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INTRODUCTION 

 

This book presents you with many examples of the use of social psychological 

theories and concepts to understand and predict human behaviour in the context of intergroup 

relations and social unrest. Social psychology is however not only a basic social science that 

studies the nature and determinants of human social behaviour. Social psychology is also an 

applied discipline of relevance for all kinds of societal problems and issues. Applying social 

psychology theories helps in making sense of everyday human behaviour, and provides tools 

to change behaviour in preferred directions. In this chapter we will describe several protocols 

for a systematic, and planned approach towards applying social psychology to understanding 

and reducing social problems. In the previous chapters, various types of social prejudice were 

discussed, such as sexism, ageism, and racism. Here we will discuss a form of prejudice that 

is based on stigmatization by illness. Stigmatisation by illness is widely researched within 

social psychology and includes topics such as stigmatization related to mental illness (e.g., 

Wirth & Bodenhausen, 2009), obesity (e.g., Puhl & Latner, 2007), and drug abuse (e.g., 

Adlaf, Hamilton, Wu, & Noh, 2009). Throughout this chapter we will use HIV-related stigma 

as a practical case to illustrate the steps and tasks in applying social psychology.  

 

HIV-related stigmatisation   

Although the annual number of new HIV infections is declining since the late 1990s, 

the number of new infections is still high (UNAIDS, 2010). In sub-Saharan Africa, where the 

majority of new HIV infections continue to occur, an estimated 1.8 million people became 

infected in 2009. Worldwide, it is estimated that 2.6 million people became newly infected 

with HIV in 2009 (UNAIDS, 2010). Furthermore, the significant reduction in mortality due to 

the worldwide implementation of antiretroviral therapy makes that the number of people 
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living with HIV worldwide has increased steadily in recent years. Between 1999 and 2009, a 

27% increase in the number of people living with HIV/AIDS has been reported with an 

estimated 33.3 million people living with HIV/AIDS at the end of 2009 compared with 26.2 

million in 1999 (UNAIDS, 2010).  

Worldwide, people living with HIV/AIDS experience strong stigma and 

discrimination (UNAIDS, 2010). Stigmatisation is the process through which a person is 

devalued and discredited because of his (believed) membership with a group that is associated 

with a specific attribute or characteristic (referred to as stigma) that is deeply discrediting and 

calls into question the full humanity of the individual group member (Bos, Schaalma, & 

Pryor, 2008; Crocker, Major, & Steele, 1998; Dijker & Koomen, 2003).  

HIV-related stigma has enormous negative effects on social relationships, access to 

resources, social support provision and psychological wellbeing of people with HIV/AIDS. In 

addition, HIV-related stigma hampers effective HIV-prevention and treatment efforts, 

including the use of condoms, voluntary HIV counselling and testing uptake, and uptake of 

prevention of mother to child transmission programs (Stutterheim et al., 2009; Vermeer, Bos, 

Mbwambo, Kaaya, & Schaalma, 2009). Increasingly, programmes have been implemented to 

combat stigmatisation of, and discrimination against, people living with HIV as part of a 

rights-based approach to HIV (e.g., law reform, know your rights/legal literacy). However, 

countries rarely include programmes at the individual and interpersonal level to reduce stigma 

and discrimination in their national strategies. Relying on the work of our colleagues Arjan 

Bos, Herman Schaalma
1
, Sarah Stutterheim and John Prior (Bos et al., 2008; Bos, Dijker, & 

Koomen, 2007; Stutterheim et al., 2009), we will use research on the psychosocial correlates 

of HIV-related stigmatisation and possible intervention strategies to reduce HIV-related 

stigmatisation to illustrate the application of social psychology in solving social problems.  

Theory-driven vs. problem-driven social psychology 
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Within applied social psychology basically two activities can be distinguished: theory-

driven and problem-driven applied social psychology (Kok, Schaalma, De Vries, Parcel, & 

Paulussen, 1996). Theory-driven applied social psychology refers to testing a theory in an 

applied setting primarily to get insight into the validity of the theory. Problem-driven applied 

social psychology refers to scientific activities that focus at changing or reducing a practical 

problem. In problem-driven applied social psychology, although theories are used, the 

primary focus is on problem solving and the criteria for success are formulated in terms of 

problem reduction, with contributions to theory being a useful but unnecessary side-effect. 

Problem-driven applied psychologists start with a thorough analysis of the practical problem 

in question, and they consider multiple theoretical perspectives to find answers to this 

problem. In theory-driven applied social psychology, practical settings are merely used for 

theory testing, and as such it is useful in linking important theoretical developments to human 

behaviour outside the laboratory. Problem-driven applied social psychology is an important 

activity because it is an ultimate test for the usefulness of social psychology as a discipline 

and a profession.  

Overview 

In this chapter, the focus will be on problem-driven applied social psychology. Social 

psychological theories can be applied to various kinds of societal problems, including those 

that have been discussed in previous chapters, such as various forms of prejudice, inequality, 

destructive group identification, and terrorism. A difficulty that applied social psychologists 

may encounter is that of delineating tasks for the development of behaviour change programs 

that are based on theory, empirical findings from the literature, and data collected from the at-

risk population. Existing literature, appropriate theories, and additional research data are basic 

tools for the design of any evidence-based behavioural intervention, but often it is unclear 

how and where these tools should be used in problem analysis and solving. Below we will 
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discuss different protocols for a systematic, theory- and evidence-based approach from 

problem definition to problem solution.  

Following a general overview of the different stages in doing applied social 

psychology, from problem definition to problem solution, we start by illustrating the 

disadvantages of a mono-theory approach over a multi-theory approach in explaining and 

predicting real-life human behaviour. A systematic working tool, called PATH (Buunk & Van 

Vugt, 2008), is provided that can help in applying social psychology theory to practical cases 

to better understand human behaviour and thus identify possible target points for intervention 

programmes. Next, we make the switch from behaviour explanation to behaviour change. 

Behaviour change is a planned activity. A difficulty that planners may encounter is that of 

delineating tasks for the development and implementation of behaviour change programmes 

that are based on theory, empirical findings from the literature, and data collected from the at-

risk population, programme users and implementation setting. Intervention Mapping 

(Bartholomew, Parcel, Kok, Gottlieb, & Fernández, 2011) provides programme planners with 

a framework for effective and evidence-based decision making in each step in intervention 

planning, implementation, and evaluation. In the final part of the chapter, we present the 

general principles and six steps of Intervention Mapping and illustrate its use in the systematic 

development of behaviour change interventions.  

 

 

DEFINING APPLIED SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY: FROM PROBLEM DEFINITION TO 

PROBLEM SOLVING 

 

The objective of this chapter is to describe how social psychology can be 

systematically applied to solve social problems that exist in the real-world. The problem-



 Applying Social Psychology 7 

  

driven approach to social psychology should be a systematic and planned activity. A non-

systematic approach fails to build on existing knowledge and may omit the involvement of 

important stakeholders and their opinions, beliefs and expertise in defining and solving the 

targeted problem. In different domains of applied science such planning models have been 

developed (Delhomme, De Dobbeleer, Forward, & Simões, 2009; Green & Kreuter, 2005; 

McKenzie-Mohr, 2000; Steg & Vlek, 2009). For example, a planning model best known and 

most frequently used in health education and health promotion is Green and Kreuter’s 

PRECEDE/PROCEED model (Green & Kreuter, 2005). According to this model, predicting 

and changing human behaviour is a planned activity that includes four major phases: 

diagnosis, development, implementation and evaluation.  

Problem diagnosis 

In the diagnosis phase, before beginning to actually plan an intervention, the planner 

conducts a needs assessment. This assessment encompasses two components: (1) an 

epidemiological, behavioural, and social analysis of the at-risk group or community and its 

problems and (2) an assessment of the strengths and capacity of the community and its target 

members as a part of intervention planning. The product of this step is a description of the 

problem and its impact on quality of life, followed by a theory- and evidence-based analysis 

of the proximal behavioural and environmental causes of the problem and the personal and 

situational factors that contribute to these causes. In addition, the community’s experience 

with potential solutions is assessed and important stakeholders are identified (Bartholomew et 

al., 2011). Below we describe the first three steps of a protocol called PATH to illustrate how 

social psychology theory and research can be applied in a needs assessment procedure.  

Intervention development 

In the development phase, intervention planners define objectives for their 

interventions on the basis of the needs assessment. They specify the changes they want to 
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accomplish in individual behaviour and environmental conditions, and identify the personal 

and situational factors that must be changed to initiate and sustain the process of behavioural 

and environmental change. Planners acknowledge that behaviour is a function of individuals 

and their environments, including families, social networks, organizations and public policy 

frameworks, and that interventions may target not only members of the at-risk population but 

also decision-makers in the environment (Bartholomew et al., 2011). Subsequently, planners 

identify theory-based strategies to accomplish these objectives, and combine these strategies 

into an intervention program. Intervention planners guide the production process, and conduct 

small-scale pilots of program components. Again, they collaborate with target groups, 

decision-makers and stakeholders to identify the optimal intervention for a particular problem, 

target population, and intervention context. The complexity of intervention development has 

been somewhat overlooked in social psychology training. However, only a systematic 

approach towards intervention development can help to assure evidence-based practice in 

solving social problems. Below we present a protocol for systematic intervention 

development, called Intervention Mapping, to describe in more detail the steps of formulating 

objectives, selecting behavioural change methods, and developing intervention materials.  

Program implementation 

In the implementation phase, intervention planners design a strategy to facilitate the 

implementation of the behaviour change intervention. They design theory-based strategies to 

facilitate program adoption by key stakeholders, to support appropriate implementation by 

programme users, and to encourage program institutionalisation by considering opportunities 

for incorporating the programme into organizational routines. Thus interventions are required, 

not only to change individual behaviour, but also to facilitate program implementation. 

Indeed, the same steps as for intervention development are repeated to anticipate programme 

diffusion targeting programme implementers. 
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Program evaluation 

In the evaluation phase, planners evaluate the impact of their intervention on 

psychosocial correlates of behaviour, on behavioural and environmental conditions, on health, 

and on quality-of-life outcomes, preferably using an experimental study design (Whittingham, 

Ruiter, Castermans, Huiberts, & Kok, 2008). In addition, both qualitative and quantitative 

methods can be used to study the rate of programme dissemination, adoption, and 

implementation, and programme users’ and participants’ reactions to the program. The effect 

and process evaluations result in feedback and improvement of the programme (Green & 

Kreuter, 2005). To learn more about programme evaluation we refer the reader to the 

excellent available literature (Moerbeek, Van Breukelen, & Berger, 2003; Patton, 2008; 

Rossi, Lipsey, & Freeman, 2004; Wholey, Hatry, & Newcomer, 2004).  

 

 

EXPLAINING HUMAN BEHAVIOUR: THE NEED FOR A MULTITHEORETICAL 

FRAMEWORK 

 

Although a theory-driven approach  has its merits over a problem-driven approach, 

usually the former is driven by only one theory. Here, we will illustrate the disadvantages of 

such a single-theoretical approach over a multi-theoretical approach in explaining real-life 

human behaviour. Consider the case of stigmatisation of people living with HIV. Weiner’s 

(1986) attribution theory of motivation and emotion could be used here to understand the 

conditions under which people are willing to help people with HIV.
2
 According to this theory, 

people make attributions with respect to events happening to themselves, and also with 

respect to events happening to others (Weiner, 1986). These attributions first cause an 

emotional response (or attitude), which in turn predicts the behavioural response. According 
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to Weiner’s (1986) theory, attributions linked to uncontrollable and/or external causes usually 

result in positive emotions, whereas attributions linked to controllable and/or internal causes 

usually lead to negative emotions. Applied to people living with HIV, this implies that an 

observer will make external/uncontrollable or internal/controllable causal attributions to the 

causes of the disease. Subsequently, these attributions determine a positive emotion or 

negative emotion towards the sick person, which may finally result in a positive or negative 

response to the person, respectively. For example, people may think that the person has 

contracted HIV because of promiscuous sexual behaviour, and they may consider this cause 

as being controllable and internal. According to the theory, these attributions will initiate 

feelings of contempt or even anger rather than sympathy, resulting in a low willingness to 

provide assistance. However, people might also think that the person contracted HIV through 

contamination in a hospital, for example during a blood transfusion. In this case, they may 

make uncontrollable and external attributions, which, in turn, may evoke pity and a 

willingness to help (Weiner, Perry, & Magnusson, 1988).  

This case is an interesting example of applying a single theory to a practical problem. 

The question is, however, whether this theoretical approach is useful for solving the problem 

of stigmatisation of people with HIV. Taking Weiner’s theory as a point of departure, a 

logical step to reduce stigmatisation would be motivating people to consider the cause of 

HIV-infection as uncontrollable and external. Communicating such a message, however, may 

imply a serious problem because it is in contradiction with current AIDS prevention programs 

emphasizing that HIV infection can be prevented by taking self-responsibility. In other words, 

current HIV prevention programs emphasize that causes of HIV infection are controllable and 

internal. So, although application of Weiner’s theory provides a better understanding of the 

process of stigmatisation of persons with HIV, it does not provide a feasible solution to 

reduce the problem. This example shows that applying theories to practical problems may be 
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counterproductive when researchers use a mono-theoretical perspective as a starting point, 

instead of the problem in question. It also illustrates that gaining a full understanding of all the 

facets of the problem is an essential first step in applying social-psychological theories to 

solve practical problems. In the next section we will discuss the PATH model (Buunk & Van 

Vugt, 2008), a step-wise methodology for applying social psychology to practical social 

issues with the goal of intervention development. As we shall see, this method emphasizes a 

thorough problem analysis and offers practical tools to help social psychologists select 

appropriate theories and empirical support. 

