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BEHAVIOURAL INSIGHTS INTO BENEFITS CLAIMANTS 1

Abstract
Purpose: To explore the behavioural determinants of work-related welfare claimants’ training

behaviours and to suggest ways to improve claimants’ compliance with training referrals.

Design: Qualitative interviews were conducted with 20 Jobcentre Plus staff and training
providers, and 60 claimants. Claimants were sampled based on whether or not they had been
mandated to training and whether or not they subsequently participated. Along with general

findings, differences between these groups are highlighted.

Findings: Claimants’ behaviours are affected by their capabilities, opportunities, and
motivations in interrelated ways. Training programmes should appreciate this to better ensure

claimants’ completion of training programmes.

Originality: Whilst past papers have largely examined a limited number of factors that affect
claimants’ training behaviours, this report offers a synchronised evaluation of all the

behavioural factors that affect claimants’ training behaviours.

Keywords: Human Capital, Training, Employment, Behavioural Economics
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BEHAVIOURAL INSIGHTS INTO BENEFITS CLAIMANTS 2

Behavioural insights into benefits claimants’ training.
Skills Conditionality in Great Britain’s benefits system aims to reinforce the responsibilities
of work-related benefits claimants (Oakley, 2014). This present research explores the barriers
and facilitators that affect whether claimants’ attend the training programmes to which they
are referred. To offer a new perspective on this we use a behavioural framework called COM-
B (described further in the ‘Theoretical Approach’ section). The present research suggests
that while mandation may help some claimants complete training, other factors may need to
be considered. Indeed, to help more claimants complete training, a complex inter-play of their
capabilities, opportunities, and motivations must be holistically understood. To help job
advisors do this, nine trigger points that can be used to enhance the effectiveness of training

referrals are provided.

Why skills training?

The present research has a practical purpose; the value of referring benefits claimants
to training can only be realised if those claimants attend that training. Thus governments
should ensure that claimants are likely to attend the training to which they are referred.
Human capital theory supports such training (Becker, 1964; Kluve et al., 2006). According to
this theory, unemployment may indicate that people’s skills do not match those sought by
employers. Training that helps people gain desired skills raises their human capital and so
makes them more attractive to employers (Fugate ef al., 2004). Other more recent research
agrees that human capital is positively associated with people’s job-search behaviour and re-
employment chances (McArdle ef al., 2007; Koen et al., 2013). Nevertheless, implementing
training programmes for benefit claimants can be challenging, and their success is affected by

people’s capabilities, opportunities, and motivations to engage (de Koning, 2005). Therefore,
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BEHAVIOURAL INSIGHTS INTO BENEFITS CLAIMANTS 3

in order to improve training programmes requires a more nuanced understanding of what

drives claimants to attend training.

Theoretical approach

This paper expands upon the existing literature on the barriers unemployed people
face in re-entering the labour market (cf. McQuaid and Lindsay, 2002, 2005; Lindsay, 2005;
McArdle et al, 2007; Koen et al, 2013). The present study’s theoretical approach is guided by
the COM-B framework (Michie et al., 2011; Tversky et al., 1974; Thaler et al., 2008). The
COM-B framework recognises that behaviour is part of an interacting system involving three
components: capability, opportunity, and motivation. Capability is defined as individuals’
psychological and physical abilities to engage in the target behaviour. Opportunity is defined
as the social and physical factors that lie outside the individual that make the target behaviour
possible or more probable. Motivation is defined as the brain processes that energise and
direct the target behaviour through automatic or reflective mechanisms (Michie ef al., 2011).
Once benefits claimants’ capabilities, opportunities and motivations to attend training are
better understood, the government will be in a better position to enhance their attendance. In
this paper, however, we do not prescribe any interventions because selecting the appropriate
intervention requires one to consider the environment within which an intervention can be
successfully implemented. This task lies beyond the scope of the present paper.

The COM-B framework was used as a guiding theoretical approach because it unifies
a range of relevant factors posited by past research. For example, Fugate ef al.’s (2004)
concepts of ‘adaptability’ and ‘career identity’ can be subsumed, respectively, under COM-
B’s categories of capability and motivation. As another example, the barriers identified by
McQuaid and Lindsay (2002) can be mapped onto the COM-B framework, e.g., ‘lack of basic

skills’ maps onto capability, ‘lack of transport’ maps onto opportunity, and ‘desires to take up
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BEHAVIOURAL INSIGHTS INTO BENEFITS CLAIMANTS 4

employment’ maps onto motivation. Thus, the COM-B framework allows us to

simultaneously understand many behavioural factors affecting claimants’ training behaviours.

Skills training and mandation in Great Britain.

The research took place in Great Britain where the current systems of benefit
conditionality have developed following a series of reforms carried out since the mid-1980s,
and recently the Jobseeker’s (Back to Work Schemes) Act 2013 (Oakley, 2014). Skills
Conditionality was introduced in 2011 and as a result claimants can be mandated to
participate in training. Conditionality in the benefits system aims to serve as a means to
reinforce the responsibilities of benefit claimants to seek work and to participate in relevant
support. The sanctions system can apply financial penalties to claimants who do not meet
their obligations.

To receive work-related benefits claimants are required to meet with advisers in public
employment services, called Jobcentre Plus. Advisers use this meeting to construct
personalised ‘Claimant Commitment’ forms. The Claimant Commitment explicitly states the
actions a claimant must carryout in order to look for work and therefore to receive benefits.
The conditions on the form can be enforced via a system of sanctions, whereby benefits can
be restricted or withheld if agreed actions are not carried out. As part of this contract,
claimants can be mandated to skills training (Department of Work and Pensions, 2011). This
training ranges from courses teaching basic numeracy and literacy, employability skills,
courses to gain licenses such as forklift driving, to those to achieve Level 2 qualifications
(ISCED Level 2). These are the kind of human-capital enhancing activities that are referred
to generically as ‘training’ in the context of this paper.

