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Abstract

Administrative journeys frequently cross organisational boundaries. At those boundaries a matter may
remain formally within a system while responsibility for progressing it becomes operationally unclear. This
paper proposes the Administrative Orphan Point (AOP) as a diagnostic concept for identifying such
moments.

An Administrative Orphan Point occurs where responsibility for progressing an
administrative matter is not operationally held by any institution during atransition
between organisations, leaving the citizen principally responsible for restoring
movement.

The concept is intended to complement, rather than replace, existing work on administrative burden,
coordination, case ownership and administrative limbo. Its particular focus is the ownership of the next
administrative move.

The case that belongs somewhere

Administrative failure does not always look like refusal. Sometimes everybody involved can correctly
explain why the next action belongs somewhere else. Institution A has completed its part. Institution B has
not yet accepted responsibility. The citizen may possess a reference number, an open case and a
legitimate expectation that something will happen, yet no institution is presently responsible for making that
something happen.

This is the situation the Administrative Orphan Point is intended to make visible. The matter is not
necessarily unowned in a legal or organisational sense. It may have a formal owner, a policy owner or a
system location. What is missing is operational ownership of the next move.

Formal ownership and operational ownership

A useful distinction follows. Formal ownership answers the question: where does this matter sit?
Operational ownership answers a different question: who is presently responsible for causing the next
necessary action to occur?

The distinction matters because a case can be perfectly visible within administrative systems while
remaining practically stationary. Recording ownership is not the same as progressing responsibility.

Who owns the next move?



The simplest AOP diagnostic is therefore: Who owns the next move?

If the answer is a named institution, team or caseworker with a defined next action, the matter may simply
be waiting. If the answer is effectively the citizen—because the citizen must discover the next body,
persuade it to accept the matter, transport information, reconcile contradictory instructions or repeatedly
prompt the system—an orphan point may have formed.

Citizen action is not itself evidence of an AOP. Citizens properly make choices, supply genuinely new
information, give consent and initiate applications. The relevant question is whether the citizen is acting
because participation is substantively necessary or because institutional responsibility has failed to cross a
boundary.

The hand-off problem

Many administrative processes are designed as a sequence of competent parts. Difficulty can arise not
within those parts but between them. A referral may be sent without confirmation that it has been accepted.
A decision may be issued without triggering the process that depends upon it. One organisation may
regard transmission as completion while another regards receipt, validation or allocation as the beginning.

The hand-off therefore deserves to be treated as an administrative event in its own right. A successful
hand-off is not merely an act of sending. It is a transfer of operational responsibility.

The orphan interval

An AOP may last minutes, days or months. The length of time is important, but duration alone does not
define the concept. A long queue with a clear owner is different from a short interval in which nobody is
responsible for noticing that the process has stopped.

For research purposes, the interval between relinquishment and acceptance can be treated as the orphan
interval. Its beginning is the point at which the previous operational owner has ceased to be responsible for
progression; its end is the point at which another operational owner has accepted responsibility and the
next action is identifiable.

Administrative limbo and the Administrative Orphan Point

Recent public-administration research has used the term administrative limbo to describe citizens
becoming trapped in highly protracted administrative processes, with uncertainty and accumulating strain.
The Administrative Orphan Point addresses a related but more granular question.

Administrative limbo describes an experienced condition of being stuck. An AOP is proposed as a possible
mechanism or location within a journey: the boundary at which operational ownership of progression is
absent. A prolonged administrative limbo may contain one or several orphan points, but the concepts
should not be treated as interchangeable.

The citizen as recovery mechanism

When an orphan point occurs, the system may possess an informal recovery mechanism: the citizen. The
citizen telephones, forwards the email, obtains the missing document, explains what Institution A said to
Institution B, asks whether a referral arrived, discovers that it did not, returns to Institution A and requests
that it be sent again.

The administrative journey eventually resumes, but the successful outcome can conceal the coordination
failure. From the institutional perspective the case may appear completed. From the system perspective,



the citizen supplied the missing connective tissue.

AOP and Citizen Coordination Load

Administrative Orphan Points are therefore closely related to Citizen Coordination Load: the additional
time, effort and responsibility imposed upon a person principally because they must compensate for
boundaries between institutions during an administrative journey.