 

PATH: A PROTOCOL FOR APPLYING SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY 

 

Social problems often seem overwhelmingly complex and it may not always be easy 

to see how social psychology can contribute to their solution. Furthermore, all social problems 

are unique in a way, and even if there is applied research available within a certain area, this 

may not mean that these findings generalize to another domain. The challenge is to redefine 

social problems in terms that allow the psychologist to find various appropriate theories to 

help them change or reduce the problem. The PATH model – an acronym of the four steps of 

the model: problem, analysis, test, and help – helps social psychologists with this challenge, 

and offers tools for applying social psychology to practical problems (Buunk & Van Vugt, 

2008). What is important to remember is that the PATH model is not meant to be used in a 

rigorous way. Instead, going from problem to intervention is often an iterative process, in 

which one frequently moves back and forth between the different steps to adjust one’s work if 

necessary. 
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Step 1: Problem 

In the first step of the PATH model, the problem is identified and a problem definition 

is developed. Buunk and Van Vugt (2008) suggest that to reach a solid problem definition, 

data about the problem and its background need to be gathered from multiple sources. The 

primary aim of this kind of preliminary research is to better understand all the facets of the 

problem, but it also functions to estimate the feasibility of possible interventions. Exploratory 

research can be done by studying the available (scientific) literature, but conducting structured 

interviews or observations can also be valuable sources of information. Moreover, 

epidemiological facts and figures can help the social psychologist determine the scope of the 

problem. 

Answers to a series of questions will help in reaching a solid problem definition. First 

of all, a description of what the problem exactly is needs to be provided: What is the central 

problem that needs to be understood and addressed? Let’s go back to our case - the 

stigmatisation of persons with HIV. A social psychologist has been asked to come up with an 

intervention to reduce stigmatisation. First, the psychologist determines how big the problem 

is and he discovers that being infected with HIV has an enormous impact on people’s personal 

well-being, including being the victim of verbal abuse and physical harassment and being 

denied employment and health care, as well as people’s social life by being excluded from the 

community and even the personal family (UNAIDS, 2010). A second question that needs to 

be answered is the why question: why is a particular issue perceived as a problem in the first 

place? A social psychologist needs to ask the relevant parties what the consequences of the 

problem are for each of them, and to what extent each of these consequences is perceived to 

be a problem. Moreover, in answering this question it might be helpful to ask since when the 

problem exists, and whether its severity has increased or decreased over time. Answering the 

‘why’ question will not only help to specify the problem, but can also already suggest 
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directions for intervention programs. The social psychologist investigating stigmatisation of 

persons with HIV discovers, for instance, that HIV-related stigma hinders effective HIV-

prevention activities. Especially in strong stigmatising social contexts, people infected with 

HIV may be reluctant to enter antiretroviral treatment programmes because this might mean 

that their HIV-status becomes public resulting in the mentioned negative personal and social 

consequences (Stutterheim et al., 2009). The implication of HIV-related stigma being a barrier 

to effective treatment programmes is that such treatment programmes strictly adhere to 

procedures that guarantee that people remain anonymous while being in the programme. 

The third question is for whom it is a problem. In answering this question, the social 

psychologist needs to describe all the parties that are involved, both in terms of who causes 

the problem, who suffers from the problem, and who is responsible for tackling the problem. 

These parties often have different perspectives on the problem, which are not always 

compatible with each other, and this is something that the psychologist needs to be aware of. 

For example, family members of people living with HIV might also be victim of 

stigmatisation; a phenomenon defined as stigma-by-association (Neuberg, Smith, Hoffman, & 

Russell, 1994). At the same time, having a close and supportive family helps to disclose one’s 

HIV status and thus gain easier access to social resources and treatment opportunities. Next, 

one should ask the question what causes the problem – and how do these causes affect the 

problem? Is there a social psychological dimension to the problem? The social psychologist 

needs to distinguish between immediate causes and distal causes to establish the process of 

events, which reveals clues about the causal model underlying the problem. In answering this 

question, a preliminary causal process model can be developed. Note, however, that in this 

phase, one does not need to specify the exact causal chain of events that led to the problem, 

but having a preliminary model may play a role in choosing appropriate theories to develop 

the final causal model. A preliminary model on stigmatisation of persons with HIV could 
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focus on the social cognitive determinants of people’s emotional and behavioural responses to 

persons with HIV, conditions in the social environment that promote or inhibit HIV-status 

disclosure, and the success and failure of past intervention programmes to reduce HIV -

related stigmatisation. 

Of course, one needs to specify what actors or groups a possible intervention will need 

to target. The social psychologist needs to identify who should be convinced of the problem, 

and whose cooperation is necessary to help solve the problem? Selecting a target group 

clarifies the problem further, and makes it more specific, which in turn may make it easier to 

come up with strategies to help solve the problem. In our example, the social psychologist 

could target the general audience, community members and health care workers, or even HIV-

positive people themselves. Moreover, from the problem analysis that has been developed in 

this phase, it should have become clear whether the problem is concrete, social-psychological, 

applied, and, most importantly, solvable. Can a social psychological intervention be helpful to 

tackle the problem at hand?  

 

Step 2: Analysis 

Based on a first preliminary analysis of the problem, the social psychologist can 

formulate a problem definition. This problem definition functions as the starting point for the 

next step in the model, the analysis phase. In the analysis phase, scientifically valid 

explanations for the problem are determined, again by following a number of steps. The first 

of these steps consists of specifying the outcome variable, that is, the variable that needs to be 

changed. There are a few requirements for an outcome variable, in order to make it a useful 

target of influence. First of all, the outcome variable must be relevant to the problem and it 

must follow logically from the problem definition. Furthermore, the outcome variable needs 

to be described in specific, concrete terms. Outcome variables that are defined too broadly 
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make it difficult to develop an intervention program that deals effectively with the problem. 

The outcome variable must also be continuous, so that it can be described in quantitative 

terms. A quantitative – measurable – outcome variable both makes it easier to generate 

explanations for the problem, and makes it possible to evaluate the success of an intervention 

program. Most social psychological outcome variables will pertain to behaviours, attitudes, 

cognitions, or affect, and will be stated in terms of the desired end state (e.g., more positive 

attitudes towards persons living with HIV). 

Divergent phase 

After the outcome variable has been specified, the social psychologist can start to 

generate explanations. The aim of the divergent phase is to generate as many explanations as 

possible, using several methods, and to identify the relevant causes of the problem. The social 

psychologist has a number of methods to his disposal to help him or her generate a list of 

explanations, among which are a number of association or brainstorm techniques. One 

association technique is to start with the problem and generate explanations by asking oneself 

why the problem is a problem (problem association). One could also generate explanations by 

taking a conceptually similar phenomenon as a starting point, which has the advantage of 

translating the problem into more abstract, scientific terms (concept association). And, finally, 

one could take the perspective of various actors involved in the problem to generate 

explanations (perspective taking). In addition to association techniques, the social 

psychologist could conduct structured interviews and observations to identify explanations for 

the outcome of interest. 

Next, the social psychologist uses the brainstorm for accessing the social 

psychological literature to sustain the provisional explanations with a theoretical and 

empirical evidence base. As was mentioned above, social psychological theories specify the 

causes underlying social behaviours ranging from aggression to altruism. Buunk and Van 
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Vugt (2008; but see also Kok et al., 1996) describe three strategies to approach the social 

psychological literature and to generate evidence-based explanations. First of all there is the 

topical or issue-related strategy. This approach refers to a search for theories or insights that 

are specifically tailored to the problem in question, i.e. to find out what has already been 

written on the problem at hand. For example, to determine the explanations for HIV-related 

stigmatisation one could search in a straightforward way for social psychological studies that 

have been conducted to identify determinants of HIV-related stigmatisation and come up with 

quite a number of studies that have applied different theories to understand the problem at 

hand. 

Secondly, there is the conceptual strategy, which is a search based on the translation 

of specific problem-related concepts into more general explaining principles.  For example, 

during the brainstorm, the social psychologist has identified several reasons why people might 

stigmatize people with HIV, and came up with emotions that are evoked by thinking about 

HIV-positive people, such as anger and pity. In the conceptual strategy, the social 

psychologist uses these concepts as search words, and looks for research on the role of pity 

and anger in the stigmatisation of minority groups. This search reveals that research by Bos 

and colleagues (2001, 2007), who have identified anger as being positively influenced by 

perceptions that people with HIV are personally responsible for their disease, thereby 

increasing stigmatization. Pity, on the other hand, was identified as a positive emotion that 

might decrease stigmatization and was positively influenced to the extent that HIV/AIDS was 

considered less severe, people were not held personally responsible for contracting 

HIV/AIDS, and HIV/AIDS was less associated with norm-violating behaviour (Bos et al., 

2001; Bos et al., 2007; Dijker & Koomen, 2003). The issue-related and conceptual strategies 

are considered ”bottom-up”’ strategies, in that one moves from the problem to the 

explanation. 
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When it is difficult to use the issue-related and conceptual strategies, such as when a 

problem is relatively new (e.g., in the case of attitudes towards a new disease), it could be 

useful to employ a general theory strategy. This third strategy is a “top-down”’ strategy, 

moving from a general theory of human behaviour that might at first sight not be directly 

relevant to the problem or potential explanations (for theories, see Bartholomew et al., 2011; 

DiClemente, Crosby, & Kegler, 2009; Glanz, Rimer, & Viswanath, 2008). An example (and 

limitation) of a top-down approach we provided above by applying Weiner’s attribution 

theory to explain people’s willingness to help people living with HIV/AIDS. In practice, the 

social psychologist should preferably merge the three strategies to access the social 

psychological literature when solving a practical problem, resulting in a more comprehensive 

understanding of the problem.   

Convergent phase 

Whereas the aim of the divergent phase was to produce as many explanations as 

possible, in the convergent phase the aim is to reduce these explanations drastically, so only 

the most plausible ones remain. In reducing explanations, social psychologists should first of 

all get rid of redundant and overlapping explanations by combining them. Also, irrelevant 

explanations need to be removed, although care must be taken not to remove explanations that 

indirectly influence the outcome variable. The validity of the remaining explanations must 

then be examined: under which conditions is the theory applicable? To find out about a 

theory’s boundaries, often it is necessary to investigate how experiments were conducted. 

Thus, the social psychologist that wants to investigate a certain theory should have a basic 

knowledge of the research literature on that theory. As a final way to reduce the number of 

explanations, their plausibility must be assessed. The plausibility of a theory can be 

established by carrying out real or thought experiments. Would there be a change in the 
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outcome variable in either situation if the particular condition that might cause the problem is 

either present or absent?  

For example, our social psychologist examining the causes of HIV-related 

stigmatisation comes up with the following theoretical and empirical explanations: people 

stigmatise persons with HIV because they hold people personally responsible, consider the 

consequences of HIV/AIDS as being serious, perceive the risk of being infected themselves as 

high and associate HIV/AIDS with norm-violating behaviour. This analysis of the correlates 

of HIV-related stigmatisation is largely based on studies conducted in Western countries. 

Although research in developing countries suggests that similar social cognitive factors 

determine HIV-related stigma, it is most likely that the relative importance of these 

determinants may vary for each context (Stutterheim et al., in press). For example, the 

successful introduction of antiretroviral therapy in large parts of the Western world has 

gradually changed the perception of AIDS as a deadly disease into a chronic illness, 

gendering a less prominent role for perceived severity in decision-making processes towards 

persons with HIV.  

At the end of this second step, the social psychologist has identified and selected a set 

of explanations for the problem. The current book, with its multitheoretical approach, 

provides assistance in this second step of the model – after all, in the previous chapters first a 

problem was described, after which the authors reviewed possible theoretical explanations for 

these problems. The next step consists of developing a process model – the test phase of the 

PATH model. 

 

Step 3: Test 

 Using relevant social psychological theories that were generated via the issue-related, 

conceptual, and general theory strategies, in this phase a process model is developed and 
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tested. Formulating a process model provides a structured account of the problem and its 

underlying causes, and can also give clues as to where interventions must be targeted. A 

process model is a pictorial representation of the explanatory variables, and their relationships 

with each other and with the focal problem. Each variable is represented as a box, and these 

are connected with arrows. The valence of the arrows indicates whether there is a positive or a 

negative relationship between the two variables. Taking the outcome variable – often depicted 

in a box on the right side of the process model – as the starting point, the social psychologist 

works its way back to the causal variables (on the left). To be able to determine where an 

intervention must be targeted, it is important that the variables in the process model are 

described in concrete, continuous and quantitative terms as much as possible. More abstract 

and general terms should be translated in (several) concrete and specific variables. Moreover, 

these variables should be described in social psychological terms – that is, in terms of 

behaviours, attitudes, cognitions, or affect. For example, to be able to develop an effective 

intervention to reduce HIV-related stigmatisation, a social psychologist should specify what a 

reduction of HIV-related stigmatisation entails in terms of specific behaviours, e.g., objective 

treatment of HIV-infected persons in job interviews, establishing an anonymous procedure in 

voluntary counselling and testing programmes, providing social support by close family 

members.  

The variables in the process model can influence each other and the outcome variables 

in several ways. First of all, the relationship can be direct, with a change in one variable 

directly causing a change in another variable. Relationships between variables can also be 

indirect. In this case a change in one variable affects another variable via a third variable 

(mediation). For example, the belief that people are personally to be blamed for HIV-infection 

renders the attitude towards HIV-positive people (mediator) less positive, which in turn will 

lower the intention to help. Thirdly, there are reinforcing or undermining effects between 
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variables. This is the case when one variable strengthens or weakens the relationship between 

two other variables (moderation). For example, being conscious of the fact that often one is 

not fully up-to-date with the sexual history of one’s partner (moderator) may weaken the 

influence of perceived personal responsibility on the attitude towards people living with HIV. 

A process model should not contain too many variables – often no more than ten are needed 

to make the process model workable. Also, there should not be too many steps between the 

outcome variable and the most distal variables, and Buunk and Van Vugt (2008) recommend 

a maximum of four steps (or levels) to make the model manageable. Finally, it is important 

that the process model not only has a theoretical basis, but a solid empirical basis as well. 

Determining the strength of the relationships between variables will after all also provide 

indications for the development of an intervention, since those variables with the strongest 

influence on the outcome variable would be the most useful ones for an intervention. For an 

illustration of a process model summarizing the explanations for HIV-related stigma provided 

above, see Figure 1. 