The present research is concerned with the effectiveness of skills training referrals, both

when the referral is voluntary and when it is mandated and forms part of the claimant
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BEHAVIOURAL INSIGHTS INTO BENEFITS CLAIMANTS 5

commitment. In 2013, mandation to training was becoming increasingly common. In 2013,
advisers made 322,740 mandated referrals to skills training, although the number of referrals
has since fallen (Department for Work and Pensions, 2014). An analysis of Jobseeker’s
Allowance sanctions data showed that sanctions for failure to participate in training or
employment programmes (including the Work Programme) were 226,000 in the year to June
2013, with around 10 per cent of sanctions related to failure to participate in a training
scheme or employment programme other than the Work Programme (Webster, 2014).
Sanctions tend to disproportionality effect vulnerable groups, such as non-native English
speakers or people with learning disabilities (Schram et al., 2009; Oakley, 2014), and some
research suggests negatively affect claimants’ future job entry and earnings (Mead, 2011).

Research examining whether mandation is effective is mixed. Some research suggests
that mandation can improve claimants’ attendance at training, when it is used as a
clarification of expectations (Newton et al., 2012; Oakley et al., 2013). Other research is less
optimistic, suggesting that mandation has little effect on claimants’ intentions and training
behaviours (Griggs and Evans, 2010; Dorsett et al., 2011; Rolfe, 2012; Newton ef al., 2012;
Oakley et al., 2013). Two studies found that mandation has no effect on training participation
rates (Dorsett ef al., 2011; Oakley et al., 2013). This could be because mandation crowds out
any internal motivations claimants’ have to develop skills (O’Grady, 2008; Hasluck and
Green, 2007; Malmberg-Heimonen and Vuori, 2005; Van den Broech ef al., 2010). Indeed,
the most successful training regimes are bolstered by matching individuals’ internal
motivations with the training provisions available, not through the use of sanctions (Devin et
al.,2011).

The issue of motivation is further highlighted by Johnson et al. (2008). They find that
financial incentives for young people are often less effective when they have access to

financial support from their families. Motivating young people to train often requires non-
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BEHAVIOURAL INSIGHTS INTO BENEFITS CLAIMANTS 6

financial incentives, such as the opportunity to meet new people or gain a skill that already
interests them. Similarly, claimants with independent incomes are also less sensitive to the
possibility of sanctions (Newton et al., 2012). In summary, as mandation has proved
insufficient to ensure claimants’ training, there is a good reason to look for other
mechanisms.
Focus of the present research

While the research described above has increased our understanding of many unique
factors that affect claimants’ training behaviours, a comprehensive understanding of all the
factors affecting training behaviour is lacking. The present research fills this gap by offering
a holistic overview of all the behavioural determinants affecting claimants’ training
behaviours. In addition, this work brings to light nine trigger moments that advisers can use
to increase claimants’ training (Table 1). These nine triggers are surely not the only useful
moments, but rather represent a sizable group of tangible moments advisers can readily use to

increase claimants’ attendance at training.

Table 1--

Methods and Materials
Interviews about skills training were conducted with 20 Jobcentre Plus staff and
training providers, and 60 Job Seekers Allowance (JSA) and Employment and Support
Allowance (ESA) claimants. Claimants were sampled based on whether or not they had been
mandated to training (i.e., mandated vs voluntary) and whether or not they subsequently
participated (i.e., trainer vs non-trainer). The data were analysed for differences between

these groups, and where differences emerged they are noted. The findings are organised using
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BEHAVIOURAL INSIGHTS INTO BENEFITS CLAIMANTS 7

the COM-B framework that was briefly described in the introduction of this paper (Michie et

al., 2011).

Results
Our findings highlight that capability, opportunity and motivation all influenced
claimants’ training behaviours. There is no suggestion that one component is more important
than another, nor is there any indication that any component is foundational. The findings
indicate that the most effective training programmes will simultaneously consider all these

factors. Each of these components are discussed in turn.

Capability to train.

Evidence suggests that recognising and enhancing claimants’ capability will require
tailored responses from advisers. Three significant triggers related to capability are given in
Table 1. How claimants’ training behaviours are affected by psychological and physical

capabilities are reviewed now.

Psychological capability.

Psychological capability factors identified by claimants are discussed below. Specific
attention is given to English, IT and job search skills.

Qualifications, skills and experience. Claimants had varied levels of qualifications,
skills, and experience. The chance to obtain qualifications was recognised as a trigger for
training (Table 1, Trigger 1). The majority of claimants had low or no qualifications and only
nine reported having qualifications at Level 3 or above. A few claimants held occupational
licences in sectors such as construction, transport, or security. Claimants had gained these

qualifications at school, college or university, while making a benefits claim, and through
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BEHAVIOURAL INSIGHTS INTO BENEFITS CLAIMANTS 8

previous paid or voluntary work experience. An example of a claimant who wanted
qualifications is provided below:
I wanted to basically grow with my education because obviously it wasn’t that

good... I decided it was now or never basically to go and do the course.

(Julie, 25-49, Voluntary trainer)

Claimants who reported having a high level of skills did not necessarily have relevant
qualifications. For example, claimants with long work histories felt they had high levels of
skills, but were unable to demonstrate or signal them to potential employers because they did
not have a related “tangible qualification”, but tended to see themselves as ready to take a
course to gain relevant qualifications.

Conversely some young claimants felt they had relevant qualifications, but not the
required experience to find work. These perceptions were shared by women returning to the
workforce after bringing up a family who had long gaps in their employment history. Overall,
these claimants tended to be confident in their ability to learn, but less so in how they could
apply this capability to find work.

Claimants’ capability to conceptualise and discuss their qualifications, skills and
experiences varied. While some claimants were quite articulate, others struggled. An example
of a claimant who struggled is provided below:

if people say what skills have you got, I never know what to say and I don’t
know what to say, you know, it’s like... but like I can do maths and stuff, but I
never know whether to say that as a skill.
(Louise, 19-24, Voluntary non-trainer)
English, maths, IT and job search skills. When claimants lacked an identifiable job skill
there was commonly a desire to overcome it (Trigger 2). Generally, claimants felt that their

English and maths skills were sufficient for them to effectively job search, work, and learn.
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BEHAVIOURAL INSIGHTS INTO BENEFITS CLAIMANTS 9

Only three claimants perceived that they lacked basic English skills. One recalled having a
test of his English and maths skills during a previous period claiming benefits, which
highlighted their skills deficits in these areas, but was not offered any training at the time.
Another recalled their lack of English skills being a major barrier to their ability to participate
in an IT course:

I can’t read the computers so and I was spending my day sitting on a computer

looking for jobs that I couldn’t read anyway and there wasn’t anybody there to

help.

