of full take-up;  

- the total time that people who were eligible, did not receive benefits (covering both temporary and 
permanent non-take-up). 

For a long time, in most Western countries non-take-up was not a subject of empirical research. Only 
in the UK, from the 1960s onwards, several studies have been carried out, nationally as well as locally, 
to measure the non-take-up of almost all means-tested benefits (Bond, 1972; Craig, 1991; Harris, 
1972; MacPherson, Silburn & Williams, 1983; Purnell, 1973; Ministry of Social Security, 1967). 
Remarkably, from 1974 onwards, based on information from the national Family Expenditure 
Survey, in combination with administrative data, the statistical section of the Department of Health 
and Social Security (DHSS) produced every two years estimates of the extent of non-take-up of the 
most important British benefits. From the late 1970s-1980s also other Western countries started 
investigating the non-take-up of their welfare benefits, with the United States and Germany being 
the frontrunners. In the United States, the non-take-up of the Supplementary Security Income (SSI) 
was measured by comparing the number of registered receivers of the benefit with the estimated 
number of eligible persons based on information from existing general-purpose studies. In Germany, 
in 1979, a first specific-purpose survey (n=1,074 households) was organised to specifically investigate 
the extent and causes of the non-take-up of the ‘Sozialhilfe’.  

From the 1990s onwards, non-take-up estimates for different welfare benefits in the Netherlands, 
France, Denmark, and Canada followed (Hansen & Hultin, 1997; Kuhn, 1995; Storer & Van 
Audenrode, 1995; Terracol, 2002; van Oorschot, 1995). Currently, non-take-up rates have been cal-
culated for many European countries. Still, concrete evidence about the level of take-up of welfare 
benefits is very limited in most countries. Few government agencies5 regularly compile and publish 
data about how many eligible people eventually take-up welfare benefits. Most of the evidence on the 
size of take-up of welfare benefits is hence derived from empirical studies which often differ in both 
their methodological approach and in the range of benefits covered (Hernanz et al., 2004). Apart from 
the fact that in some countries non-take-up is somewhat neglected as a policy issue and under-studied 

 
5  The British Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) being a notable exception: it regularly publishes estimates of take-up rates for 

various benefits since 1997. 
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as a research topic, an important reason for the lack of very accurate and reliable non-take-up esti-
mates are the methodological challenges associated with its measurement. 

3.1 Types of data sources and associated challenges 
In general, three types of data sources are used to obtain estimates of non-take-up rates: general-
purpose surveys, administrative data sets and specifically designed surveys, or a combination of those 
(Atkinson, 1989; Hernanz et al., 2004). Each of these sources has its benefits and limitations for 
measuring and studying non-take-up (see also Hernanz et al., 2004). In what follows, we briefly elabo-
rate on the advantages and disadvantages of each type of data source, while discussing some empirical 
studies that have used these kinds of data to estimate (non-)take-up. In the next section, we discuss 
the methodological challenges associated with the simulations that are necessary to estimate non-
take-up. 

3.1.1 General-purpose surveys 
Not surprisingly, the first estimates of non-take-up in various countries are based on information 
from general-purpose surveys. In the US, the first studies that addressed the issue of non-take-up of 
important means tested government programmes such as the Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 
Program and the Food Stamp Program (FSP) solely relied on survey data (i.e. the Panel Study of 
Income Dynamics or Current Population Survey) for their calculations (Coe, 1979; Warlick, 1982). 
Also more recently, despite serious data limitations, general-purpose data are still most often used to 
estimate (non-) take-up of a particular program in a particular country (e.g. Arrighi, Davin, Trannoy & 
Ventelou, 2015; Bruckmeier & Wiemers, 2011; Callan & Keane, 2008; Chareyron, 2014; Chareyron & 
Domingues, 2018; Herber & Kalinowski, 2019; Matsaganis et al., 2010; Riphahn, 2001; Rouwendal, 
2002; Tasseva, 2016). General-purpose surveys, such as household budget or income surveys, are not 
specifically designed to measure non-take-up, but have the advantage to be relatively readily available. 
In addition, because these surveys usually contain information on both benefit receipt, and income 
and individual and household characteristics, they allow to compute both the numbers of recipients 
and the total eligible population from the same data source. 