-- Figure 1 about here -- 

 

Step 4: Help 

Once the factors causing the outcome variable have been defined and mapped in the 

process model, the intervention can be developed. The social psychologist therefore chooses 

the variables that are modifiable and that have the greatest effect on the outcome variable. A 

convenient way to make choices is to list all the variables from the process model, and to put 

them into a balance table. However, not all factors are equally modifiable. In particular, 

personality traits, deeply held religious or political values, and stable environmental 

conditions are hard to change (Buunk & Van Vugt, 2008; Bartholomew et al., 2011).  
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After identifying target variables for the planned behavioural change programme, the 

intervention materials need to be developed. It is important to realize that identification of the 

factors that can be targeted in an intervention to make it maximally effective is really all that 

social cognitive models of human behaviour can offer. These models have little to say about 

the theoretical methods and practical strategies or techniques that can be used to bring about 

desired changes in the identified factors (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010). Indeed, changing needs 

understanding, but understanding the determinants of behaviour is not sufficient to design 

effective behaviour change programmes. Again, similar to a multitheoretical and systematic 

approach to identifying modifiable factors (i.e., determinants) that predict behaviour, the 

development of behaviour change programmes is best served by a comprehensive framework 

that provides the tools and planning process to systematically apply behavioural and social 

sciences theories to intervention design. Intervention Mapping provides this systematic 

approach to programme development.  

Intervention Mapping is a planning protocol for the systematic development, 

implementation and evaluation of evidence-based behaviour change programmes. It 

elaborates on the programme development, implementation and evaluation phases in Green 

and Kreuter’s (2005) PRECEDE/PROCEED model for planning behaviour change 

interventions that was described earlier in the chapter. Applying Intervention Mapping may 

improve interventions by providing more detail and guidance for the planning process and the 

logic of change. Intervention Mapping helps to clarify the program theory and components to 

those who search to improve the quality of interventions. It also enables them to ask relevant 

questions about interventions one is interested in, so adoption decisions are based on adequate 

insights about an intervention. Below, the general principles and six steps of Intervention 

Mapping are briefly outlined. For a more detailed application of Intervention Mapping we 
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refer the reader to case study descriptions that have been published (e.g., Kok, Harterink, 

Vriens, de Zwart, & Hospers, 2006; Van Stralen et al., 2008).  

 

INTERVENTION MAPPING 

 

Intervention Mapping (IM) is a planning process based on the systematic use of 

evidence from empirical research and theories (Bartholomew et al., 2011; Kok, Schaalma, De 

Vries, Parcel, & Paulussen, 1996). Intervention Mapping is not a new theory or model. It is an 

additional tool for the planning and development of behaviour change programmes. It maps 

the path from recognition of a need or problem to the identification of a solution. Although 

Intervention Mapping is presented as a series of steps, Bartholomew et al. (2011) see the 

planning process as iterative rather than linear. Program planners move back and forth 

between tasks and steps. The process is also cumulative: each step is based on previous steps, 

and inattention to a particular step may lead to mistakes and inadequate decisions.  

Although Intervention Mapping is tailored to the development of health promotion 

interventions, the general guidelines for intervention development provided by Intervention 

Mapping are transferable to a wide range of other domains that are concerned with changing 

personal, social and economic barriers to performing desirable behaviours such as energy 

conservation and traffic safety. Intervention Mapping has been introduced to guide the use of 

evidence from empirical research and theories and protect against Type III error - failing to 

find intervention effectiveness because the programme is poorly designed or implemented (cf. 

Bartholomew et al., 2011). 

An Intervention Mapping approach is characterized by four perspectives that are 

applied during the entire planning process and in all steps. Firstly, from a participation 

perspective, it is acknowledged that the target population (and program implementers) should 
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be involved in all aspects of decision making. This results in empowerment, which can be 

defined as having the knowledge, skills-set, and attitude needed to cope with the changing 

world and the circumstances in which one lives (Wendel et al., 2009). Secondly, Intervention 

Mapping stimulates an eclectic use of theories. Theories are by definition abstractions of 

reality and real life problems should be approached from multiple theories for example by 

following the PATH model described above (Buunk & Van Vugt, 2008). Thirdly, from the 

systems perspective, interventions are seen as events occurring in systems (Hawe, Shiell, & 

Riley, 2009). Other factors within a system can reinforce or dampen the influence of an 

intervention on the target behaviour or environmental change. Fourthly, from an ecological 

perspective, the relevance of social and physical environmental conditions that influence 

individual behaviours is recognized. These social and physical environmental conditions may 

have a much stronger impact on the target behaviour than individual-related factors (Kok, 

Gottlieb, Commers, & Smerecnik, 2008). Importantly, at all levels, environmental conditions 

are determined by decision makers, or environmental agents (Kok et al., 2008). Examples of 

possibly relevant environmental agents in the domain of HIV/AIDS stigmatisation are 

politicians, health care workers, and school teachers. These environmental agents have 

reasons for their behaviour, which are not necessarily the same as the reasons planners have 

for their intervention. 

 

Step 1: Needs assessment 

The first step in Intervention Mapping is the step of problem diagnosis. Planners have to 

have insight in the problem at hand, its behavioural and environmental factors, and the personal 

and situational determinants of these factors. It is important that this information is supported by 

existing scientific knowledge as well as information collected from the target population within 

the intervention context and from programme implementers and stakeholders. The PATH model 
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should be used here. On the basis of these analyses, planners should be able to define and select 

the goals for behaviour change. 

 

Step 2: Programme Objectives 

In the second step  of Intervention Mapping the problem-increasing behaviors and 

environmental conditions are translated to their problem-reducing behavioral and 

environmental counterparts. Planners ask the who, what and why question for individuals and 

environmental agents: who is going to do what behavior and why would they do that?  

At the individual level, the Who may be community members of people living with 

HIV/AIDS, at the organizational level health care workers and health management involved 

in voluntary counselling and testing programmes, and at the societal level politicians. The 

What may be establishing interpersonal contact with HIV-infected persons at the individual 

level, installing standard treatment procedures to guarantee confidential treatment of HIV-

infected people at the organisational level, and developing laws to prevent discrimination at 

the social level (Bos et al., 2008). There should be consensus among experts about the 

relationship between reducing HIV-stigmatisation and the recommended changes in 

individual behaviours and environmental conditions.  

Next, the desired stigma-reducing behaviours are translated into specific performance 

objectives: what is it exactly, that planners want people to do? For example, the performance 

objectives for establishing interpersonal contact at the individual level may include that 

community members express willingness to meet persons with HIV, treat people with HIV in 

a respectful manner, and provide social support by participating in joint activities.  

At the environmental level, performance objectives are formulated that answer the 

question ”What is it exactly that planners want the environmental agents to do?” In health care 

organisation, the managers (agents) could identify successful confidentiality procedures 
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(environmental condition) implemented in similar organisations and adapt these procedures 

for internal use. 

After the what question is answered, the why question follows. The why question asks 

for determinants of the specific performance objectives of individuals and environmental 

agents. Most interventions are directed at reasons for deliberate behavior, but not all behavior 

is deliberate. Some behavior is impulsive (Hofmann, Friese, & Wiers, 2008) and some 

behavior is habitual or automatic (Orbell & Verplanken, 2010). When behavior is deliberate, 

there is consensus among experts that people will change their behavior under the following 

conditions (Fishbein et al., 2001): 

  A strong positive intention, following from: (1) advantages outweigh disadvantages 

of the recommended action (Attitude), (2) perceived social norms/support, (3) behavior is 

consistent with self-image/self-evaluation, (4) positive emotional/affective reaction, (5) 

erceived capability/self-efficacy 

 No environmental constraints 

 Necessary skills 

To create immediate targets for behavior change programs (i.e., the program 

objectives), the who, what and why are combined in separate matrices for each target group 

with the performance objectives corresponding to rows (on the left side; see Table 1) and the 

determinants corresponding to columns (on top).  The end products of step two are matrices 

for each target population, listing performance objectives, determinants, and program 

objectives (for an example, see Table 1). For example, to establish interpersonal contact 

between the stigmatised and those that stigmatise, one of the performance objectives for those 

that stigmatise is to express willingness to meet people living with HIV. Two of the 

determinants of this performance objective is the perceived contagiousness of HIV and the 

extent to which persons with HIV are held personally responsible for contracting the disease. 
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In the cell where this performance objective is crossed with the determinant contagiousness, a 

program objective is that target group member acknowledge that the risk of getting infected 

by HIV by mere contact is non-existent. In the cell corresponding to the determinant personal 

responsibility, a program objective is that target group members realize that in their private 

sexual life they might not always be sure about the safe sex history of their partner. 

 

 

Step 3: Theoretical methods and practical strategies 

Intervention Mapping step three is the selection of theoretical methods and practical 

applications. A theoretical method is a technique derived from theory and research to realise a 

proximal programme objective, an application is the translation of that method to the specific 

intervention context. For instance, a theoretical method for self-efficacy improvement to 

approach HIV-patients in an unbiased manner could be modelling, and an application could 

be a role play. An important task in this step is to identify the conditions or parameters that 

limit the effectiveness of theoretical models (Schaalma & Kok, 2009). Modelling for instance 

is only effective when the model is reinforced (rewarded), observers pay attention, have 

sufficient self-efficacy and skills, identify with the model, and observe a coping model instead 

of a mastery model (Bartholomew et al., 2011). Other theoretical methods have other 

conditions that need to be met. For example, providing people with stereotype inconsistent 

information requires many different examples, but these examples should not be too 

discrepant from the original stereotype. Successful interventions must also change the 

environmental cues that sustain or illicit targeted behaviours, for example by mitigating 

negative social norms towards persons with HIV. Bringing people into personal contact with 

members of stigmatised groups might be of help here but is considered only to be effective 
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when there is no status difference and both groups have intensive contact and share common 

goals (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006).   

 

 

Step 4: Programme development 

Intervention Mapping step four is the actual design of the programme, organising the 

strategies into a deliverable program taking into account target groups and settings, and producing 

and pretesting the materials. Programme planners have to integrate separate strategies into one 

coherent program; they have to make decisions on the programme structure, its theme, the 

sequence of strategies and communication vehicles. In programme design, the internet has had a 

huge impact on the possibilities for behaviour change programs. The Internet provides means for 

tailored communication on a mass scale, sometimes using so-called computational artifacts: 

animated virtual persons designed to build and maintain social-emotional relationships with their 

users. In the health promotion field, Internet interventions and computer tailoring have been 

shown to be effective in reaching and changing the behaviour of large numbers of people (Kroeze, 

Werkman, & Brug, 2006; Noar, Black, & Pierce, 2009; Ruiter, Kessels, Jansma, & Brug, 2006). A 

review of interventions to reduce HIV-stigma suggests that the provision of information together 

with skills building is more effective than only the provision of information, and that personal 

contact with persons with HIV is one of the most promising approaches to reduce stigma on 

condition that it goes together with information about the disease (Bos et al., 2008). 

In designing the actual programme, planners usually have to collaborate with creative 

resources. Planners’ major task is to convey their intervention plans to creative people, and to 

guard whether final programme products adequately incorporate theoretical underpinnings. 

Individual components of the intervention program should be pilot tested on their effectiveness 

before final production and implementation, which can be done relatively easy using experimental 
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research designs (Whittingham, Ruiter, Castermans, Huiberts, & Kok, 2008) . The end product of 

step four is the intervention program ready for implementation. 

 

 

Step 5: Implementation plan 

A solid diffusion process is vital to ensure programme success. So, in Intervention 

Mapping step five, programme planners develop a plan for the systematic implementation of the 

programme. Research shows that the number of implementers usually decreases drastically in the 

course of the implementation process. Assessing the implementation of their sex education 

program, Paulussen and colleagues (Paulussen, Kok, Schaalma, & Parcel, 1995) found, for 

example, while around 70% of potential implementers were aware of the program, 50% adopted 

the program (intention), only 30% implemented the program (actual use), and a scant 10% 

eventually institutionalized the program (continued use). Thus, the actual effect of the intervention 

is merely 10% of the potential effect. The first thing to do in step five, but preferably already at the 

start of intervention development, is the development of a linkage system that guarantees a 

continued interaction and information exchange between programme developers and programme 

users. For example, to reduce HIV-related stigma in health care settings involvement of staff 

members is necessary, but often difficult to realize because professionals do not recognize the 

problem or perceive a lack of time (Stutterheim et al., 2009). Subsequently, planners should 

develop a plan for how they systematically can promote the adoption and implementation of the 

programme by the intended programme users. In practice, Intervention Mapping step five is a re-

run through the Intervention Mapping protocol, but now aimed at identifying objectives, methods 

and strategies to promote the adoption and implementation of the actual intervention programme 

by the programme users. It may be clear that the anticipation of implementation is a relevant 

process from the very beginning of the planning process, not only at the end. Similarly, thinking 
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about implementation might result in revising previous decisions with regard to selected behaviour 

change methods and selected program objectives. The end product of step five is an 

implementation plan with performance objectives, determinants, and program objectives for 

program adopters and implementers. 

 

Step 6: Evaluation plan 

Finally, Intervention Mapping step six focuses on anticipating process and effect 

evaluation. Again, this process is relevant from the start of intervention development, not only at 

the end. The list of programme objectives guides the evaluation of programme effects. For 

instance, the programme objective community members acknowledge the risk of getting infected 

by mere contact as non-existent should also be operationalised as a measure of that objective, that 

can be used in pre- and post-intervention tests with experimental and control group subjects (for 

example, If you share your table with a person with HIV, to what extent do you feel confident that 

your risk of getting infected with HIV is non-existent?). Adequate evaluation research is based on 

(quasi-) experimental designs and provides planners with information on successes and failures as 

well as information on where in the planning process the failures were located, thereby indicating 

where improvement of the program is needed. The end product of step 6 is an evaluation plan. 

 

USING PATH AND INTERVENTION MAPPING 

 

The key words in PATH and Intervention Mapping are planning, research, and theory. 