(Annie, 25-49, Voluntary non-trainer)

Several claimants expressed deficiencies in IT skills. Some older claimants were unable
to turn on a computer, use the internet, or send an email. This deficiency severely limited the
effectiveness of their job search. Some described overcoming this barrier with the help from
friends, family, or the National Careers Service to create a CV or complete an online

application.

Physical capability.

Some claimants reported having a health condition or physical/learning disability that
limited the kind of work they could do. The most common way that health influenced
claimants’ training behaviour was as a positive trigger for retraining (Trigger 3). Several
claimants had lost their most recent job due to ill-health, including a driver who had a stroke,
a manual worker who developed a heart condition, and a hairdresser who developed a
musculoskeletal condition. These health issues now meant that doing their previous job was
no longer possible, and they were often eager to train for new work. For example:

I had to retrain in something that wasn’t going to be a physical job... While the

last three years I was self-employed I basically did the majority of my accounts



222

223

224

225

226

227

228

229

230

231

232

233

234

235

236

237

238

239

240

241

242

243

244

245

246

BEHAVIOURAL INSIGHTS INTO BENEFITS CLAIMANTS 10

myself anyway. My accountant was hardly charging me anything because she

basically said to me you’re doing most of the work yourself and because I was

doing that I thought I’'m going to try and do this as a full time career.

(Dean, 25-49, Voluntary trainer)

Only a small number of claimants thought their health condition would affect their
capability to learn and training providers sometimes adjusted provisions to ensure
accessibility. For example, one training provider had enabled a claimant to work flexibly
towards the qualification, by splitting her learning time between the provider’s office and her

home.

Opportunity to train.

Opportunity affects claimants’ training behaviours. Three significant triggers related
to opportunity are given in Table 1. Unquestionably there is a balance to be struck between
being able to meet all claimants’ training requirements, course availability, and the funding
availability. Doing this is no simple matter. How claimants’ training behaviours are affected

by social and physical opportunities are reviewed below.

Social opportunities.

Two social opportunities that affected training behaviour were identified; the support
provided by family and peers and claimants’ awareness of training opportunities.

Sources of support. Claimants’ training behaviours were largely affected by their
family, friends, and the welfare system. Where family and friends were supportive, such
could be used by advisors to support claimants’ training (Trigger 4). Family and friends often
played a positive role in claimants’ training decisions by providing emotional support and

encouragement.
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Claimant views of the welfare system were mixed. On the positive side, one claimant
felt the transactional nature of their benefits claim meant that it was perfectly reasonable that
they should be expected they work for their benefits. This claimant said that:

It’s like if you want wages you have to work... I treated the course the exact same way.

It was a necessary part of the system.

(Kevin, 50+, Level 3 and above, Mandated trainer)

Other claimants were less positive. One of these claimants had over 40 years of work
experience alongside a Master’s degree. He stated that staff focused on offering support to
their largest demographic, which he saw as individuals with low-skill sets and/or a lack of
work experience who staff were able to offer beneficial training and support to and thereby,
“get a good return on” their investment.

Awareness. Understanding of training opportunities varied between claimants because
they used different methods to find information. The following text describes staff and
training providers’ approaches to raising claimants’ awareness of training opportunities and
then claimants' awareness.

Jobcentre Plus staff reported that their main way of informing claimants about training
opportunities was through job adviser interviews. They believed that claimants who had a
good relationship with their advisers were more receptive and attentive to this information.
This belief is supported by the below claimant’s comment:

Well [the training course] kind of came up in conversations you know. Because

you take your CV in and they kind of look it over sort of thing and sort of ask you
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if you are happy with it and, well, if I can do anything to help and look for

courses that way.

(Neil, 19-24, Mandated trainer)

Some training providers undertook regular visits to local Jobcentre Plus offices to talk
to claimants and distribute brochures to generate awareness and interest in the courses they
offered. In some districts, training providers offered ‘taster’ sessions for particular courses.

Claimants’ awareness of training opportunities had been acquired through formal and
informal sources. In agreement with staff and training providers, several claimants discussed
becoming aware of training opportunities through discussions with them or at taster sessions.
Claimants found these discussions most helpful when staff were engaging and explicitly
stated the connection between the training opportunity and their goals (Trigger 5). Claimants
found such discussions less effective when staff members were simply checking whether the
claimants were fulfilling requirements for benefits. Some claimants stated that the only time
their adviser discussed training was to inform them that they were being referred to a
particular course. These claimants felt that they were being mandated to training without
considering their interests or needs.

The main difference between how voluntary and mandated trainers developed their
awareness of training opportunities was that voluntary trainers actively sought out and asked
staff for advice. Several of the voluntary trainers commented that they had searched for
suitable courses on the internet, or heard about courses from their family and friends.
Mandated trainers were more passive, depending on their adviser or information distributed
by the training providers to make them aware of training opportunities. One of the mandated
non-trainers comments are below:

I didn't know what training there were [...] [ wasn't given nothing to say you've

got all these training options that you can go for, if you want to learn this or that
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skill. It was just what they put to me when I went in. [ wasn't given no document
to say here look through these, see if any of these skills that you'd be interested

in.

(Jared, 25-49, Mandated non-trainer)
Physical opportunities.

Two main types of physical opportunities affected training behaviour: the nature of the
learning provision and the supporting infrastructure.

Nature of the learning provision. Jobcentre Plus advisers made clear they are not
primarily concerned with matching training opportunities to claimants’ long-term career
goals. Rather, training referrals are made on the basis of which courses will move the
claimant closer to viable employment. One member of staff stated that advisers now
concentrate on educating claimants “about what’s actually out there and what opportunities
they can take advantage of”.