The main problems with (general-purpose) surveys are: undercoverage and non-response bias; 
measurement error; lack of precision and a mismatch with the income reference period; and small 
sample sizes. In what follows, we briefly discuss each of these aspects. 

A first problem with the most common general-purpose surveys is undercoverage and non-
response bias. Undercoverage strictly refers to sampling frames that do not cover the target popula-
tion, such as for instance persons without an official address (including very vulnerable persons such 
as the homeless). In a broader sense, the target population of surveys (and the sampling frame) often 
exclude people living in institutions such as elderly care centres, prisons or institutions for long-term 
medical care (see also Dubois & Ludwinek, 2014). Especially if there is a correlation between being 
excluded from the sampling frame and non-take-up (which can be expected for some, but not all, 
social benefits), this affects the external validity of non-take-up estimates. Also for persons included 
in the sampling frame, response bias is an issue to the extent that non-response and non-take-up are 
correlated. Non-response can result from non-traceable addresses (for instance when households 
move regularly), difficulty of getting an appointment for the interview, or lack of willingness or time 
to co-operate with the survey. It is not unlikely that non-response and non-take-up are correlated. 
While calibrating the weights can in principle remedy some of the effects of response bias, the varia-
bles used for calibrating the weights usually include only very general characteristics (such as the age-
gender profile, region and household size). These variables cannot be expected to fully capture the 
variance in the population in a situation of non-take-up, and can thus only partially correct for non-
response bias with regard to estimated levels of non-take-up.  
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Second, research on non-take-up relying on survey data faces the problem of substantial measure-
ment errors involved in both determining the total eligible population for a benefit and total popula-
tion receiving the benefit. An important source of measurement error is the misreporting of variables 
essential to estimate eligibility (in particular income, but also information on wealth and household 
composition) and misreporting of benefit receipt6. With regard to income measurement error, the 
reliability of income surveys at either end of the income scale is known to be limited. This is of 
particular relevance to the study of non-take-up, as some of those appearing to be eligible non-
recipients may in fact have their incomes measured with error. When this is the case, estimates of 
non-take-up will be biased (Matsaganis et al., 2010). Frick and Groh-Samberg (2007) tested the impact 
of measurement errors, especially with respect to wealth, income and receipt of the benefit under 
study. They found that non-take-up rates are very sensitive to measurement errors in income variables 
and that these measurement errors are quite frequent. Next, mismeasurement of benefit receipt in 
surveys mostly results from respondents misreporting (either under- or overreporting) the benefits 
they receive (Bargain et al., 2007; Dubois & Ludwinek, 2014; Hernanz et al., 2004; Tasseva, 2016). A 
lack of knowledge, confusion or recall errors can explain why survey participants sometimes incor-
rectly report the benefits they receive. This is especially the case when these benefits are received 
jointly with other benefits. Several authors have indicated that respondents easily misclassify benefits 
or report receipt of a certain social benefit under a different item (even if a specific question is present 
in the survey questionnaire for that benefit) (DWP, 2017; Krafft, Davis & Tout, 2015; Matsaganis et 
al., 2010). Next, underreporting of benefits can also result from a ‘social desirability bias’ as the receipt 
of means-tested social benefits is often perceived as stigmatising (Bruckmeier, Riphahn & Wiemers, 
2019). Underreporting of benefit receipt consequently may lead to over-estimations of non-take-up. 
Several studies (e.g. Fuchs, 2007; Jäntti, 2007) that have compared the reported number of benefi-
ciaries with information from administrative sources find that there are indeed substantial differences 
between both numbers. As Bruckmeier et al. (2019) show in a study on Germany, misreporting of 
benefit receipt varies between subpopulations, implying that not correcting for this type of measure-
ment error does not only affect the overall rate of non-take-up, but also the distribution of non-take-
up in the population, and its association with other socio-economic and demographic characteristics. 