PATH provides a method for accessing scientific literature to answer practical questions with 

empirical data and theory. Intervention Mapping provides a vocabulary for intervention 

planning, procedures for planning activities, and technical assistance with identifying theory-

based determinants and methods for change. Above we restricted the application of the PATH 
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model to the diagnosis phase of planned behaviour change by describing its use in coming to 

an evidence-based problem definition. However, the same strategy of asking questions, 

brainstorming provisional answers, and accessing the literature to find empirical and 

theoretical support should be applied in the other stages of intervention development 

including the search for behavioural change methods and the development of an 

implementation plan. More specifically, combining PATH and Intervention Mapping ensures 

that theoretical models and empirical evidence guide planners in two areas: (1) the 

identification of behavioural and environmental determinants related to a target problem, and 

(2) the selection of the most appropriate theoretical methods and practical applications to 

address the identified determinants. Although Intervention Mapping in particular is a complex 

and time-consuming process, the benefits of its consistent application may outweigh its costs 

by ensuring more effectiveness and efficient learning through its evaluation processes.  

 

CONCLUSION 

In this chapter we have argued that social psychology should not only be considered as 

a basic social science that studies the nature and determinants of human social behaviour, but 

that it is also an applied discipline. Using the example of stigmatisation of people living with 

HIV, we have emphasized the importance of using a multi-theoretical, problem-driven 

perspective in applying social psychology to practical problems, and we have introduced two 

protocols that assist social psychologists with this task. These protocols, the PATH model and 

Intervention Mapping, provide a systematic, theory- and evidence-based approach to get from 

problem definition to problem solution. Both stress the importance of careful problem 

analysis and intervention planning based on theory and empirical data, and their iterative 

nature allows users to move back and forth between the different steps to adjust their work if 

necessary.  
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Because they have a profound knowledge of individual and interpersonal processes of 

human behaviour, social psychologists can make important contributions to solving all kinds 

of societal problems. Therefore, we feel that applied social psychology should be a central 

component in the training of future social psychologists – we hope this chapter has 

contributed to that objective. 
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Footnotes 

1. This chapter is written in memory of Herman Schaalma, 1960-2009, whose 

academic writing and teaching focussed on applying psychology to understanding and 

predicting health and prosocial behaviour.  

2. The example of using Weiner’s attribution theory to explain stigmatisation of 

PLWHA is directly taken from a chapter on social psychology and health education of which 

Gerjo Kok was the lead author (Kok et al., 1996, p. 249-249; see also Dijker & Koomen, 

2003). 
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Table 1 

Matrix with examples of performance objectives, determinants and change objectives 

 

Perfomance objectives Personal and situational determinants 

Community members: Risk perception Attributions of 

personal 

responsibility 

Social norms 

Express willingness to 

get in contact with 

people with HIV/AIDS 

Acknowledge the 

risk of getting 

infected by mere 

contact as non-

existent 

 Community leaders 

express a positive 

attitude towards 

people with 

HIV/AIDS 

Do not blame people with 

HIV/AIDS 
 Recognize that not all 

factors of HIV 

transmission are under 

personal control 

 

Etc. Etc.   
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Figure Caption 

Figure 1.  Example of a process model to explain a social psychological phenomenon  
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 WILLIAM DARITY, JR., AND ARTHUR H. GOLDSMITH

 Unemployment, social psychology, and

 unemployment hysteresis

 Over the past two decades, the average prevailing rates of unemploy-

 menthave risen in the United States from 5 percentto 6 percent (Gordon,

 1984) and in Western Europe from 3 percent to 8 percent (Abel and

 Bemanke, 1992, p. 577). Attempts to explain these developments as the

 outcome of more generous unemployment benefits, diminished produc-

 tivity, demographic changes in the labor force, or structural changes

 accompanied by greaterjob mismatches have not been promising (Cain,

 1979; Summers, 1986; Blanchard and Summers, 1988, pp. 315-316).
 In particular, orthodox macroeconomic theory fails to offer a convinc-

 ing explanation of how an adverse shock can generate a persistent

 increase in unemployment rates in both Europe and the United States.

 However, a consensus is building that models allowing for hysteresis

 effects, those in which unemployment equilibria are path (and history)

 dependent, hold the most promise for explaining this phenomenon.
 Theoretical explanations forhysteresis effects suggest that the prevail-

 ing conventional rate of unemployment changes in response to the actual

 unemployment rate, rising if the actual unemployment rate is above the

 conventional rate and falling if the actual unemployment rate is below

 the conventional rate. Cross and Allan (1988) contend that such noted
 economists as Schumpeter, Georgescu-Roegen, Haavelmo, Phelps, and
 Samuelson recognized that hysteresis effects may be necessary to fully
 explain the behavior of economic systems.' Nevertheless, hysteresis has
 taken a back seat in conventional macroeconomic models. According

 to Summers (1988, p. 25), the "big challenge is to describe how history

 William Darity, Jr., is Professor of Economics at the University of North Carolina,
 Chapel Hill. Arthur H. Goldsmith is Associate Professor of Economics at Washing-
 ton and Lee University, Lexington, VA. The authors wish to thank an anonymous ref-
 eree for helpful comments, and a special thanks goes to Carolyn W. Hammett for a
 masterful job in preparing the manuscript.

 1 In our opinion, the late Joan Robinson (1937, p. 167) was not only aware of the
 hysteresis effects but attempted to model it as well. For a discussion of how
 Robinson's model of the labor market can yield unemployment hysteresis, see Dainty
 and Goldsmith (forthcoming).
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 determines (influences) an economy's equilibrium." He argues (1988,
 p. 11) that "accounting for hysteresis effects will require revolutionary
 and not merely evolutionary changes in the way Keynesian (and Clas-
 sical) macroeconomists view the world."
 A host of competing explanations for unemployment hysteresis

 exist, but the existing candidates are hardly revolutionary. Among
 these, two have emerged as the frontrunners. Lindbeck and Snower
 (1988) offer a collective bargaining model of wage determination,
 dubbed the "insider-outsider" model, that is capable of generating
 unemployment hysteresis. In their model, unemployed workers (e.g.,
 outsiders) are unable to underbid employed workers (e.g., insiders)
 because of labor turnover costs. Given an adverse shock to labor
 demand the incumbent insider work force falls, raising each
 incumbent's retention probability, while the outsider cohort rises.
 Therefore, remaining incumbents are able to negotiate a higher wage
 as conditions improve that maintains their level of employment but
 which leads to systematic labor market disequilibrium and unemploy-

 ment persistence for the outsider cohort.

 Blanchard and Summers (1988) report that the European and U.S.

 unemployment problem appears to be the result not of an excessive rate
 of job loss but of an insufficient rate of hiring of the unemployed. This

 finding is certainly consistent with the predictions of the insider-out-
 sider collective bargaining model. Studies by Blanchflower et al. (1990),
 Nickell and Wadhwani (1990), and Blanchflower (1991) have offered
 weak support for this explanation of hysteresis.
 The efficiency-wage models of Yellen (1984), Shapiro and Stiglitz

 (1984), and Summers (1988) also have been offered as an explanation

 for unemployment hysteresis. These models assert that worker effi-
 ciency depends upon compensation. Hence, an incentive exists for a firm

 to expand its wage offer. The increase in the real wage that is exactly

 offset by increased output is the "efficiency wage." If this wage exceeds

 the equilibrium wage, a labor surplus and disequilibrium unemployment
 prevails. Moreover, there is no incentive for the firm to reduce the real

 wage set in this manner. Although efficiency wages are capable of
 yielding unemployment, they do not appear to be prominent enough to
 explain the developments in Europe and the United States.
 A more general criticism can be lodged against both of these explana-

 tions of unemployment hysteresis since they are grounded in inforna-
 tion imperfections. Why are entrepreneurs unable to identify and
 implement human resource programs that eliminate the need to pay
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 "efficiency" and "insider" wages indefinitely?2 For instance, alterna-
 tive methods of worker selection, training, compensation, and labor
 management relations may prove to be cost-effective relative to the

 pennanent payment of efficiency wages. Similarly, it may be optimal

 to adopt career employment arrangements that foster cooperative rather

 than competitive interworker or job class relations eliminating the

 insecurities leading to insider-outsider conflicts. If firms explore such

 alternatives, as expected, in a timely fashion, then efficiency wage and

 insider-outsider explanations of unemployment hysteresis should di-

 minish in importance over time.

 The purpose here is to present an alternative explanation for the
 phenomenon of unemployment hysteresis. This explanation is based

 on the adverse social psychological consequences of exposure to

 either multiple spells of unemployment or a spell of long duration.
 We leave it to others to assess whether or not the theory meets
 Summers's "revolutionary" standard. This theory is motivated by
 research by social psychologists regarding the impact of exposure to

 unemployment on an individual's cognitive performance, motiva-
 tion, perceptions, and emotional well-being. Based on this body of
 literature it can be inferred that unemployment is likely to have

 subsequent effects on productivity and labor force attachment. Under

 various conditions these social psychological effects, whose aggre-

 gate economic consequences have not been considered heretofore,

 may lead to increases in the conventional rate of unemployment. An

 attractive feature of this explanation for hysteresis is its generality,

 since it does not require informational imperfections norlabormarket
 disequilibrium.

 Labor force histories, social psychology,

 and unemployment hysteresis

 Unemployment and emotional well-being

 Research by a host of social psychologists including Jahoda (1988),
 Warr and Jackson (1988), Liem and Liem (1988), and Kessler, Tumer,
 and House (1988) provides evidence that exposure to unemployment

 2 For a more complete critique of the neo-Keynesian theory of unemployment in
 general, see Darity (1991).

This content downloaded from 137.113.45.2 on Tue, 30 Aug 2016 21:23:22 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 58 JOURNAL OF POST KEYNES1AN ECONOMICS

 leads to psychological impainnent.3 instance, the study by Liem and
 Liem revealed that the unemployed report significantly higher levels of
 anxiety, depression, somatization, hostility, and paranoia when com-

 pared with a matched sample of employed individuals after sixty days.

 These symptoms of distress are even higher among the unemployed

 after four to five months than after two. The emotional health of the
 unemployed further deteriorates between the eighth and twelfth months

 of continuous unemployment. Those who become re-employed within
 sixteen weeks recover in short order. However, individuals hired after
 being out of work four to seven months recover, but only after five to
 eight months of re-employment.

 Why does unemployment have an adverse effect on emotional well-

 being? Seligman and Maier (1967) believe that experiences such as
 unemployment leave an individual with a sense of "helplessness.'" The
 "helpless" person believes that his or her current situation, and most
 likely future status, will not be affected significantly by any decisions
 or actions he or she takes. Moreover, this perception persists in spite of
 the fact that the conditions responsible for this feeling of helplessness
 may have changed substantially. According to Seligman (1975), this

 type of perception reduces the motivationto initiate voluntary responses
 likely to control or reverse the undesirable outcome. Moreover, if an
 outcome is traumatic, such as unemployment, it produces fear during
 the period the individual is subject to an uncontrollable outcome. The
 emotion that accompanies the traumatic state generated by feelings of

 helplessness often is depression.

 Miller and Seligman (1973) used human subjects to investigate the
 impact of helplessness on learning and the perceived impact of present
 actions on future events. Their findings also were consistent with the
 hypothesis that people with elevated levels of helplessness believe their
 own actions will have little or no effect on their state of affairs.5 Klein,

 3The impact of unemployment on emotional well-being also has been examined by
 Mallinckrodt and Fretz (1988), Feather and O'Brien (1986), Baum, Fleming, and
 Reddy (1986), Warr (1984), Romero (1984), Banks and Jackson (1982), Kasl and
 Cobb (1979), and Goodchilds and Smidth (1977).

 4 For a concise review of the literature on helplessness, see Arkes and Garske
 (1982, pp. 357-363) and Beck (1990, pp. 253-267).

 5 Leamed helplessness experiments conducted by Seligman and Maier (1967) and
 Maier, Seligman, and Soloman (1969) using laboratory animals show that prior expe-
 rience with inescapable shock greatly interferes with later escape and avoidance
 learning. For a more detailed discussion of the studies conducted by Seligman and
 his colleagues cited in this article, see Goldsmith and Darity (1992).
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 Fencil-Morse, and Seligman (1976) examined the impact of chronic and
 contemporaneous helplessness on learning to further investigate the
 theory of helplessness. Their findings reveal that helplessness leads to
 detrimental cognitive effects that hamper learning. For instance, indi-
 viduals who feel helpless do not memory scan (e.g., search their mem-
 ories for appropriate information) as rapidly or efficiently as someone
 not identified as helpless. They also report that a recent bout of leamed
 helplessness has similar adverse productivity effects as chronic help-
 lessness and that repeated exposure to uncontrollable events produces
 chronic interference with response initiation. Finally, individuals who
 believe they are responsible for the event leading to helplessness-that
 is, those who internalize-experience a greater decline in cognitive
 efficiency than those who "extemalize," attributing the source of their
 helplessness to factors beyond their influence.

 Brehm (1966), on the other hand, argues that an individual's response
 to a loss of control is likely to be one of "reactance," not helplessness.
 Reactant individuals apply themselves in an effort to re-establish con-
 trol. Rather than accept the circumstances that prevail, according to
 Baum, Fleming, and Reddy (1986), they are likely to "make vigorous
 and repeated attempts at regaining that control." In subsequent work
 Brehm modified his position (Wortman and Brehm, 1975), merging the
 theories of reactance and helplessness. His revised theory is that reac-
 tance occurs early following exposure to an uncontrollable event and
 that leamed helplessness emerges as exposure lengthens.