Staff cited four factors that affect advisers’ training referrals. (1) An adviser’s
knowledge of courses that will address claimants’ skill requirements. (2) How soon courses
start, as sooner start dates avoid prolonged periods of inactivity. (3) Whether the training
provisions already have an agreement with the centre, as such provisions make for an easier
referral process. (4) Whether upcoming courses have a sufficient number of attendees, to
ensure class sizes are sufficiently large to make the delivery of training cost effective.

Staft thought their centres offered a good variety of courses, typically short in duration
and available year-round. Courses were available in the areas of English, maths, and IT.
Additionally, vocational training available included courses in healthcare, social care,
construction, warehousing, logistics, forklift driving, hospitality and catering. Employability
courses provided advice on CV writing, interviewing skills, searching for jobs online, and

developing soft-skills, e.g., confidence, team-building and self-organisation.
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Jobcentre Plus districts undertook formal gap analyses of learning provision each year.
ESOL courses were in high demand, but such courses were limited in number with irregular
start dates. This created a backlog of claimants waiting to begin ESOL training. Another gap
commonly identified was a lack of intensive, long-term English and maths training. These
courses were often seen as being too short in duration.

Some claimants felt that their Jobcentre Plus had a limited range of training provisions.
One claimant expressed that this lack of provision could explain why an IT training course
was overbooked (25 learners but only 15 computers at the first session). Another claimant
expressed being unable to undertake a desired security training because there were no
upcoming start dates for such courses.

While some claimants referred to training had a positive view of their course, negative
views were more common. Some claimants expressed frustrations with course durations,
which was sometimes too long or too short. Other claimants felt that the course level was not
appropriate. This is a problem where those who attend training are not building their human
capital to become more employable. One claimant’s dissatisfaction with the course level is
given below:

On Jobseeker’s you don’t get the opportunity to do things other than what I call

basic stuff - maths, English and computers - which for someone like myself it’s

ok but it’s not really very beneficial for anything that I could move onto. It’s

pointless really actually for me.

(Yvonne, 25-49, Voluntary trainer)

Other physical barriers to training included access. Some claimants had concerns
regarding their need to travel on busy public transport and to arrive at the training provider at
a specified time, usually early in the morning. Childcare responsibilities added greatly to this

pressure, and women whose children were entering school tended to be more willing to take
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up training (Trigger 6). Training providers with on-site childcare facilities were helpful in
enabling claimants with younger children to participate in training. The location of the
training was also important for some claimants who stated that they would not be able to
afford any travel costs associated with training.

Supporting infrastructure. Staff were asked to detail the funding arrangements
available to support claimants referred to training. Limited Flexible Support Funds exist for
Jobcentre Plus to help fund the costs of claimants’ training. The Flexible Support Fund
claims are assessed and approved on an individual bases by a senior manager. This manager
identifies the most cost-effective option and advises claimants of the support they are willing
to fund. This typically involves paying for any associated travel expenses and sometimes
childcare costs.

Most claimants expressed satisfaction with the funding arrangements in place.
However, a few claimants found the reimbursement process difficult. In some cases,
claimants had to pay upfront costs and subsequently provide proof of purchase to their
adviser before being reimbursed. One claimant had waited two weeks to have the bus fares

reimbursed and so feared being unable to afford to continue training.

Motivation to train.

Motivation affects claimants’ training behaviours. Three triggers related to motivation
are given in Table 1. Generally, claimants were particularly motivated when they self-
referred to training; but, training suggested by advisors was more likely to be complied with
when it is accompanied with open discussion and flexible policies. How claimants’ training

behaviours are affected by automatic and reflective motivations are reviewed below.

Automatic motivations.
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As automatic mechanisms are largely unconscious, they are difficult for interviewees
to report. To help researchers recognise their interviewees’ automatic motivations,
interviewees’ responses can be coded using the constructs in MINDSPACE (Dolan et al.,
2010). MINDSPACE is a comprehensive framework that focuses on how automatic
motivations can be applied to public policy. MINDSPACE itself is an acronym where in each
letter represents a construct related to automatic motivation, the letters stand for: Messenger,
Incentives, Norms, Default, Salience, Priming, Affect, Commitment, and Ego.

Messenger. Messenger describes that valued sources of information are more likely to
influence behaviours than less-valued sources. Voluntary trainers reported that their family
and friends were the most important messengers, in contrast, the majority of mandated
trainers found their adviser to be the most important messenger.

Incentives. An incentive is an internal or external gain and loss that motivates action
from a reference point. Sanctions are a type of disincentive. Threats of sanctions sometimes
put a shadow over training that was viewed as positive. Some claimants reported not asking
for training because they were concerned about of the sanctions they might incur if they were
unable to attend or complete it.

The reference points from which claimants assessed the value of the training seemed to
affect their perceptions. Those who knew the training would be quite expensive to them if
they were not claiming benefits saw training as a good deal. One claimant commented:

if you were working and you went to do an IT course, you’d be paying £300 to do

an Excel course, or something like that. So for me, I just thought, I’ll get as much

training as I can, you know, because it’s beneficial for me and it’s free.

(Bridget, 25-49, Mandated non-trainer)

Norms/Defaults. People are strongly influenced by what they perceive others to be

doing (i.e. social norms). Claimants generally viewed the threat of sanctions on other
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people’s training behaviour as negative, because their use instilled a negative attitude towards
training, even among people who were principally positively inclined. There was therefore a
norm understood that claimants may not want to attend mandated training. The concept of
norms is closely related to defaults, selecting a default option often maintains the status quo.
Many claimants did just that when they complied with what their advisers’ first training
referrals (i.e., defaults). They spoke of doing this without question because of the threat of
sanctions, even when the course was not relevant to their goals. One mandated trainer
recounted that her adviser said she had to go to training or “I wouldn’t get the money. So I
had to go”.

Saliency. Saliency describes that people’s attention is drawn to what is novel or seems
most relevant. By far the most salient factor that made a course appealing was the relevance
of the course to the claimant’s goals. The prospect of gaining a qualification or certificate that
would demonstrate the skills gained was highly valued. Claimants would not consider a
course if they thought it was too basic or non-essential to obtain their goals.