Third, the data are not always collected in a way that is well suited for the purpose of estimating 
non-take-up. We highlight in particular the lack of precision and mismatch in the income reference 
period, but other missing information can also pose a challenge. Often, the data are not sufficiently 
detailed for assessing eligibility very precisely. Information on some of the eligibility conditions may 
simply not be available in the data, or not in a sufficiently detailed way. For example, for many benefits 
in Europe, one of the entitlement conditions is that claimants have been resident in a particular 
country for number of years, while non-EU nationals may be eligible for some benefits if officially 
recognised as refugees. However, no information on past residence or on refugee status is available 
in many widely used household surveys such as Household Budget Surveys or The European Union 
Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC). Another example is that for many benefits, 
a means test has to be carried out which uses both information on income and assets. However, in 
many household surveys (like for example the Socio Economic Panel (SOEP) or EU-SILC), infor-
mation on assets is available only very partially, or not available at all, and researchers make use of 
proxies (Fuchs, 2007) to correct for assets in the means test or do simply not take them into account 
(Rouwendal, 2002). Similarly, information on benefit receipt may not be sufficiently precise. Many 
general-purpose surveys do not have a specific, separate, question on each benefit of interest, and 
instead a more general question is asked about public assistance, which may lead to an overestimation 
of recipients of the specific benefit (e.g. Bouckaert & Schokkaert, 2011; Warlick, 1982). Furthermore, 

 
6  Other sources of measurement error could be the phrasing of survey questions, approximation errors, etc. (Bruckmeier, Riphahn & 

Wiemers, 2019). 
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international surveys, such as EU-SILC, tend to aggregate different questions into more generic varia-
bles that may lump various benefits together. 

In addition, when using survey data to estimate non-take-up, there is often a mismatch in timing as 
the available income data may refer to another period than the period that is used by the administra-
tion to test for eligibility. For example, survey respondents, whose reported income in a given year 
would not make them eligible for benefits, might still receive them simply because eligibility was 
evaluated by the administration some time before (Hernanz et al., 2004). Also, for many benefits 
entitlement is assessed on a monthly basis by administrations (and therefore can take into account 
very short-term changes in circumstances of claimants, such as a brief and temporary decline in 
income), whereas surveys often only collect annual data on income (Fuchs, 2007; Jäntti, 2007; 
Warlick, 1982). As a consequence, a person who has quite legitimately received a benefit may be 
classified as ‘leakage’ or ‘beta error’ by a researcher who has only access to aggregated income data. 
In addition, researchers often have to deal with a mismatch between the income concepts used in 
means tests and the income concepts available in the survey (Fuchs, 2007). 

A different type of challenge concerns the often limited sample size of those who do take-up the 
benefits under study and those who are found not to take up the benefits under study. For instance, 
Bouckaert and Schokkaert (2011) study the non-take-up of the social assistance benefit for people 
aged between 18 and 64 in Belgium (i.e. the leefloon) using data of the EU-SILC in which only around 
100 individuals claimed to have received the leefloon in 2005. Callan and Keane (2008) face the same 
problem when estimating the non-take-up of the Family Income Supplement (FIS) in Ireland. The 
use of such a small number of observations is not necessarily problematic for estimating the rate of 
non-take-up (as this depends on the number of eligible persons in the sample), but it may be prob-
lematic when the purpose is, for instance, to also study the characteristics of those who take-up 
benefits versus those who do not.  

Finally, general-purpose surveys often do not provide much information to study the determinants 
of non-take-up (e.g. information costs, process costs and stigma) or to make a distinction between 
primary and secondary non-take-up, or between primary non-take-up due to a lack of awareness, and 
a decision not to claim. 