 Helplessness and unemployment hysteresis

 Systematic short spells or some spells of long duration as well as
 underemployment and joblessness for working-age individuals appear
 to produce an assortment of adverse health effects including loss of
 self-esteem and depression. Based on studies by Miller and Seligman
 (1973), and Klein, Fencil-Morse, and Seligman (1976), itcanbe inferred
 that unemployment, an event that is either initially perceived as uncon-

 trollable (e.g., layoff) or over time becomes viewed as uncontrollable
 (e.g., due to prolonged unsuccessful search), teaches a feeling of help-
 lessness that impairs motivation as well as learning and may yield
 unpleasant emotional disturbances.6

 6 Although their behavioral-cognitive explanation of helplessness is appealing,
 Weiss, Stone and Harrell (1970) offer evidence that uncontrollable events yield physi-
 ological effects which may also account for helplessness. In particular, they report
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 Thus, it is not surprising that studies by Baum et al. (1986), Patton and

 Noller (1984), O'Brien and Kabanoff (1979), Pames and King (1977),

 and Tiffany et al. (1970) report that unemployment reduces an

 individual's perception of intemal locus of control, presumably leading
 to a sense of helplessness.7 Baum et al. find that among the unemployed

 the persistence of effort applied to solve problems declines as unem-

 ployment duration increases. Lack of persistence may simply reflect
 greater helplessness as unemployment lengthens, as suggested by Wort-

 man and Brehm (1975). Can the sense of helplessness experienced by

 those exposed to unemployment contribute to our understanding of

 unemployment hysteresis?
 If unemployment leads to helplessness, which in tum undermines the

 motivation to search for employment as well as the intensity and

 persistence of search, unemployment is likely to persist. To the extent

 that helplessness diminishes cognitive efficiency, the unemployed are
 likely to have a weaker performance in a job evaluation setting relative

 to those who have avoided feelings of helplessness, such as new en-

 trants, reentrants, and those searching while still employed. Individuals
 who believe they are responsible for their spell of unemployment, with
 little hope of altering the characteristics putting them at risk (e.g., race,

 gender, age, intellect), are more likely to perform very poorly during
 evaluations. Performance on tasks previously mastered is also likely to

 decline.
 Helplessness also may reduce the motivation to acquire skills expected

 to enhance the likelihood of re-employment. Because of helplessness

 the unemployed may find it relatively more difficult to learn new skills
 even if he or she is motivated enough to engage in skill acquisition

 efforts. A decline in personal productivity accompanied by a diminished

 ability to acquire new skills and motivation to search are all expected to

 contribute to unemployment persistence and hence hysteresis. More-

 over, once re-employed, while the sense of helplessness lingers, perfor-

 that norepinephrine, one chemical by which a neuron fires another neuron in the cen-
 tral nervous system (e.g., a basic transmitter substance) in the brain declines in rats
 subjected to an uncontrollable experience. In addition, Cobb (1974) reported signifi-
 cantly elevated urinary norepinephrine, creatinine, and uric acid among unemployed
 subjects relative to levels recorded for employed individuals. Until comprehensive
 and compelling evidence from human experiments is available, we opt to emphasize
 the cognitive explanation of helplessness. However, it is possible that both cognitive
 and physiological factors separately and interactively influence helplessness.

 7 It is interesting to note that Cohen (1980) and Glass and Singer (1972) fmd that
 loss of control leads to stress.
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 mance may wane in comparison with stably employed coworkers. This
 enhances the likelihood of being returned to the pool of unemployed,

 which further contributes in cumulative fashion to helplessness, declin-

 ing productivity, and hence long-term unemployment.
 Of course, it could be argued that the adverse emotional effects of

 unemployment are transitory and are readily offset by re-employment.

 In a myriad of studies using longitudinal data, employment is found to

 improve psychological well-being.8 Nevertheless, Kasl and Cobb
 (1979) and Liem and Liem (1988) report that the emotional strain
 continues after re-employment. Apparently the adverse psychological

 effects of unemployment are not fully offset immediately by the emo-

 tional improvement generated by renewed employment. Unfortunately,

 the question of how long, if ever, it takes for re-employment to return

 an individual to his or her baseline level of emotional well-being is still
 unresolved due to the paucity of appropriate data on this issue.9 But it
 is evident that there is at least an extended interval where motivation

 and performance are likely to be reduced relative to the baseline even

 after re-employment.

 Before proceeding it may be useful to speculate on why there is an

 asymmetry in the impact of unemployment and re-employment on

 emotional well-being. In a recent study, Winefield et al. (1991) report
 that satisfactory employment, relative to dissatisfied employment, in-
 creases self-esteem and decreases depressive affect to a greater extent.
 Thus, it is possible that individuals tend to be underemployed upon
 re-employment, accepting jobs that do not fully utilize their skills. In
 this case, residual helplessness is likely to accompany re-employment.

 Employers hiring workers from the ranks of the unemployed are
 unlikely to know if the worker believes he or she is underemployed.
 Employers may recognize that re-employment alone will not return the
 workerto his or her level of emotional well-being and productivity prior

 to unemployment. Certainly the employer would like to restore the

 worker's sense of control, self-esteem, and happiness. What can em-
 ployers do? Will they too experience "helplessness" if they attempt
 unsuccessfully to assist the restoration (healing) process for the unem-

 8 See, for instance, Winefield et al. (1991), Tiggemann and Goldney (1988),
 Winefield and Tiggemann (1985), Tiggemann and Winefield (1984), Banks and Jack-

 son (1982), and Gumey (1980).

 9 Cobb reports that significant physiological differences exist between unemployed
 and comparable employed men one year following job loss. These differences were
 insignificant twenty-four months after exposure to unemployment.
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 ployed? Fortunately, several studies have found that social support is a

 significant factor moderating the stress of unemployment.10

 Broomhall and Winefield (1990) report that perceived adequacy of

 social support significantly enhances self-esteem, mental health, and life

 satisfaction for unemployed men younger than thirty years of age.

 Unemployed men between forty and sixty-two revealed that leisure
 activities involving other people significantly improved mental health.
 Feather (1989) also found that among older unemployed men social

 contacts were conducive to psychological well-being. Similarly, Bolton

 and Oatley (1987) report that low social interaction was associated with

 greater depression.

 Mallinckrodt and Fretz (1988) find that for unemployed professionals

 over the age of forty, "perceived availability of social support was
 significantly correlated with positive self-esteem, intemal locus of

 control, and lower levels of psychological symptoms." They also inves-
 tigated the relative importance of six different types of social support in
 improving the emotional well-being of the unemployed. Reassurance of

 worth, support in which a person's skills and abilities are recognized,

 was the type most strongly related to lower levels of a variety of stress
 symptoms. Social integration support, relationship in which there are

 shared values and interests was the second most effective form of

 support. These findings are interesting since Weiss (1974) has suggested

 that reassurance of worth and social integration are most likely to be
 supplied through relationship with one's coworkers.'1 Apparently, em-
 ployers could speed the emotional recovery process for individuals they

 hire from the pool of unemployed by providing them with social support

 services that stress self-worth and coworker interaction. Of course, a
 mental training program, like a conventional training program, will

 entail direct outlays and lost production by coworkers selected to

 parficipate in the program.

 But would firms be willing to bear these costs? Firms may find it

 cost-effective to expand their labor force by raiding or hiring workers
 from other firms, prolonging the unemployment of the jobless. On the

 other hand, they may require the unemployed to finance these programs

 by reducing the firm's hourly pay offer over a specified period. If the

 10 The impact of social support on emotional well-being has been examined by
 Broomhall and Winefield (1990), Mallinckrodt and Fretz (1988), Bolton and Oatley
 (1987), Romero (1984), and Gore (1978).

 1 1 Thus, programs to provide skills training and retraining for the unemployed are
 likely to be more effective if combined with social contact and counseling.
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 unemployed resist pay erosion or balk at self-financing a work-based

 emotional recovery program, hysteresis is likely.

 Responding to unemployment-based helplessness

 Orthodox economic analysis implicitly treats individuals exposed to

 unemployment as if their spell had no effect upon their emotional

 well-being, subsequent productivity, and labor force attachment. How-

 ever, the stresses associated with exposure to unemployment are likely

 to affect the degree of attachment such individuals exhibit toward labor

 force participation.

 It is conventional to argue that individuals grow pessimistic about

 finding employment the longer they are out of work. Reasoning that

 there is no point in looking for work unless and until large numbers of

 people are hired/rehired simultaneously by employers, the unemployed

 are characterized as withdrawing progressively from the labor force.
 This decision is most often portrayed as the outcome of a rational choice

 calculus process. Alternatively, the unemployed may simply be practic-

 ing cognitive dissonance by distancing themselves from the source of

 emotional anguish.

 Unfortunately, this characterization of how unemployed workers re-

 spond to the social-psychological trauma associated with lengthened or

 multiple spells of unemployment, typically called the "discouraged

 worker effect," is incomplete. Joblessness could exert additional social

 psychological pressures on the individual that may alter the person's
 attachment to the labor force in a manner that counteracts the detach-

 ment generated by pessimism and discouragement. There are a myriad
 of methods devised by humans to gain what they perceive as control

 over adverse events (such as unemployment) to help alleviate anxiety,
 stress, and depression. Rothbaum, Weisz, and Snyder (1982) argue that
 people try to control events (primary control), but if this is not possible
 they simply adjust themselves to events (secondary control). Many types
 of adjustment are plausible including alteration of perceptions. One
 source of perception adjustment is simply to distance oneself or stop
 thinking about stress-provoking events.12 For instance, unemployed
 persons who quit the labor force, who thereby become discouraged

 workers, may be acting in this fashion. However, another way to
 separate oneself from the adverse social psychological consequences of
 unemployment or joblessness is to find a way to become employed.

 12 As a result, we also refer to the "discouraged worker effect" as the "distancing effect."
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 Indeed, social-psychologists Warr and Jackson (1988) and Kessler,
 Turner, and House (1988) have found that those persons most seriously
 impaired emotionally by a spell of joblessness have the greatest likeli-

 hood of escaping unemployment firough re-employment. One interpre-

 tation of these findings is that the psychological distress associated with

 unemployment impels individuals to become even more attached to

 work. Re-employment offers an opportunity to escape some of the

 social-psychological and financial stresses accompanying unemploy-

 ment, even if it is re-employment at a lower wage and in a less desirable

 job.13 As a result, individuals may be willing to reduce their wage
 requirements to enhance the likelihood of finding employment. Accord-

 ing to Joan Robinson (1937, p. 167, n. 1), "The weakening of resistance

 may take the form of willingness to work longerhours for the same daily

 wage. The paradoxical expedient of lengthening the working day in the
 face of severe unemployment is not unknown in practice." Indeed Jones
 (1988) and Kiefer and Neumann (1979) report that individuals are more

 likely to reduce their wage demands the longer their spell of unemploy-

 ment. This is precisely what businesspeople expect, which led Michal
 Kalecki (1943) to contend thatthe corporate elite periodically will inflict
 unemployment on labor to "soften" the workers.
 The distancing and trauma escape methods of attempting to avoid the

 adverse social psychological consequences of unemployment appear to

 be effects that would reduce the unemployment rate. However, the

 evidence suggests that this decline will be temporary, and there is reason
 to believe they may actually increase the rate. Clark and Summers
 (1979), using data from the Current Population Survey, find that almost

 half of all unemployment spells end with individuals leaving the labor
 force. They found that nearly half of those who witldrew continued to
 want ajob but the inability to find work led them to stop searching. They

 also report that 34 percent of the individuals who withdraw from the
 labor force reenter within a month and 44 percent within two months.
 Most return to the labor force in an unemployed status. For instance,

 they find the duration of a completed spell of unemployment almost
 doubles when short spells of withdrawal are considered part of a
 continuous bout of unemployment.

 Marston (1976) reports similar results based on an examination of
 monthly labor flow rates between various states. He finds that for

 prime-age white males, 10 percent of the unemployed exit the labor

 13 We dub this form of response to unemployment the "trauma escape effect."
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 force in a typical month. Over the same period 10 percent of those out

 of the labor force return, but 40 percent of them are classified as

 unemployed. Clark and Summers (1979, p. 31) conclude that " many of
 those classified as not in the labor force are functionally indistinguish-

 able from the unemployed."

 On the other hand, Flinn and Heckman (1983), using data from the

 National Longitudinal Survey of Young Men, reject the hypothesis that

 unemployed and out of the labor force are behaviorally meaningless

 distinctions.14 These apparently contradictory findings can be rectified
 easily. Clark and Summers (1979) provide evidence that most unem-
 ployment is characterized by relatively few persons who are out of work

 a large part of the time due to an inability or unwillingness to find work.

 This conclusion appears to hold at all points in the business cycle and

 for almost all demographic groups. Thus, for many individuals, regard-
 less of group affiliation, the state of being unemployed increases the

 odds of future unemployment. These hard-core unemployed are likely

 to account for the finding of Flynn and Heckman that on average the

 unemployed and those out of the labor force are different.

 Quitting does not appear to be an effective way of coping with the
 detrimental emotional consequences of joblessness in light of the short
 duration of most exits. Returning to the labor force for another spell of

 unemployment in a technical sense means there is little short-run move-

 ment in the unemployment rate due to distancing. However, multiple
 flows between and out of the labor force status and an unemployed status

 may heighten an individual's sense of helplessness relative to the
 helplessness produced by one spell of long duration. If this is the case,
 such flows may hann an individual's motivation and skills, making the
 person more likely to join the long tenn unemployed.
 Trauma escape behavior also may fail to reduce unemployment per-

 manently. Recall Liem and Liem's finding that individuals re-employed
 after a spell of unemployment lasting four to seven months required five

 to eight months for emotional recovery. This is certainly consistent with
 these persons obtaining re-employment in jobs that are less stimulating
 and jobs that fail to utilize their talents fully. The underemployed are

 14 The data set constructed by Flinn and Heckman tracks the labor force and out of
 labor force status of 122 young white men for thirty consecutive months from the
 time they graduated from high school. They fmd that the probability of moving from
 a state of unemployment to employed is significantly larger than the probability of
 moving from out of the labor force to employed. They interpret this as evidence that
 the unemployed are searching to a greater extent than those out of the labor force.
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 more likely to quit their job or the labor force relative to those who are

 well matched in the labor market. Hence, over time, they can be expected

 either to return directly via a quit or indirectly to the ranks of the

 unemployed. Moreover, their spell of employment actually may have
 contributed to a continual sense of helplessness. The desire to avoid

 further underemployment along with the associated helplessness may
 result in their joining the hard-core unemployed.