Priming. Priming describe that people’s actions are often influenced by sub-conscious
cues. Whether priming affected training behaviour is not clear. It is possible that family
expectations may have this type of influence. For example, compliance with expectations was
shown in general decision making about training in some cases, for instance going to
university after A-levels because “that’s what you did”.

Affect. Affect describes that people’s emotional associations can powerfully shape their
actions. Looking at the influence of affect, many respondents reported positive experiences of
past learning. Closely connected to this was the feeling of achievement. Gaining
qualifications improved several claimants’ confidence. Conversely, there were several
examples from claimants with negative learning experiences that might have caused them to

avoid training. A young mother had attempted to go back to school to finish her education but
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found it too difficult to attend due to her childcare responsibilities. This experience negatively
affected her attitude towards education.

Commitment. Commitment notes that people seek to be consistent with their public
promises. The Claimant Commitment form is a type of commitment used to increase
claimants’ training compliance and may be a good moment to suggest a particular training
course (Trigger 7). Claimants who had chosen the training they were referred to expressed
greater commitment than those who did not. Having a good training experience also
increased claimants’ commitment and in some cases claimants tried to increase the hours they
trained because they enjoyed it so much.

Ego. Ego describes that people act in ways that make them feel better about themselves.
Claimants who had been out of education for a long time expressed some anxiety, because
they were uncertain whether they would cope with course content or fit in a particular
learning environment. How one claimant initially felt about training is given below:

Nervous. Exactly how I felt when I went to like college and that, because obviously,

you don’t know what they expect. Obviously, but when I went, I felt relaxed because it

was other people in the same situation as me, that have got children and have been out
of education for a while and all of that. So it was nice and the tutors made me feel
relaxed as well. So that was even nicer.

(Julie, 25-49, Voluntary trainer)

Reflective motivations.
The findings suggest several reflective motivations that affect training behaviour,
including claimants’ perception of their ability to learn, evaluations of training and

experiences with mandation.
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Claimant’s perception of their ability to learn. Claimants’ previous learning
experience tended to instil a belief in their capability to learn. For example, one claimant said,
“you can never stop learning”. Other claimants remained doubtful about their capability to
learn, questioning whether they would receive sufficient support and whether their health
would be good enough. One claimant said that:

I had difficulty with it... so at the time when I had a problem I just didn’t do it; I

think I’d gloss over it and move onto something else.

(Kirk, 25-49, Mandated trainer)

Evaluations of training. Claimants’ previous experiences in training affected their
motivations to continue or receive additional training. Claimants who had more positive
experiences said their advisers had engaged them in conversation assessing their employment
history, skills gaps, support needs, and goals before suggesting a training course to them.
Such claimants were generally more excited about future training opportunities (Trigger 8).
Other claimants reported negative experiences. Some had been referred to a course without
expressing interest in it or without staff providing an adequate explanation about how the
programme was relevant to their goals. These claimants commonly thought advisers were
simply concerned more with sanctioning claimants than with whether they found quality
work. Another view was that staff only made referrals to training in order to hit internal
targets filling training courses.

Mandation. Staff and claimants’ reflections on mandation are discussed in turn.
Jobcentre Plus staff reported reasons why advisers mandated claimants to training. The main
reason was that a clear skills gap had been identified that needed to be resolved. Lastly, staff
reported being more likely to mandate claimants to training when claimants did not appear
committed, and mandation was particularly likely when claimants had a history of failing to

attend training (Trigger 9).
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Staff reported that many claimants were compliant and committed to training regardless
of mandation while others reacted negatively. Claimants’ reactions to mandation were felt to
be affected by at least four factors. First, the clarity with which staff explained their
expectations of the claimant. Second, whether advisers explained why the course would be
valuable to the claimant. Third, whether the claimant recognised that training was valuable.
Fourth, individual differences meaning that some claimants were more naturally defensive
and dismissive about mandating than others. One member of staff stated that, “some
customers don't like the idea of attending training if it is compulsory”.

Claimants were generally aware that mandation existed. They expressed no concerns
with being mandated so long as the training was relevant to their goals. In fact, some
claimants equated training with work and appreciated the money that was spent on them to
improve their skills. Other claimants expressed worry, fear, anxiety and stress in connection
with mandation. Training to which claimants were mandated became associated with the
possibility of losing money. Claimants with no experience of sanctions frequently expressed
concern they were doing something wrong. Among claimants who had experienced sanctions
as a result of not attending training, some expressed bewilderment because these
repercussions had not been made clear to them and they did not understand why their benefits
had been affected.

Some claimants perceived that training providers used sanctioning as a threat and
where this was the case felt that this undermined a provider’s credibility and cast

doubts over the quality of their course. One claimant expressed that:

[the trainer] said it every couple of minutes... ‘if you mess about here, we’ll
phone up the Jobcentre and we’ll stop your money.’ [the trainer] was always

claiming to phone the Jobcentre.

(Annie, 25-40, Voluntary non-trainer)
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The most frequent concern was the negative impact such threats had on claimants’
motivation to learn. For some mandated non-trainers, their non-attendance was due to
personal circumstances that prevented that attendance rather than unwillingness. Some
claimants’ circumstances had changed in a way that meant the training referral was no longer
required, e.g., they started work. Others described a change in their personal circumstances
which had affected their ability to train, such as a deterioration or onset of a health condition,
having a baby, or being required to care for a relative.

Another reason mandated trainers did not train related to the perceived suitability of the
training opportunity. For example, one claimant decided that their mandated course was not
relevant to their work goals, and so they did not attend. Another claimant had not attended the
training because she could not access it easily and had received a negative review of the
course from her friends.

Other mandated non-trainers’ actions are best explained by a lack of communication or
understanding. One claimant commented that their adviser had referred him to a course but
had not told him. Another claimant described not being provided with the correct location of
the course. A third claimant complained that:

It’s like in my eyes, it’s like they’ll do anything they can to not pay you... by

putting you on those courses, but not letting you know you’re on them.