3.1.2 Special-purpose surveys 
Specifically designed surveys solve some, but not all, of the problems typically associated with general-
purpose surveys. In contrast to Hernanz et al. (2004) we therefore do not think that special-purpose 
surveys in themselves represent a silver bullet for studying the non-take-up of benefits. Nevertheless, 
since these kinds of surveys are specifically designed to measure and understand (non-)take-up, they 
have the advantage that they potentially include all the necessary information to simulate eligibility as 
well as on benefit receipt and reasons for non-take-up. A major disadvantage is that these surveys are 
very costly and time consuming (especially if their use for other purposes is rather limited) and are 
therefore rarely done in practice. Also, even if these surveys are specifically designed for the purpose 
of measuring non-take-up, they still suffer from many of the problems that are typically associated 
with survey data, including coverage errors, non-response bias and various types of measurement 
error (see above).  

To the best of our knowledge, examples of specially designed surveys to measure non-take-up are 
scarce. Special-purpose surveys are often combined with administrative data (see also below). In what 
follows we illustratively list a few examples. 

Daponte, Sanders, and Taylor (1999) have investigated the non-take-up of the Food Stamp Pro-
gram (FSP) by analysing self-collected data that are actually used to determine eligibility for the FSP 
(including information on both income and assets) from a sample of low-income households in 
Pennsylvania. In their special-purpose survey, they found that not taking account of assets resulted 
in a 20 percentage point higher estimate of non-take-up than when assets were appropriately taken 



 

 

18 

into account (56 vs. 25 non-take-up rate). The research of Daponte et al. (1999) therefore emphasises 
that non-take up can easily be overestimated when the number of eligible households is overestimated 
due to missing information on assets of the household.  

In France, a first survey specifically developed to address the non-take up of the French minimum 
income support (i.e. le Revenu de solidarité active (RSA)) and its impact on the labour market was con-
ducted in 2010-2011 by the Direction de l’animation de la recherche, des études et des statistiques 
(DARES) of the Ministry of Labour. Using this survey, the non-take-up rate for the RSA was esti-
mated to be about 36% and the main type of non-take up to be  lack of awareness (Domingo & 
Pucci, 2014).The results based on this survey are however only limited to people living in ordinary 
households, and therefore did not included persons living in mobile homes, collective houses or 
persons who are homeless. Currently, another special-purpose survey is being carried out in Belgium, 
which will measure non-take-up and its determinants for a number of means-tested benefits (see 
below). 

3.1.3 Administrative records and a combination of survey and administrative data 
Another possible source of information for deriving estimates of take-up rates are administrative 
records. These usually contain more accurate information on many characteristics of welfare clients 
(socio-demographic characteristics of the individuals, income, amount of the benefits, etc.), since 
these are the individuals screened in detail by the administration. In addition, when using administra-
tive data instead of survey data, the impact of potential response biases and measurement errors 
related to reported income data in surveys is in general reduced, except for cases of fraud and when 
some sources of incomes are unavailable to administrations (e.g. because they are not taxed). Also, 
administrative data have the advantage that the same income concepts can be used as those used by 
administrations for assessing eligibility. Administrative data therefore can solve some of the problems 
typically associated with the use of survey data, however not all of them. For example, undercoverage 
of the target population is also an important problem when using administrative sources of data. 
Some administrative sources only contain information on benefit recipients, and not on potentially 
eligible non-recipients. In addition, even if non-recipients are included, administrative records may 
include detailed information about individuals that are known by the administration, but may not 
contain sufficient information for assessing eligibility for those that do not receive the policy measure 
concerned or have never applied for the benefit. Even with registers that cover nearly the entire 
population, specific groups are often excluded from administrative data sources, such as, for example 
people without a legal residence, illegal newcomers, or people with a very low income7) (Dubois & 
Ludwinek, 2014; Matsaganis et al., 2010).  