 In summary, the traditional methods of responding to the emotional

 consequences of unemployment actually may contribute over time to

 unemployment persistence. The clear remedy is quality employment.15

 Concluding remarks

 The finding that there is hysteresis in the unemployment rate suggests

 that the normal rate for an economy is endogenous and sensitive to the
 actual path of unemployment rates expenenced by an economy. The
 analysis that we have advanced here, drawing upon the findings of social
 psychologists about the individual effects of exposure to joblessness,

 15 Heckman and Borjas (1980) attempt to test if exposure to unemployment alters the
 probability of a second spell, or of longer spells, in the future. They point out that
 studies such as Layton (1978) that report a positive relation between past unemploy-
 ment and the likelihood of future unemployment may leave a false impression of
 state dependency. It is possible that individuals may differ in certain unmeasurable
 factors that are both time-invariant and influence the likelihood of experiencing un-
 employment. Prior unemployment may simply be a proxy for these variables leading
 to an erroneous inference of state dependence.

 Thus, what appears to be unemployment hysteresis may be hysteresis of the unob-
 servables. True state dependence occurs when, as a consequence of experiencing an
 event, behavior is altered. In order to determine if unemployment influences the like-
 lihood of future bouts, fonns of previously unmeasured individual heterogeneity that
 may influence unemployment must be controlled for. Heckman and Borjas (1980)
 test for unemployment state dependence using data from the National Longitudinal
 Surveys of Young Men in the years 1969-197 1. They test for both duration and oc-
 currence dependence after controlling for individual heterogeneity. Duration depen-
 dence occurs if the duration of past unemployment influences the probability of
 remaining unemployed. If the number of previous spells of unemployment is related
 to the probability of becoming unemployed or exiting unemployment, then occur-
 rence dependence exists.

 They find no evidence of duration or occurrence dependence. Thus, it is tempting to
 infer from these results that exposure to unemployment does not lead to social-psy-
 chological changes that alter behavior in a manner that influences unemployment.
 However, the data sample is small, the data pertain to individuals who are engaged in
 or seeking their first post-high school full-time job, and the set of variables used to
 account to heterogeneity may be incomplete. Indeed, Heckman and Boras (1980, p.
 279) point out that the "small size of the sample makes it very hard to detect signifi-
 cant statistical relationships, and makes it more likely to find the sort of randomness
 in the data that we report in this paper."
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 provides a route toward explaining the phenomenon of hysteresis that

 does not rely upon informational asymmetries and imperfections. How-

 ever, while learned helplessness may reduce employability, it may also
 reduce labor force participation, in principle leaving an ambiguous
 imprint on the unemployment rate.

 Certainly, the story we tell has unambiguous implications for the

 joblessness rate, the ratio of the sum of unemployed persons and persons

 out of the labor force to the total age eligible population for employment.

 A decline in both employment and in labor force participation plainly
 will lower the joblessness rate.

 Empirically, the joblessness rate nearly perfectly tracks the unemploy-

 ment rate. When we regressed annual observations for the unemploy-

 ment rate on the joblessness rate for the interval 1970-88 we obtained

 a coefficient estimate of 0.88 with an adjusted R2 in excess of 99 percent.

 Therefore, it is safe to say that in general adverse employment effects

 tend proportionately to dominate adverse labor force participation ef-

 fects, so that the aggregate effects of learned helplessness can become
 manifest in hysteresis in the unemployment rate.

 Orthodox macroeconomics is largely independent of historical time.

 Cultural, social, and institutional evolution is neglected. For instance, it
 is commonly asserted that an exogenous shock to the system leading to

 unemployment can be offset by an appropriate policy stimulus that
 returns the economy to its original point of gravitations. This description

 of events ignores the social-psychological consequences of exposure to

 unemployment among those subjected to joblessness. These factors are
 likely to affect personal productivity, motivation, attitudes toward the
 labor force, and relations with spouses, offspring, acquaintances, and

 friends. The emotional damage to a society's labor force that accompan-
 ies aggregate economic decline makes it all the more important to

 practice countercyclical measures. But policy makers should be cogni-

 zant of difficulties they face in making the labor force whole again.
 The broad-based shift in the U.S. economy from a manufacturing to a

 service economy over the past few decades has exposed new and large
 elements of the labor force to unemployment and helplessness. The loss
 of manufacturingjobs has not been uniforn, with urban areas shoulder-
 ing most of the burden. Helplessness appears to lead to a growing hard

 core of unemployed that accounts for a disproportionate share of the
 unemployment rate. The recent collapse of the U.S. financial sector and
 industrial sector "downsizing" have exposed new groups, including
 previously invulnerable executives and mid-level managers, to unem-
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 ployment and helplessness. If the emotional trauma is more akin to a
 scar than a blemish, then we may have uncovered an explanation for
 hysteresis.

 REFERENCES

 Abel, Andrew B., and Ben S. Bemanke. Macroeconomics. Reading, MA: Addison-
 Wesley, 1992.

 Arkes, H.R., and Garske, J.P. Psychological Theories of Motivation, 2d ed. Monte-
 rey, CA: Brooks-Cole, 1982.

 Banks, M.H., and Jackson, P.R. "Unemployment and Risk of Minor Psychiatric Dis-
 order in Young People: Cross-sectional and Longitudinal Evidence." Psychological
 Medicine, 1982,12,789-798.

 Baum, Andrew; Fleming, Raymond; and Reddy, Diane M. "Unemployment Stress:
 Loss of Control, Reactance and Learned Helplessness." Social Science Medicine,
 1986,22 (5), 509-516.

 Beck, R.C. Motivation: Theories and Principles, 3d ed. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Pren-
 tice-Hall, 1990.

 Blanchard, Olivier J., and Summers, Lawrence H. "Hysteresis and the European Un-
 employment Problem." In Rod Cross (ed.), UnemploymentHysteresis and the Natu-
 ral Rate Hypothesis. New York: Basil Blackwell, 1988, pp. 306-364.

 Blanchflower, D.G. "Fear, Unemployment and Pay Flexibility." Economic Journal,
 1991, 101 (406), 483-496.

 Blanchflower, D.G.; Oswald, A.J.; and Garrett, M.D. "Insider Power in Wage Deter-
 mination." Economica, 1990,57 (226), 143-170.

 Bolton, W., and Oatley, K. "A Longitudinal Study of Social Support and Depression
 in Unemployed Men." Psychological Medicine, 1987, 17, 453-460.

 Broomhall, Helen S., and Winefield, Anthony H. "A Comparison of the Affective
 Well Being of Young and Middle-aged Unemployed Men Matched for Length of Un-
 employment." British Journal of Medical Psychology, 1990, 63, 43-52.

 Brehm, J.W. A Theory of Psychological Reactance. New York: Academic Press,
 1966.

 Cain, Glen C. "The Unemployment Rate as an Economic Indicator." Monthly Labor
 Review, March 1979,25-34.

 Clark, Kim B., and Summers, Lawrence H. "Labor Market Dynamics and Unemploy-
 ment: A Reconsideration." Brookings Papers on Economic Activity, 1979, 1, 13-72.

 Cobb, S. "Physiological Changes in Men Whose Jobs were Abolished." Journal of
 PsychosometricResearch, 1974,18,245-258.

 Cohen, S. "Aftereffects of Stress on Human Performance and Social Behavior: A Re-
 view of Research and Theory." Psychological Bulletin, 1980, 88, 82-108.

 Cross, Rod, and Allan, Andrew. "On the History of Hysteresis." In Rod Cross (ed.),
 Unemployment Hysteresis and the Natural Rate Hypothesis. New York: Basil Black-
 well, 1988, pp. 26-40.

 Darity, William A., Jr. "Efficiency Wage Theory: Critical Reflections on the Neo-
 Keynesian Theory of Unemployment and Discrimination." In Richard R. Cornwall

This content downloaded from 137.113.45.2 on Tue, 30 Aug 2016 21:23:22 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 UNEMPLOYMENT, SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY & HYSTERESIS 69

 and Phanindra V. Wunnava (eds.), New Approaches to Economics and Social Analy-
 ses of Discrimination. New York: Praeger, 1991, pp. 39-53.

 Darity, William A., Jr., and Goldsmith, Arthur H. "Mr. Keynes, the New Keynesians,
 and the Concept of Full Employment." In Paul Wells (ed.), Post Keynesian Eco-
 nomic Theory. New York: Kluwer, forthcoming.

 Feather, N.T. "Reported Changes in Behavior after Job Loss in a Sample of Older
 UnemployedMen."AustralianJournalofPsychology, 1989,41, 175-185.

 Feather, N.T., and O'Brien, G.E. "A Longitudinal Study of the Effects of Employ-
 ment and Unemployment on School-Leavers." Journal of Occupational Psychology,
 1986, 59, 121-144.

 Flim, Christopher J., and Heckman, James J. "Are Unemployment and Out of the
 Labor Force Behaviorally Distinct Labor Force States?" Journal of Labor Econom-
 ics, 1983, 1 (1), 28-42.

 Glass, D.C., and Singer, J.E. Urban Stress: Experiments on Noise and Social
 Stressors. New York: Academic Press, 1972.

 Goldsmith, Arthur H., and Darity, William, Jr. "Social Psychology, Unemployment
 Exposure and Equilibrium Unemployment." Journal of Economic Psychology, 1992,
 13,449-471.

 Goodchilds, J.D., and Smith, E.E. 'The Effects of Unemployment as Mediated by So-
 cial Status." Sociometry, 1977, 26, 287-295.

 Gordon, Robert J. "Unemployment and Potential Output in the 1980s." Brookings
 Papers on Economic Activity, 1984,2,537-564.

 Gore, S. 'The Effect of Social Support in Moderating the Health Consequences of
 Unemployment." Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 1978,19, 157-165.

 Gumey, R.M. "Does Unemployment Affect the Self-esteem of School Leavers?"
 Australian Journal of Psychology, 1980,32, 175-182.

 Heclknan, James J., and Borjas, George J. "Does Unemployment Cause Future Un-
 employment? Definitions, Questions and Answers from a Continuous Time Model of
 Heterogeneity and State Dependence." Economica, August 1980, 47 (187), 247-284.

 Jahoda, Marie. "Economic Recession and Mental Health: Some Conceptual Issues."
 Journal of Social Issues, 1988, 44 (4), 13-23.

 Jones, Stephen R.G. 'The Relationship between Unemployment Spells and Reserva-
 tion Wages as a Test of Search Theory." Quarterly Journal of Economics, November
 1988,103 (4), 741-761.

 Kalecki, Michal. "Political Aspects of Full Employment." Political Quarterly, 1943,
 14 (4), 322-331.

 Kasl, S., and Cobb, S. "Some Mental Health Consequences of Plant Closings and
 Job Loss." In L. Freeman and J. Gordus (eds.), Mental Health and the Economy.
 Kalamazoo, MI: Upjohn, 1979.

 Kessler, Ronald C.; Tumer, J. Blake; and House, James S. "Effects of Unemploy-
 ment on Health in a Community Survey: Main, Modifying, and Mediating Effects."
 Journal of Social Issues, 1988, 44 (4), 69485.

 Kiefer, Nicholas M., and Neumann, George R. "An Empirical Job Search Model
 with a Test of the Constant Reservation-Wage Hypothesis." Journal of Political
 Economy, February 1979, 87 (1), 89-108.

 Klein, D.C.; Fencil-Morse, E.; and Seligman, M.E.P. "Learned Helplessness, Depres-

This content downloaded from 137.113.45.2 on Tue, 30 Aug 2016 21:23:22 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 70 JOURNAL OF POST KEYNESIAN ECONOMICS

 sion, and the Attribution of Failure." Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
 1976,33,508-516.

 Layton, L. "Unemployment over the Work History." Ph.D dissertation, Department
 of Economics, Columbia University, 1978.

 Liem, Ramsey, and Liem, Joan Huser. "Psychological Effects of Unemployment on
 Workers and Their Families." Journal of Social Issues, 1988, 44 (4), 87-105.

 Lindbeck, Assar, and Snower, Dennis J. "Union Activity, Unemployment Persis-
 tence and Wage-employment Ratchets." In Rod Cross (ed.), UnemploymentlHystere-
 sis and the Natural Rate Hypothesis. New York: Basil Blackwell, 1988, pp. 117-128.

 Maier, S.F.; Seligman, M.E.P.; and Solomon, R.L. "Pavlovian Fear Conditioning and
 Learned Helplessness." In B.A. Campbell and R.M. Church (eds.), Punishment. New
 York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1969.

 Mallinckrodt, Brent, and Fretz, Bruce R. "Social Support and the Impact of Job Loss
 on Older Professionals." Journal of Counseling Psychology, 1988, 35 (3), 281-286.

 Marston, Stephen T. "Employment Instability and High Unemployment Rates."
 BrookingsPapersonEconomicActivity, 1976,1, 169-210.

 Miller, W.R., and Seligman, M.E.P. "Depression and the Perception of Reinforce-
 ment." Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 1973, 82, 62-73.

 Nickell, S.J., and Wadhwani, Sushil. "Insider Forces and Wage Determination." Eco-
 nomic Journal, 1990,100 (401), 496-509.

 O'Brien, G.E., and Kabanoff, B. "Comparison of Unemployed and Employed Work-
 ers on Values, Locus of Control and Health Variables." AustralianPsychologist,
 1979, 14, 143-154.

 Parnes, H.S., and King, R. "Middle-aged Job Losers." Industrial Gerontology, 1977,
 4, 77-95.

 Patton, W., and Noller, P. "Unemployment and Youth: A Longitudinal Study." Aus-
 tralian Journal of Psychology, 1984, 36, 399-413.

 Robinson, Joan. Essays in the Theory of Employment. London: Macmillan, 1937.

 Romero, G.J. "The Social-psychological Impact of Unemployment due to a Plant
 Shutdown on Anglo and Minority Workers." DissertationAbstracts International,
 1984, 44, 2285B. University Micro-films N. 83-24, 906.

 Rothbaum, F.; Weisz, J.R.; and Snyder, S.S. "Changing the World and Changing the
 Self: A Two Process Model of Perceived Control." Journal of Personality and Social
 Psychology, 1982,42, 5-37.

 Seligman, M.E.P. Helplessness: On Depression, Development and Death. San
 Franciso: W.H. Freeman, 1975.

 Seligman, M.E.P., and Maier, S.F. "Failure to Escape Traumatic Shock." Journal of
 Experimental Psychology, 1967, 74, 1-9.

 Shapiro, Carl, and Stiglitz, Joseph E. "Equilibrium Unemployment as a Worker Dis-
 cipline Device." American Economic Review, March 1984, 74 (1), 433-444.