(Jason, 25-49, Mandated non-trainer)

Helping job advisors unambiguously communicate the conditions of mandation with

claimants is an important and difficult barrier that needs to be overcome.

Discussion
The present paper used the COM-B framework to explore the factors that affect

claimants’ training behaviours, both in the presence and absence of mandation. Capability,
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opportunity, and motivation all influenced claimants’ decision making and training
behaviour, see Figure 1. It is important to remember that these components are interrelated.
For instance, understanding claimants’ capability was central to determining an appropriate
training opportunity, and having an appropriate training opportunity was critical to increasing

motivation.

Figure 1- - - -

The three components affecting behaviour are multifaceted and different aspects of
the same dimension may influence claimant decision-making either positively or negatively.
For example, examining the dimension of opportunity, an advisors’ training referral may be
received positively if the claimant perceived that the training opportunity as a relevant match
to their employment goals, and was at an appropriate level. However, the same referral could
be negatively received if a claimant is reluctant to travel across the city to attend the training.
Further, some elements of a dimension may override others in decision-making. In the
example above, the claimant could either decide that the negative of a long journey is
outweighed by the potential benefits of the opportunity to further their employment goals, or
this negative could undermine the other positive factors and create a barrier, meaning they do
not attend the training. Equally, the strength of some dimensions may override any perceived
negative aspects of others.

Mandation is a dimension of motivation. Mandation may not positively affect training
behaviour where other influences affect training more negatively; for instance, when
transportation or childcare services are unavailable. Thus, where mandation is used an adviser
should be sure that the training opportunity is a good match to the individual; otherwise
mandation to training can create a sense of disillusionment with training. This corroborates

previous research that emphasises how mandation in itself is insufficient, if the kind of
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540 training provision available is not of sufficient quality or able to match with the jobseekers’
541  inclinations and long-term goals (e.g. Dorsett et al., 2011; Devin et al., 2011).

542 The balance between capability, opportunity and motivation is delicate and will

543  depend on each claimant’s circumstances. A change in the factors affecting one dimension
544  can influence another, and ultimately change behaviour. For example, increasing a claimant’s
545  awareness and understanding of the support available in training courses, could increase

546  confidence in their capability and in turn increase the likelihood they will attend training.
547 The paper has clarified and illustrated some connections between the COM-B

548  components and human capital theory. Most directly human capital theory is about people’s
549  capability to perform a job (Kluver, 2006). An employer often has no desire to hire an

550 employee who will cost them more money to train than that employee can produce (in

551  output). Training can provide unemployed people with the opportunity to gain the skills

552  employers need. When the labour supply is large, employers are less willing to invest in

553  general job training and so people may depend on the state to provide them with the

554  opportunity to train (Becker, 1965). Human capital theory, consistently with the papers’

555  findings highlighted through the COM-B framework, shows that for training to engage its
556  target group of participants, it needs to align very clearly with individual career goals to

557  ensure that the principle of motivation is fulfilled. This can be difficult to achieve in a climate
558  of constrained government spending and in tension with employment policy priorities of the
559  ‘work first’ to tackling unemployment.

560 Our findings also expand upon the findings of previous research on drivers and barriers
561 to the employability of unemployed individuals (McQuaid and Lindsey 2002; McArdle et al.
562 2007; Koen et al. 2013) by showing the complex interplay between subjective and objective
563  factors in determining claimants’ behaviour and hence the effectiveness of activation

564 interventions.
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Matching claimants to appropriate training opportunities and generating motivation
requires an in-depth understanding of each claimant’s skills, experiences and goals, as well as
an understanding of the local labour market. This process takes time. Some claimants were
able to analyse this by themselves and self-refer to training. Others will lack an understanding
of one or more of the dimensions above which may prevent them from training. In these
circumstances, claimant decision-making about training will likely require more support from
Jobcentre Plus staff. Overall, the findings of this paper suggest that mandation to training
cannot by itself increase compliance with training or facilitate the acquisition of human
capital on part of claimants, if the complex barriers and factors that shape claimants’ training

behaviour are also not taken into consideration.



577

578

579

580

581

582

583

584

585

586

587

588

589

590

591

592

593

594

595

596

597

598

599

600

601

BEHAVIOURAL INSIGHTS INTO BENEFITS CLAIMANTS 25

References
Becker, G. (1964), Human Capital, The University of Chicago Press, Chicago, IL.
Behavioural Insights Team. (2014), “EAST: Four simple ways to apply behavioural insights”,

available at: http://www.behaviouraldesignlab.org/latestreports/east-four-simple-

ways-apply-behavioural-insights/ (accessed 11 May 2017).

Bloch, A., Coleman, N., Coulter, A., Day, N., Hingley, S., Howat, N. and Romanou, E.
(2013), “The jobcentre plus offer: final evaluation report”, Available at:

http://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment data/file/261656/

rrep852.pdf/ (accessed 11 May 2017).

De Koning, J. (2005), “Active labour market policies: relevance, expenditure and
Effectiveness”, working paper, Stiching Economisch Onderzoek Rotterdam,
University of Rotterdam, Netherlands, 2005/2.

Devins, D., Bickerstaffe, T., Nunn, A. and Mitchell, B. (2011), “The Role of Skills from
Worklessness to Sustainable Employment with Progression”, available at:

https://www.gov.uk/eovernent/uploads/system/uploads/attachment data/file/306143/

Worklessness_to_sustainable_employment the role of skills.pdf (accessed 11 May

2017).
Dolan, P., Hallsworth, M., Halpern, D., King, D. and Vlaev, 1. (2010), “MINDSPACE:
Influencing behaviour through public policy”, available at:

https://www.instituteforeovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/ MINDSPA

CE.pdf (accessed 11 May 2017).

Dorsett, R., Smeaton, D. and Speckesse, S. (2013), “The effect of making a voluntary labour
market programmeme compulsory: Evidence from a UK experiment”, Fiscal Studies,
Vol. 34 No. 4, pp. 467-489.