Furthermore, administrative data usually contain only limited information about other individual 
and household characteristics (such as knowledge of benefits, experiences with claiming, attitudes 
towards benefits, hurdles associated with claiming benefits) necessary to better describe non-take-up 
and assess the causes of non-take-up. Also, it is important to say that administrative data are often 
hard to obtain, either because they do not exist, are not disclosed to researchers, for instance because 
of privacy issues (Bouckaert & Schokkaert, 2011). 

Examples where non-take-up has been estimated solely based on administrative data (so both the 
number of eligible individuals and actual recipients originating from administrative sources) are rather 
scarce. Examples include a study for Denmark by Hansen and Hultin (1997) and a study on the US 
by Anderson and Meyer (1997). More recently, Tempelman and Houkes-Hommes (2015) made use 
of register data by matching different administrative data sets i.e. tax registers, municipal registers, 
and data on the municipality in order to estimate non-take-up of the healthcare allowance in the 

 
7  For example, in Greece people with very low incomes are not included in tax registers, because they are exempted from submitting 

a tax declaration (Matsaganis et al. 2010). 
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Netherlands. While the matching exercise leaves them with missing data for about one-tenth of the 
total Dutch population (mainly people without a home address and students), the richness of the data 
allows them not only to estimate rather accurately non-take-up but also to conduct a relatively detailed 
analysis of the key determinants of non-take-up.  

Currently, more and more studies are using a combination of administrative and survey data to 
calculate non-take-up estimates, using one-on-one matches between the survey data and administra-
tive data. Usually, administrative data are primarily used to compute the number of actual recipients, 
whereas survey data are used to calculate the total number of eligible people for a particular benefit. 
This method is often preferred because it allows to use the strengths of both types of data, despite 
the fact that there is often a problem of consistency between both data sources. For instance, some-
times it is not possible to find all sample members of the survey in the administrative data. Further-
more, the imputation procedures that are used to identify the eligible population in household surveys 
are often not perfect, and may under- or overestimate the true number of people who are potentially 
eligible for a benefit (see also below). Examples of studies that use matched survey and register data 
include the UK’s Department for Work and Pension’s estimates of non-take-up (DWP, 2020). They 
combine the Family Resources Survey with administrative records on benefit receipt. The adminis-
trative data mainly provide information on beneficiary status and amount received, while most of the 
other relevant information is taken from the survey. A matched data set allows for a more consistent 
estimation of the number of beneficiaries and people eligible for the benefit. 

Researchers and administrators who have access to a matched data set of register and survey data, 
increasingly make use of administrative data not only to identify those taking up the benefit, but also 
to identify the total eligible population for the benefit. For example, to estimate the non-take-up of 
the Finnish social assistance scheme (Toimeentulotuki), Bargain et al. (2012) make use of a combination 
of comprehensive administrative data and data of the Finnish Income Distribution Survey (IDS). In 
this study, information on actual benefit receipt and most of the necessary information to assess 
theoretical eligibility (income, capital, socio-demographic characteristics) are obtained using adminis-
trative register data. Only some auxiliary information (e.g. the duration of individual’s activity status), 
but necessary to determine eligibility, is taken from the survey. Subsequently, a comparison of 
administrative receipt data with eligibility simulations based on the tax-benefit calculator (TUJA) of 
the Finnish authorities is used to estimate non-take-up rates. The resulting micro-economic evidence 
points to significant degrees of non-take-up of the benefit among the Finnish working-age population 
of about 40-50%. Also in the Netherlands a combination of administrative data and survey data 
originating from a specifically designed survey to study non-take-up was used to investigate the extent 
and causes of non-take-up of seven means-tested social security schemes (Wildeboer Schut & Hoff, 
2007). As was also the case for the Finnish study, most information to calculate non-take-up rates 
came from national administrative data files and the survey was only consulted for information not 
being present in administrative data sources. 