 Summers, Lawrence H. "Why Is the Unemployment Rate So Very High Near Full
 Employment?" Brookings Papers on Economic Activity, 1986, 2, 339-383.

 . "Relative Wages, Efficiency Wages, and Keynesian Unemployment." Amer-
 ican Economic Review, May 1988, 78 (2), 383-388.

 Tiffany, D.W.; Cowan, J.R.; and Tiffany, P.M. The Unemployed: A Socio-psychologi-
 cal Portrait. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1970.

This content downloaded from 137.113.45.2 on Tue, 30 Aug 2016 21:23:22 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 UNEMPLOYMENT, SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY & HYSTERESIS 71

 Tiggemann, Marika, and Winefield, Anthony H. 'The Effects of Unemployment on
 the Mood, Self-esteem, Locus of Control and Depressive Affect of School Leavers."
 Journal of Occupational Psychology, 1984,57, 33-42.

 Warr, Peter. "Job Loss, Unemployment, and Psychological Well Being." In V. Allen
 (ed.), Role Transitions. New York: Plenum Press, 1984.

 Warr, Peter, and Jackson, Paul. "Factors Influencing the Psychological Impact of Pro-
 longed Unemployment and Reemployment." Psychological Medicine, 1988, 15, 795-
 807.

 Weiss, R. "Loneliness: The Provisions of Social Relationships." In F. Rubin (ed.),
 Doing unto Others. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1974, pp. 17-36.

 Weiss, J.M.; Stone, E.A.; and Harrell, N. "Coping Behavior and Brain Norepineph-
 rine in Rats." Journal of Comparative and Physiological Psychology, 1970, 72, 153-
 160.

 Winefield, Anthony H., and Tiggeman, Marika. "Psychological Correlates of Em-
 ployment and Unemployment: Effects, Predisposing Factors, and Sex Differences."
 Journal of Occupational Psychology, 1985, 58, 229-242.

 Winefield, Anthony H.; Tiggemann, Marika, and Goldney, Robert D. "Psychological
 Concomitants of Satisfactory Employment and Unemployment in Young People."
 Social Psychiatry and Psychiatric Epidemiology, 1988, 23, 149-157.

 Winefield, Anthony H.; Winefield, Helen R.; Tiggemann, Marika; and Goldney, Rob-
 ert D. "A Longitudinal Study of the Psychological Effects of Unemployment and Un-
 satisfactory Employment on Young Adults." Journal of Applied Psychology, 1991,
 76 (3), 424-431.

 Wortnan, C., and Brehm, J.W. "Responses to Uncontrollable Outcomes: An Integra-
 tion of Reactance Theory and the Learned Helplessness Model." In L. Berkowitz
 (ed.), Advances in Experimental Social Psychology, vol. 8. New York: Academic
 Press, 1975, pp. 278-332.

 Yellen, Janet L. "Efficiency Wage Models of Unemployment." American Economic
 Review, May 1984, 74 (2), 200-205.

This content downloaded from 137.113.45.2 on Tue, 30 Aug 2016 21:23:22 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms

View publication statsView publication stats

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/287825014


See discussions, stats, and author profiles for this publication at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/344596895

Tackling Educational Inequalities with Social Psychology:

Identities, Contexts, and Interventions

Article  in  Social Issues and Policy Review · October 2020

DOI: 10.1111/sipr.12070

CITATIONS

2
READS

138

2 authors:

Some of the authors of this publication are also working on these related projects:

Consumer culture ideals and well-being View project

Spending Money on “My Sense of Self”: Identity-Related Functions of Material and Experiential Purchases and its Relationships to Well-

Being View project

Ian Hadden

University of Sussex

4 PUBLICATIONS   14 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

Matthew J Easterbrook

University of Sussex

66 PUBLICATIONS   889 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

All content following this page was uploaded by Ian Hadden on 13 October 2020.

The user has requested enhancement of the downloaded file.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/344596895_Tackling_Educational_Inequalities_with_Social_Psychology_Identities_Contexts_and_Interventions?enrichId=rgreq-21b2bb9bf13c85a2ae0304dbab32b04d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDU5Njg5NTtBUzo5NDYyMDI4NTgyMzc5NTJAMTYwMjYwMzc0OTEwOA%3D%3D&el=1_x_2&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/344596895_Tackling_Educational_Inequalities_with_Social_Psychology_Identities_Contexts_and_Interventions?enrichId=rgreq-21b2bb9bf13c85a2ae0304dbab32b04d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDU5Njg5NTtBUzo5NDYyMDI4NTgyMzc5NTJAMTYwMjYwMzc0OTEwOA%3D%3D&el=1_x_3&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/project/Consumer-culture-ideals-and-well-being?enrichId=rgreq-21b2bb9bf13c85a2ae0304dbab32b04d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDU5Njg5NTtBUzo5NDYyMDI4NTgyMzc5NTJAMTYwMjYwMzc0OTEwOA%3D%3D&el=1_x_9&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/project/Spending-Money-on-My-Sense-of-Self-Identity-Related-Functions-of-Material-and-Experiential-Purchases-and-its-Relationships-to-Well-Being?enrichId=rgreq-21b2bb9bf13c85a2ae0304dbab32b04d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDU5Njg5NTtBUzo5NDYyMDI4NTgyMzc5NTJAMTYwMjYwMzc0OTEwOA%3D%3D&el=1_x_9&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/?enrichId=rgreq-21b2bb9bf13c85a2ae0304dbab32b04d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDU5Njg5NTtBUzo5NDYyMDI4NTgyMzc5NTJAMTYwMjYwMzc0OTEwOA%3D%3D&el=1_x_1&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Ian_Hadden?enrichId=rgreq-21b2bb9bf13c85a2ae0304dbab32b04d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDU5Njg5NTtBUzo5NDYyMDI4NTgyMzc5NTJAMTYwMjYwMzc0OTEwOA%3D%3D&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Ian_Hadden?enrichId=rgreq-21b2bb9bf13c85a2ae0304dbab32b04d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDU5Njg5NTtBUzo5NDYyMDI4NTgyMzc5NTJAMTYwMjYwMzc0OTEwOA%3D%3D&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/University_of_Sussex?enrichId=rgreq-21b2bb9bf13c85a2ae0304dbab32b04d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDU5Njg5NTtBUzo5NDYyMDI4NTgyMzc5NTJAMTYwMjYwMzc0OTEwOA%3D%3D&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Ian_Hadden?enrichId=rgreq-21b2bb9bf13c85a2ae0304dbab32b04d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDU5Njg5NTtBUzo5NDYyMDI4NTgyMzc5NTJAMTYwMjYwMzc0OTEwOA%3D%3D&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Matthew_Easterbrook?enrichId=rgreq-21b2bb9bf13c85a2ae0304dbab32b04d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDU5Njg5NTtBUzo5NDYyMDI4NTgyMzc5NTJAMTYwMjYwMzc0OTEwOA%3D%3D&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Matthew_Easterbrook?enrichId=rgreq-21b2bb9bf13c85a2ae0304dbab32b04d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDU5Njg5NTtBUzo5NDYyMDI4NTgyMzc5NTJAMTYwMjYwMzc0OTEwOA%3D%3D&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/University_of_Sussex?enrichId=rgreq-21b2bb9bf13c85a2ae0304dbab32b04d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDU5Njg5NTtBUzo5NDYyMDI4NTgyMzc5NTJAMTYwMjYwMzc0OTEwOA%3D%3D&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Matthew_Easterbrook?enrichId=rgreq-21b2bb9bf13c85a2ae0304dbab32b04d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDU5Njg5NTtBUzo5NDYyMDI4NTgyMzc5NTJAMTYwMjYwMzc0OTEwOA%3D%3D&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Ian_Hadden?enrichId=rgreq-21b2bb9bf13c85a2ae0304dbab32b04d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDU5Njg5NTtBUzo5NDYyMDI4NTgyMzc5NTJAMTYwMjYwMzc0OTEwOA%3D%3D&el=1_x_10&_esc=publicationCoverPdf


Social Issues and Policy Review, Vol. 0, No. 0, 2020, pp. 1--57
DOI: 10.1111/sipr.12070

Tackling Educational Inequalities with Social
Psychology: Identities, Contexts, and Interventions

Matthew J. Easterbrook∗ and Ian R. Hadden
University of Sussex

Some groups of students—typically those who have suffered because of histor-
ical inequality in society—disproportionately experience psychological barriers
to educational success. These psychological barriers—feelings of threat to their
social identity and the sense that their identity is incompatible with educational
success—make substantial contributions to inequalities in educational outcomes
between groups, even beyond economic, historical, and structural inequalities.
A range of wise psychological interventions can help remove these barriers by
targeting students’ subjective interpretation of their local educational context. In
this review, we outline the Identities in Context model of educational inequalities,
which proposes that interactions between students’ social identities and features
of the local educational context—expectations about a group’s academic perfor-
mance, a group’s representation in positions associated with academic success,
and a group’s orientation towards education—can trigger social identity threat
and identity incompatibility in ways that vary considerably across contexts. We
present an implementation process, based on the Identities in Context model, that
academic researchers, policymakers, and practitioners can follow to help them
choose and tailor wise interventions that are effective in reducing educational
inequalities in their local context. Throughout the review, we make policy recom-
mendations regarding how educational practices can be altered to help remove
psychological barriers for underperforming groups of students and so reduce ed-
ucational inequalities.

Some groups of students—such as some ethnic minorities or those from
lower class backgrounds—on average achieve much lower academic grades and
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are much less likely to progress within the education system than other groups.
In both the United States and England, for example, it is estimated that the at-
tainment of high-school students from low-income households lags behind that
of their counterparts from higher income households by the equivalent of more
than two and a half years of schooling.1 There is a similarly large attainment gap
between Black and White high-school students in the United States (Department
for Education, 2020; Nation’s Report Card, 2019). Extensive efforts to close such
gaps, such as the £2.4 billion per annum Pupil Premium initiative in England
(Foster & Long, 2020), have been a major focus of educational policy but have
met with only limited success.

Education is a key predictor of life outcomes (Hout & DiPrete, 2006), in-
cluding physical health (Schütte, Chastang, Parent Thirion, Vermeylen, & Nied-
hammer, 2013), mental health (von dem Knesebeck, Pattyn, & Bracke, 2011),
subjective well-being (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2000), life expectancy (Meara,
Richards, & Cutler, 2008), trust (Easterbrook, Kuppens, & Manstead, 2015), and
income (Britton, Dearden, Erve, & Waltmann, 2020; Card, 1999). Those with
higher qualifications are also more engaged in politics and are more likely to
vote, giving them a louder political voice (Bynner & Ashford, 1994; Helliwell &
Putnam, 2007; Persson, 2013; Stubager, 2008). This means that there are impor-
tant economic, social, and moral reasons for attempting to remove or dampen any
forces that damage educational outcomes for certain groups of students.

Structural barriers, such as differences in access to high-quality schools, to-
gether with institutional biases against certain groups of students, are the most
fundamental drivers of educational inequalities and must be tackled if we want to
reduce inequalities in educational outcomes. However, there are also psycholog-
ical barriers to educational success that solely or disproportionately affect some
groups of students and thus contribute to educational inequalities. These psycho-
logical barriers are often the consequences of cues within local educational con-
texts that signal to some groups—usually those with low status that have suffered
from inequality in wider society—that they are not valued in educational institu-
tions, are likely to fail at their studies, and are unlikely to reap any benefits from
pursuing an education. This can cause members of those groups to feel alien-
ated, uncomfortable, discouraged, and demotivated, impeding their engagement,
persistence, progress, and performance within education (Easterbrook, Hadden,
& Nieuwenhuis, 2019). These psychological barriers can therefore account for a
substantial proportion of the differences in educational attainment between groups
(Walton & Yeager, 2020). The first aim of this review is to provide an accessible
overview of these psychological barriers that contribute to educational inequali-
ties between groups.

1 See a later footnote for how these estimates are calculated.
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Fortunately, social psychological interventions can be incredibly effective at
helping remove those psychological barriers and so narrowing educational in-
equalities, especially attainment gaps. The interventions, which are often brief,
subtle, and ostensibly simple, target the internal subjective experiences of cer-
tain students, altering their interpretations of the local context and/or their place
within it. This can transform students’ whole education experience from one
of fear, threat, disengagement and alienation, to one of security, trust, and
opportunity.

Yet, such interventions must be used with care since they can be inef-
fective or even counterproductive to some groups. This can happen if those
groups are not affected by psychological factors that dampen their educational
performance, or if the interventions are not appropriately designed or effec-
tively implemented in sustaining contexts (Bayly & Bumpus, 2020; Binning &
Browman, 2020; Borman, 2017; Walton & Yeager, 2020). It is therefore crit-
ical to intervene only in contexts in which psychological factors contribute to
educational inequalities, and in which social psychological interventions are
likely to be effective, sustained, and unlikely to create unintended negative
consequences.

Our second, and most important, aim is to demonstrate that, in order to un-
derstand educational inequalities and to effectively and efficiently reduce them,
we must first gain a deep understanding of the local educational context, because
it is features of those contexts that create the psychological barriers faced by some
groups of students. To achieve this aim, we present a framework—called the Iden-
tities in Context model of educational inequalities (Easterbrook et al., 2019)—for
understanding the specific ways in which local contexts create these psychologi-
cal barriers for certain groups of students.

The third and final aim of this review is to demonstrate the power of psy-
chological interventions—when implemented within the appropriate context—
to remove the psychological barriers to educational success that some students
face, and to highlight their potential to play an important role in reducing ed-
ucational inequalities. We outline a process that practitioners could adopt to
build up a deep understanding of the local educational context and to identify
which, if any, psychological intervention may be effective at reducing educational
inequalities.

Inequalities in Educational Outcomes Vary by Context

The groups that tend to have poor educational outcomes vary across contexts,
implying that context plays a role in determining the extent and focus of educa-
tional inequalities between groups. For example, although the gaps in attainment
between low- and higher socioeconomic status (SES) students are of a similar
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size in both the United States and England2—the equivalent of more than two
and a half years of schooling—the gaps in attainment between Black students and
White students are very different: in the United States, Black students lag their
White counterparts by over two and a half years of schooling, whereas in England
the corresponding lag is only around 3 months.