Dorsett, R., Rolfe, H. and George, A. (2011), “The jobseeker’s allowance skills


http://www.behaviouraldesignlab.org/latestreports/east-four-simple-ways-apply-behavioural-insights/
http://www.behaviouraldesignlab.org/latestreports/east-four-simple-ways-apply-behavioural-insights/
http://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/261656/rrep852.pdf/
http://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/261656/rrep852.pdf/
https://www.gov.uk/governent/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/306143/Worklessness_to_sustainable_employment_the_role_of_skills.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/governent/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/306143/Worklessness_to_sustainable_employment_the_role_of_skills.pdf
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/MINDSPACE.pdf
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/MINDSPACE.pdf

602

603

604

605

606

607

608

609

610

611

612

613

614

615

616

617

618

619

620

621

622

623

624

625

626

BEHAVIOURAL INSIGHTS INTO BENEFITS CLAIMANTS 26

conditionality pilot”, available at: https://www.gov.uk/governent/publications/the-

jobseekers-allowance-skills-conditionality-pilot-rr768 (accessed 11 May 2017).

Department for Work and Pensions. (2014), “Government’s response to the
Independent review of the operation of Jobseeker’s Allowance sanctions validated by

the Jobseeker’s Act 2013”, available at:

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/jobseekers-allowance-sanctions-

independent-review-government-response (accessed 11 May 2017).

Fugate, M., Kinicki, A. J., and Ashforth, B.E. (2004). “Employability: A psycho-social
construct, its dimensions, and applications”, Journal of Vocational Behavior, Vol. 65
No. 1, pp. 14-38.
Gloster, R., Bertram, C., Buzzeo, J., Fletcher, L., Tassinari, A., Cox A, and Vlaev, L.
(2017), Using behavioural insights to examine benefit claimants’ approaches to
training opportunities, Research Report 723, Department for Education, Jul 2017
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment _data/file/627689
/BI_and training - Final report.pdf
Griggs, J. and Evans, M. (2010), “Sanctions within conditional benefit systems: A review of

evidence”, available at: http://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/files/jrf/conditional-benefits-

system-full.pdf (accessed 11 May 2017).

Hasluck, C. and Green, A.E. (2007), What works for whom?: a review of evidence and
meta-analysis for the DWP”, available at:

http://www?2.warwick.ac.uk//fac/soc/ier/publications/2007/hasluck and green 2007

rrep407.pdf (accessed 11 May 2017).
Hewitson, B., Coulter, A. and Joyce, L. (2009), “Qualitative evaluation of the adult learning

Option”, available at: https://core.ac.uk/display/4150924 (accessed 11 May 2017).

Johnson, C., Newton, B., Usher, T. and Hillage, J. (2008), “Activity and learning agreement


https://www.gov.uk/governent/publications/the-jobseekers-allowance-skills-conditionality-pilot-rr768
https://www.gov.uk/governent/publications/the-jobseekers-allowance-skills-conditionality-pilot-rr768
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/jobseekers-allowance-sanctions-independent-review-government-response
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/jobseekers-allowance-sanctions-independent-review-government-response
http://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/files/jrf/conditional-benefits-system-full.pdf
http://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/files/jrf/conditional-benefits-system-full.pdf
http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc/ier/publications/2007/hasluck_and_green_2007_rrep407.pdf
http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc/ier/publications/2007/hasluck_and_green_2007_rrep407.pdf
https://core.ac.uk/display/4150924

627

628

629

630

631

632

633

634

635

636

637

638

639

640

641

642

643

644

645

646

647

648

649

650

651

BEHAVIOURAL INSIGHTS INTO BENEFITS CLAIMANTS 27

pilot: programmeme theory evaluation”, working paper [Report RR121], Department
for Children Schools and Families, June 2009.

Kluve, J. (2006), “The effectiveness of European active labor market policy”, working paper
[no. 2018], Institute for the study of Labor, Bonn Germany, March 2006.

Koen, J., Klehe, U.C. and Van Vianen, A.E.M. (2013), “Employability among the long-term
unemployed: A futile quest or worth the effort?”, Journal of Vocational Behavior, Vol.
82 No. 1, pp. 37-48.

Lindsay, C. (2002). “Long-term unemployment and the ‘employability gap’: Priorities for
renewing Britain’s New Deal.” Journal of European Industrial Training, Vol. 26 No. 9,
pp. 411-419.

Malmberg-Heimonen, 1. and Vuori, J. (2005), “Activation or discouragement: The effect of

enforced participation on the success of job-search training”, European Journal of
Social Work, Vol. 8 No. 4, pp. 451-480.

McArdle, S., Waters, L., Briscoe, J.P. and Hall, D.T. (Tim). (2007), “Employability during
unemployment: Adaptability, career identity and human and social capital”, Journal of
Vocational Behavior, Vol. 71 No. 2, pp. 247-264.

McQuaid, R.W. and Lindsay, C. (2002). “The ‘employability gap’: Long-term unemployment
and barriers to work in buoyant labour markets.” Environment and Planning C:
Government and Policy, Vol. 20 No. 4, pp. 613—-628.

McQuaid, R.W. and Lindsay, C. (2005). “The concept of employability.” Urban Studies, Vol.
42 No. 2, 197-219.

Michie, S., Stralen, M.M. and West, R. (2011), “The behaviour change wheel: A new

method for characterising and designing behaviour change interventions”,
Implementation Science, Vol. 6 No. 42, doi:10.1186/1748-5908-6-42.

Michie, S., Richardson, M., Johnston, M., Abraham, C., Francis, J., Hardeman, W., Eccles,



652

653

654

655

656

657

658

659

660

661

662

663

664

665

666

667

668

669

670

671

672

673

674

675

676

BEHAVIOURAL INSIGHTS INTO BENEFITS CLAIMANTS 28

M.P., Cane, J. and Wood, C.E. (2013), “The Behavior Change Technique Taxonomy
(v1) of 93 hierarchically clustered techniques: Building an international consensus for
the reporting of behavior change interventions”, Annals of Behavioral Medicine, Vol.
46 No. 4, pp. 81-95.