Two on-going projects, one in Belgium and one in France, also make use of a combination of 
survey data and register data to estimate non-take-up. In Belgium,8 a detailed data set for a sample of 
10,000 households will combine information from the tax and social security registers to measure 
non-take-up. For a subsample of 2,000 households, this information will be completed with infor-
mation from a special-purpose survey through face-to-face interviews. The aim is to replicate means 
tests as closely as possible, both in terms of variables used, and in terms of typical data used during 
the claiming process (register or interview). Furthermore, the survey will be used to collect more 
information on the knowledge of benefits, experiences with claiming benefits, attitudes towards 
claiming benefits, stigma, networks, literacy and all kinds of background information that should help 
to better understand the characteristics and drivers of non-take-up.  

 
8  http://takeproject.wordpress.com/ (last accessed 22/05/2020). 

http://takeproject.wordpress.com/
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In France, where earlier studies on the non-take-up of one of the most important French social 
benefits (i.e. Le Revenu de solidarité active (RSA) or French basic income support), used survey data (i.e. 
the Dares survey) to calculate their estimates (see above), more recently a new method which makes 
increasingly more use of administrative data is being developed at the Université Paris-Est Créteil. 
This new method consists in estimating the take-up rate of a given benefit by relating, the beneficiary 
population, as identified by the paying agencies, to the eligible population, simulated using the 
microsimulation model INES. This model uses data from the tax and social security income survey 
(ERFS) which, for a given year, gathers socio-demographic information from the French labour force 
survey (LFS), administrative information from social security funds (Cnaf, Mutualité sociale agricole 
(MSA) and Caisse nationale d’assurance vieillesse (Cnav)) and details of income declared to the tax 
authorities for the calculation of income tax. Despite the richness of the data, one important challenge 
for obtaining a reliable measure of non-take-up is the fact that in the ERFS resources are counted at 
the annual level and, as a result, the data do not allow for all the intra-annual variability of resources 
that would make it possible to refine the eligibility criteria for benefits whose entitlements are assessed 
several times during the year. This is a challenge for the RSA in particular. As the project is still on-
going, the researchers are trying to bring some improvements to the method and data sources used, 
in particular on income trajectories (intra-annual and annual variations in resources) and on the simu-
lation of the non-take-up behaviour.  

With an increasing number of general-purpose surveys, and notably the EU Statistics on Income 
and Living Conditions (EU-SILC) moving to a combination of survey data and register data, it can 
be expected that combining survey and register data will soon be the standard for studying non-take-
up in Europe. The recent study on non-take-up of social assistance in Austria by Fuchs et al. 
(forthcoming) provides an interesting illustration of using EU-SILC over a period that witnessed an 
increasing amount of income variables collected from register data rather than survey data. 

3.2 Simulation error 
As already mentioned above, one of the biggest challenges with estimating non-take-up is to simulate 
the share of the population being entitled to a particular benefit, as this information cannot be 
retrieved automatically from the data (Wildeboer Schut & Hoff, 2007), unless categorical eligibility 
criteria apply or eligibility of one benefit depends on receipt of another. The simulation of eligibility 
depends heavily on the scope and quality of the available data. Simulation of eligibility could be prob-
lematic when data needed to assess entitlement is missing or incomplete (as is often the case with 
data coming from general purpose studies, see above) (Bouckaert & Schokkaert, 2011; Matsaganis et 
al., 2010). For instance, a recurrent challenge is working with annual income data, while eligibility 
might depend on monthly income. Also the lack of certain sources of income or assets, require those 
doing the simulations to make assumptions, which result in simulation errors. Furthermore, even if 
all the necessary information were available, often entitlement criteria are partially at the discretion 
of local governments (e.g. the leefloon in Belgium) or at the discretion of social administrators with 
case-based flexibility (e.g. the 2011 Third Party Payer System covering out-of-pocket healthcare costs 
in Luxembourg), leaving room for individual judgements by the social administrator (especially when 
there is a lack of assessment guidelines in the social assistance office) (Frick & Groh-Samberg, 2007). 
Even when eligibility is not discretionary, it may not be feasible to simulate all local variations of the 
eligibility criteria, or a variable on exact location of residence may be missing from the data. There-
fore, it is critical to work with sensitivity scenarios when estimating non-take-up.  