An AOP identifies a particular structural condition. Citizen Coordination Load records some of the burden
generated when the citizen compensates for that condition. The concepts should be measured separately:
an orphan point may exist even where a highly capable citizen resolves it quickly.

The capable-citizen problem

Well organised citizens can make weak coordination look stronger than it is. They keep copies, note
names, understand institutional language, chase unanswered messages and know when a delay is
unusual. Their competence can prevent an administrative orphan from remaining visible for long.

This creates a measurement problem. Successful completion does not prove that coordination was
successful. It may instead demonstrate that the citizen was successful at coordination.

The Messenger Test

A useful counterfactual is the Messenger Test: remove the citizen as messenger and ask whether the
administrative message still arrives and the process continues.

Applied to an AOP, the test becomes sharper: if the citizen takes no action at this point, which institution is
responsible for detecting that nothing is happening? If no institution is responsible, the journey may
depend upon citizen vigilance for its continuity.

Detecting orphan points

A journey review can record five questions at each institutional boundary: Who owned the matter
immediately before the hand-off? What event was supposed to transfer responsibility? Who was expected
to accept it? How was acceptance confirmed? Who was responsible for detecting failure?

The fifth question is particularly important. A process in which nobody owns detection of a failed transfer
can appear robust while every transfer succeeds, yet have no institutional mechanism for recovering when
one does not.

The Waiting Map

A Waiting Map can supplement an ordinary process map by recording not merely what happens, but who
owns periods in which nothing visible is happening. Each waiting period can be classified as
institution-owned, citizen-owned, jointly dependent, or operationally unowned.

This avoids treating all waiting as equivalent. Waiting for a defined assessment in a managed queue is
administratively different from waiting because one organisation believes another has taken over when it
has not.

Not every gap isafailure



An AOP framework should not encourage the conclusion that every pause, referral or divided responsibility
is defective. Institutional boundaries may protect independence, specialist judgment, confidentiality or
procedural fairness. Some actions properly depend upon the citizen.

The test is narrower: where progression should continue, is there an identifiable operational owner for the
next necessary move, and is failed transfer detectable without relying principally on the citizen?

Design implications

The objective is not necessarily to create a single caseworker for every cross-institutional journey.
Ownership can reside in a team, queue, workflow or agreed institutional mechanism. What matters is that
operational responsibility does not disappear during transfer.

Possible design responses include explicit acceptance of referrals, acknowledgement of transfer, defined
escalation after non-acceptance, shared status visibility where lawful, automatic prompts for stalled cases,
and clear communication to the citizen about who currently owns progression.

A proposed AOP record

For exploratory research, each suspected orphan point could record: the institutions involved; the formal
owner; the previous operational owner; the intended receiving owner; the event expected to transfer
responsibility; evidence of acceptance; the duration of the orphan interval; actions taken by the citizen;
time and effort expended; consequences of delay; and how movement was ultimately restored.

This would allow IOAS to examine patterns without prematurely manufacturing a numerical score.

Relationship to the Coordination Index

The AOP concept fits naturally within the exploratory Coordination Index. Responsibility ambiguity,
citizen-managed hand-offs, information discontinuity and citizen mediation may converge at an orphan
point.

However, AOP should remain a distinct observation rather than simply another number to add to an index.
Its value is diagnostic. It identifies where the administrative chain temporarily loses an operational owner.

A practical institutional question

Administrators reviewing a journey need not adopt specialist terminology to use the idea. At every transfer
they can ask a plain question: Who owns the next move?

If the answer cannot be given without reference to what the citizen must do to reconnect the institutions,
the boundary deserves closer examination.

Conclusion

Administrative systems can contain cases that are formally present, procedurally legitimate and digitally
visible, yet operationally ownerless at the precise moment when progression depends upon somebody
taking responsibility.

The Administrative Orphan Point is proposed as a name for that moment. Naming it makes it easier to see,
map and discuss. It also shifts attention from the existence of organisations and procedures to the
continuity of responsibility between them.



A referral is not complete because it has been sent. A hand-off is complete when
responsibility for the next move has been accepted.

The central question is deliberately simple: Who owns the next move?

Research note

Administrative Orphan Point is presented here as a proposed IOAS concept. A terminology review found
adjacent established language concerning case ownership, hand-offs and administrative limbo, but did not
establish AOP as an existing public-administration term. The concept should therefore be treated as
exploratory and tested against further literature and empirical cases.
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