Newton, B., Meager, N., Bertram, C., Corden, A., George, A., Lalani, M., Metcalf, H., Rolfe,
H., Sainsbury, R. and Weston, K. (2012), “Work programmeme evaluation: findings
from the first phase of qualitative research on programme delivery: research tools”,

available at: https://pure.york.ac.uk/portal/en/publications/work-programme-

evaluation(6052c444-1223-4f2e-a245-070a4efd4cf8).html (accessed 11 May 2017).

O'Grady, A. (2008), Choosing to Learn or Chosen to Learn: A qualitative case study of Skills
for Life Learners, Unpublished PhD thesis, Nottingham UK: University of
Nottingham.

Oakley, M. (2014), “Independent review of the operation of jobseeker’s allowance sanctions
validated by the Jobseeker’s Act 2013”, available at:

https://www.gov.uk/eovernment/uploads/system/uploads/attachment data/file/335144

/jsa-sanctions-independent-review.pdf (accessed 11 May 2017).

Oakley, J., Foley, B. and Hilage, J. (2013), “Employment, partnership and skills”, available
at:

https://www.gov.uk/egovernment/uploads/system/uploads/attachment data/file/148554

/bis-13-722-employment-partnership-and-skills.pdf (accessed 11 May 2017).

Peters, M. and Joyce, L. (2006), A review of the JSA sanctions regime: Summary findings,
Corporate Document Services. London, United Kingdom.

Rolfe, H. (2012), “Requiring the long-term unemployed to train: Is benefit conditionality
effective?” National Institute Economic Review, Vol. 219, R65-R76.

Scottish Government. (2013), “The potential impacts of benefit sanctions on individuals and


https://pure.york.ac.uk/portal/en/publications/work-programme-evaluation(6052c444-1223-4f2e-a245-070a4efd4cf8).html
https://pure.york.ac.uk/portal/en/publications/work-programme-evaluation(6052c444-1223-4f2e-a245-070a4efd4cf8).html
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/335144/jsa-sanctions-independent-review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/335144/jsa-sanctions-independent-review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/148554/bis-13-722-employment-partnership-and-skills.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/148554/bis-13-722-employment-partnership-and-skills.pdf

677

678

679

680

681

682

683

684

685

686

687

688

689

690

691

692

693

694

695

696

697

BEHAVIOURAL INSIGHTS INTO BENEFITS CLAIMANTS 29

households”, available at:

http://www.gov.scot/Topics/People/fairerscotland/analysis/analysisonsanctions

(accessed 15 May 2017).

Schram, S., Soss, J., Fording, R.C. and Houser, L. (2009), “Deciding to discipline: Race,
choice, and punishment at the frontlines of welfare reform”, American Sociological
Review, Vol. 74 No. 3, pp. 398-422.

Thaler, R. and Sunstein, C. (2008), Nudge. Improving decisions about health, wealth and
happiness, Yale University Press, Yale, CN, United States.

Tversky, A. and Kahneman, D. (1974), “Judgement under uncertainty: Heuristics and
biases”, Science, Vol. 185 pp. 124-131.

Van den Broeck, A., Vansteenkiste, M., Lens, W. and de Witte, H. (2010), “Unemployed
individuals' work values and job flexibility: An explanation from expectancy value
theory and self-determination theory”, Applied Psychology, Vol. 59 No. 2, pp. 296-
317.

Walker, R. and Wiseman, M. (2003), “Making welfare work: UK activation policies under

new labour”, International Social Security Review, Vol. 56 No. 1, pp. 3-29.

Webster, D. (2014), “DWP's updated statistics on JSA sanctions: what do they show?”,

available at: http://eprints.gla.ac.uk/90156/1/90156.pdf (accessed 15 May 2017).



http://www.gov.scot/Topics/People/fairerscotland/analysis/analysisonsanctions
http://eprints.gla.ac.uk/90156/1/90156.pdf

698

699

700

BEHAVIOURAL INSIGHTS INTO BENEFITS CLAIMANTS 30

Table 1.

Triggers for training related to each COM-B component.

COM-B Component

Triggers arising from this research that suggest claimants will be
most receptive to training referrals.

When:

Capability

Opportunity

Motivation

1. claimants lack a relevant qualification, selecting a course to
help them gain that qualification may encourage their training.

2. claimants lack a basic identified skill (e.g., English or IT),
selecting a course to help them gain that skill may encourage
their training

3. claimants experience a change in their circumstance that no
longer allows them to work in their former career, selecting a
course to help them gain qualification to assist this transition
may encourage their training.

4. family and friends are optimistic about the claimant training,
pointing out their optimism may encourage claimants’ training

5. claimants state their career goals, making claimants aware of
training opportunities that are match their goal(s) may
encourage their training

6. claimants experienced a change in their personal circumstances
that make training easier (e.g., a child entering school), this
may be a fruitful time to suggest training.

7. creating the Claimant Commitment form, engaging claimants
in a high quality discussion about what training courses are
relevant to their goals and why training is necessary may
encourage their training

8. claimants have a positive training experience, they may be
eager to experience more training and so this is a fruitful time
to present another training opportunity

9. claimants commitment levels are not high or they have
previously failed to comply with training referrals, then
mandating training may be effective
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Figure 1: Factors affecting benefit claimants’ training behaviour (source: Gloster et al, 2017

adopted from Michie, 2011)

Capability
Physical: Health and disability; Skills
Psychological: Level of skills and qualifications

Motivation

Autematic: Messenger, Incentives. Norms, Defaults,
Salience, Priming, Affect, Commitment, Ego;
Past/current learming experience.
Reflective; Self-efficacy; Incentives; Commitment; .

Parceived benafits of the training: relevance to work Beh aviour
and personal goals; Attending training
Labour market conditions;
Conditionality and sanctions regime;
Past/current learning experience;
Adviser-claimant relationship;
Personalisation of discussions

Enhanced employability

Opportunity
Social: norms and expectations
Awareness of provision;
Physical: Childeare: availability/affordability; Job outcome
Transport: availability /affordability; Provision: level,
content, availability, start-dates, class-size, delivery
mode, support, duration, certification