Another challenge of measuring non-take-up reliably for a series of benefits, is the interdependence 
that often exists between various entitlements. For instance, social insurance benefits (e.g. unemploy-
ment benefits or pension benefits) may be included in the income or means tests of social assistance 
benefits. If someone does not take up the unemployment benefit, he may qualify for a social assis-
tance benefit. If the social assistance benefit is not taken up as well, and taking up the unemployment 
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benefit would disqualify the person for social assistance, then the question is whether the person 
should be counted for non-take-up of social assistance, unemployment or both? If said person would 
take-up social assistance (although in some countries administrations will first try to make the person 
claim the unemployment benefit), should she be counted as take-up when computing the non-take-
up rate of the social assistance benefit, or should she not be included in that statistic at all? With 
simulation models it is possible to address these questions explicitly, and it is important that those 
simulating eligibility make and document these choices accordingly. 
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4. Conclusion 

The issue of non-take up of social rights is a longstanding concern among social policy scholars and 
a large body of research has been published on the issue over the past decades. In this paper, we 
elaborated on existing concepts of non-take-up, and expanded this into a broader conceptual frame-
work which links more explicitly with the strongly related concept of benefit coverage. We also 
introduced the distinction between non-take-up of social benefits and non-take-up of participation 
or non-enrolment, and further clarified the concept of tertiary non-take-up. In addition, we intro-
duced the concept of the potential coverage rate vs. the effective coverage rate. We also pointed to 
other classifications of non-take-up along the dimensions of the alleged reason for not receiving 
benefits, as well as the extent and the duration of non-take-up. We think it is important that in the 
future researchers and policymakers make more explicit which specific type of non-take-up they are 
studying or referring to, as this has consequences for the way it is measured and elucidates which 
specific situation of non-take-up they are interested in. It will also point to the way administrative 
errors are treated by the researchers. We hope this conceptual framework can help to serve this goal, 
while the proposed venn-diagrams can help to sketch a more complete picture of coverage and non-
take-up, if completed with the estimated size of each subgroup. 

Measuring non-take-up of benefits is a very challenging issue. We briefly reviewed the main data 
sources used, and the data limitations that are usually encountered. Most of these limitations are well 
known, and often recognised in papers on non-take-up. For example Dubois et al. (2014, pp. 18) have 
already clearly summarised some of the methods researchers have used to address these problems, 
such as applying extensive data cleaning (Hancock & Barker, 2005; Matsaganis et al., 2010), defining 
non-take-up in multiple ways to estimate upper and lower bounds (Bargain et al., 2012; Fuchs, 2007; 
Tasseva, 2016), allowing for modelling errors (Hernandez & Pudney, 2007; Zantomio, Pudney & 
Hancock, 2010), as well as administrative errors (Duclos, 1995), estimating bounds of non-take-up 
rates by allowing for underreporting, assessing the reliability of both survey data and micro-simulation 
results (Tasseva, 2016) Additionally, it is a promising trend that general-purpose surveys such as EU-
SILC have started to collect income data at a more detailed level, while also combining more and 
more information from register data and questionnaires into a single survey. The use of a combination 
of extensive administrative and survey data (preferably coming from special-purpose surveys) seems 
to offer the best prospects for accurate non-take-up estimates as the strengths of both types of data 
can be combined. In addition, the richness of the resulting data allows to better understand the causes 
and key drivers of non-take-up. Along with an increased awareness of data limitations, and improved 
attempts to estimate the effect of all kinds of bias, richer and more accurate data sets will certainly 
result in more reliable estimates in the profile and level of non-take-up in the future. 
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