If we probe a little more deeply, we discover more differences between the
countries. Categorizing students into broad groups such as Black and White can
hide inequalities between smaller subgroups. For example, the small average at-
tainment gap between White and Black school students in England conceals the
fact that Black students from a Caribbean background have much lower attain-
ment than Black students from an African background. Furthermore, inequalities
between some groups can vary considerably depending on their members’ other
group memberships. For example, the effect of SES on attainment in England
varies between ethnic subgroups by a factor of up to nearly three3 (Department
for Education, 2020).

Attainment gaps also vary considerably in size and even direction across
smaller geographical areas within countries, suggesting local contexts can color
students’ educational experiences as well. In England, for example, one measure
of the attainment gap at age 164 between students who are classified as “dis-
advantaged” due to low household income and all other students is 12.8 points
nationally. However, this varies considerably across areas of local Government,
from five points (in Tower Hamlets) to 24 (in Blackpool), a range of almost
one and a half standard deviations (Department for Education, 2019). Similarly,

2 The estimates presented here are based on means of the scores in mathematics and reading of
US 14-year-old students (Nation’s Report Card, 2019), and Attainment 8 scores (a measure of a broad
range of examinations taken at the end of compulsory schooling) of English 16-year-old students
(Department for Education, 2020a). We first calculated standardized attainment gaps by SES, gender,
and ethnicity by dividing by the relevant standard deviation. We then converted these standardized
attainment gaps into estimated years of education, based on an estimate of the growth in attainment
that occurs in one school year in the life of an average student in the United States averaged across
mathematics, reading, science, and social studies (see Table 5 of Lipsey et al., 2012). We took the
mean of these growths from Grade 7 to 8 (age 13 to 14, 0.27 standard deviations) and from Grade 9 to
10 (age 15 to 16, 0.21 standard deviations) to yield an estimate that a year of schooling is equivalent
to 0.24 standard deviations. However, other estimates of annual growth in attainment (e.g., Educa-
tion Endowment Foundation, 2018; LoGerfo, Nichols, & Reardon, 2006) and attainment gaps (e.g.,
Hutchinson, Bonetti, Crenna-Jennings, & Akhal, 2019; Perera, Treadaway, & Johnes, 2016) have been
calculated that are substantially different to the estimates here and so our estimates should be regarded
as indicative of broad trends rather than as precise estimates.

3 In England, the major ethnic subgroups with the largest gaps in attainment between low-SES
and higher-SES students (White British, and mixed White and Asian, each of which has an SES gap
of 3.4 years of education) have gaps that are almost three times that of those groups with the smallest
gaps (Bangladeshi, Pakistani, and Black African students, each of which has an SES gap of 1.1–1.3
years of education).

4 This is the gap in Attainment 8 scores, a measure of students’ best eight grades in General
Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) national exams in a range of subjects taken at age 16. The
mean Attainment 8 score in 2019 was 46.7 with a standard deviation of 20.3.
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although there is a small average attainment gap between Black and White stu-
dents in England, the size of the gaps at local levels vary significantly, from −25
to +20, a range of more than two standard deviations.

Attainment gaps between immigrants and nonimmigrants also vary drasti-
cally across contexts. On average, across countries belonging to the Organisa-
tion for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), nonimmigrant stu-
dents tend to have slightly better PISA5 scores than second-generation immigrant
students, who in turn have slightly better scores than first-generation immigrant
students (OECD, 2015). However, these gaps vary considerably by nation, with
particularly marked differences in some (e.g., the Nordic countries, Belgium,
Switzerland, Germany, the Netherlands, France, Iceland, China, and Mexico) and
much smaller—or even reversed—differences in others (e.g., the United States,
United Kingdom, Chile, New Zealand, Israel, and Ireland). The psychological
experiences of immigrants and nonimmigrants in education may, then, be quite
different.

The experience and thus performance of different groups of students also
depends on the subject that they are studying. Take science, technology, engi-
neering, and mathematics (STEM) subjects, which are of particular concern to
policymakers given shortfalls of skilled labor in the workforce (Broughton, 2013;
Chen & Soldner, 2014; Neave et al., 2018). These shortfalls are exacerbated by
particularly low representation of women, some ethnic groups and low-SES in-
dividuals in many STEM fields, most notably the physical sciences, engineering,
maths, and computing. In the United States, for example, Blacks make up 13% of
the population and receive 10% of bachelor’s degrees but only 4% of engineer-
ing bachelor’s degrees (National Science Board, 2019), and while first-generation
students are somewhat less likely than continuing-generation students to complete
college with a degree in any subject (57% vs. 65%), the effect is significantly
more pronounced with STEM degrees (9% vs. 15%)6 (Bettencourt, Manly, Kim-
ball, & Wells, 2020). In the United Kingdom, compared to 58% of graduates in
all subjects (Higher Education Statistics Agency, 2020), only 15% of graduates in
engineering, technology, and computer science, and only 12% of those working
in engineering occupations are women (Neave et al., 2018; STEM Women, 2020).

Psychological Barriers Contribute to Educational Inequalities

Structural barriers are the most fundamental drivers of educational inequal-
ities. Differences in access to high-quality schools (Allen, Mian, & Sims, 2016;
Burgess, Greaves, & Vignoles, 2020), adequate housing (Equality Trust, 2016;

5 PISA is the OECD’s Program for International Student Assessment (PISA). PISA measures
15-year-olds’ ability in reading, mathematics, and science.

6 Based on a nationally representative sample of both 2- and 4-year college students.
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Krivo & Kaufman, 2004; Ofsted, 2013), private tuition (Jerrim, 2017), and healthy
nutrition (Ofsted, 2013; Wilder Research, 2014)—to name just a few factors—all
contribute substantially to attainment gaps and other educational inequalities. Fur-
thermore, institutional biases that discriminate against certain groups of students
also contribute to inequalities in educational outcomes, most notably through
biases that manifest in academic tracking allocations, academic assessment and
disciplinary practices, and expectations about the behavior and academic perfor-
mance of different groups (Butera, Batruch, Autin, Mugny, & Quiamzade, 2021).
We explore these biases later in this paper.

However, even beyond structural inequalities and institutional biases, psycho-
logical factors can also contribute to inequalities in educational outcomes between
groups. When they do, they tend to solely or disproportionately affect members
of groups that have low status and are thus already disadvantaged within wider
society. The psychological factors that we focus on in this review reflect the sub-
jective experience and perceptions of poorly performing groups of students. These
are determined in part by their understanding of the content, meaning, and value
of their social identities—their identities based on their memberships of groups
and social categories—in the context they are in (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner,
Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987). We argue that, in particular social and
cultural contexts, some students will experience social identity threat—a fear or
feeling that their social identity is devalued, undermined, or stigmatized7—and
perceive identity incompatibility—a perception that their social identity is not
compatible with the identity or stereotype of someone who does well in and ben-
efits from education. All these factors mean that key outcome measures—most
notably academic performance in standardized exams—are not based solely on
merit but are systematically biased against certain groups of students (Walton,
Spencer, & Erman, 2013).

Feeling that one’s social identity is devalued or stigmatized and thus expe-
riencing social identity threat is a powerful aversive force that is easily ignited
and can color people’s entire educational experience (Inzlicht, Tullett, Legault,
& Kang, 2011; S. J. Spencer, Logel, & Davies, 2016; Thoman, Smith, Brown,
Chase, & Lee, 2013; Walton et al., 2013). A specific case of social identity threat
is stereotype threat—an aversive state brought on by the knowledge that one’s
behavior may confirm a negative stereotype about a group one is a member of.
This—like social identity threat more generally—increases anxiety and worry
and uses up precious cognitive resources that would otherwise be dedicated to
performance (Inzlicht et al., 2011; S. J. Spencer et al., 2016; Walton & Spencer,
2009).

7 We focus here on social identity threat that reflects a threat to the value of the social identity,
rather than on other types of social identity threat that have been identified (Branscombe, Ellemers,
Spears, & Doosje, 1999).
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Certain group members are also likely to hold perceptions of identity incom-
patibility, a perceived misfit or incompatibility between their social identity and
their stereotypical beliefs about what people who do well in education are like.
The meaning and content of some social identities—such as White, middle-class
students—overlap and are thus compatible with the social stereotype of high aca-
demic achievers. Others, however—such as some ethnic minorities and students
from lower social classes—are seen as incompatible with those stereotypes. These
students often believe that striving and succeeding in education is unlikely to be
rewarding for people like them, and is thus not something that is a worthwhile en-
deavor for members of their group (Dasgupta, 2011; Elmore & Oyserman, 2012;
Oyserman, Bybee, & Terry, 2006, 2011).

Most experimental studies on threat and incompatibility bring students’ so-
cial identities—and thus their experiences of social identity threat and perceptions
of identity incompatibility—to the forefront of their minds by asking a seem-
ingly innocuous question about group membership, of the kind that students may
frequently be asked to answer during their education. For example, one study,
conducted in the United States, found that simply asking students to report their
ethnicity before (rather than after) assessing their belonging in school—thus
bringing their ethnic social identity to the forefront of their minds—reduced feel-
ings of belonging only among members of poorly performing ethnic minorities
(Mello, Mallett, Andretta, & Worrell, 2010). This suggests that it was something
about being a member of a poorly performing minority that caused those students
to feel that they did not belong in school, a consequence of social identity threat
(Cohen & Garcia, 2008) that is strongly associated with academic performance
(Anderman, 2003; Easterbrook, Harris, & Sherman, 2020a; Roeser, Midgley, &
Urdan, 1996). Another study found that asking college students in the United
States about their SES before (rather than after) an intelligence test reduced lower
class students’ confidence in their academic ability and their performance (B.
Spencer & Castano, 2007), suggesting that it was something about the knowledge
that they are lower class that caused these students to have less confidence and
to perform worse. As we elaborate on below, we suggest that features of the lo-
cal context determine the meaning of different social identities, which accounts
for why the detrimental effects of priming social identities found in these studies
were limited to members of groups that had low status in those contexts.

Other studies have found that bringing the social identities and/or the stereo-
types of students of certain (typically low-status) groups to mind can reduce their
ability and desire to learn (Lyons, Simms, Begolli, & Richland, 2018; V. J. Taylor
& Walton, 2011), their motivation and persistence on academic tasks (Steele &
Aronson, 1995) and, even among high achievers, their commitment to their stud-
ies and intentions to pursue related careers (Bedyńska, Krejtz, & Sedek, 2019,
2020; Deemer, Lin, & Soto, 2016; Smith, Brown, Thoman, & Deemer, 2015;
Woodcock, Hernandez, Estrada, & Schultz, 2012). Measures of social identity



8 Easterbrook and Hadden

threat and a perception of identity incompatibility have been found to be sig-
nificantly related to the ranking of universities to which working-class college
students in the United Kingdom apply, suggesting they are part of the reason
why such students apply to lower ranked universities than their grades warrant
(Nieuwenhuis, Manstead, & Easterbrook, 2019).

Although social identity threat and identity incompatibility have a range of
consequences on educational outcomes, the most well-documented is on aca-
demic performance. Social identity threat and/or identity incompatibility have
been found to reduce the performance of Black and Latino students in U.S.
schools and colleges (Chu & Brown, 2017; Gonzales, Blanton, & Williams, 2002;
Steele & Aronson, 1995); students and young children of lower social class in
the United States (Désert, Préaux, & Jund, 2009; B. Spencer & Castano, 2007),
France (Croizet & Claire, 1998), and Belgium (Veldman, Meeussen, & van Laar,
2019); children of immigrants in Belgium (Baysu, Celeste, Brown, Verschueren,
& Phalet, 2016); women and girls in stereotypically masculine subjects such as
maths and science (Ambady, Shih, Kim, & Pittinsky, 2001; Picho, Rodriguez,
& Finnie, 2013; S. J. Spencer, Steele, & Quinn, 1999); and boys in general per-
formance and in stereotypically feminine subjects such as reading, English, and
languages (Hartley & Sutton, 2013; Pansu et al., 2016).8 Indeed, estimates based
on effect sizes derived from two meta-analyses incorporating data from nearly
19,000 individuals suggests that threat accounts for 17–28% of the White–Black
attainment gap on SATs, 23–39% of the White-Latino SAT attainment gap, and
57–94% of the gender gap on SAT mathematics in the United States (Walton &
Spencer, 2009; Walton et al., 2013).

Mechanisms by Which Social Identity Threat and Identity Incompatibility Create
Barriers

Much work has investigated the internal psychological mechanisms through
which social identity threat and identity incompatibility impede educational
progress, engagement, and performance. These include a reduced or insecure
sense of belonging (Cohen & Garcia, 2008; Nieuwenhuis et al., 2019; Rosen-
thal, Levy, London, Lobel, & Bazile, 2013), dampened motivation (Thoman et al.,
2013) and achievement goals (Smith, 2004), increased anxiety, reduced work-
ing memory capacity (Spencer et al., 2016), depleted cognitive resources (Lyons
et al., 2018), increased stress, defensive coping responses, and inhibited self-
regulation (Inzlicht, Tullett, & Gutsell, 2012). We now examine two manifes-
tations of these processes that are particularly relevant to education: students
not using all the academic resources available to them, and students interpreting

8 This list is not exhaustive but covers the majority of studies on stereotype threat. The detrimental
effects of stereotype threat have also been shown in a range of domains other than education.
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normal setbacks as proof that they are not the type of person that succeeds in
education.

Social identity threat and identity incompatibility act as barriers to seeking
out and utilizing the resources available to help students (Stephens, Hamedani,
& Destin, 2014b), with consequences that are often chronic, ingrained, and long
term. For example, without the aid of an intervention, first-generation university
students in the United States had lower attainment than continuing-generation stu-
dents over the course of an academic year, partly because they did not make use of
the academic resources available to them, such as emailing and meeting with pro-
fessors or seeking extra help (Stephens et al., 2014). These students tended to dis-
cuss their background less than other students while at university and showed re-
duced psychological thriving (Stephens, Townsend, Hamedani, Destin, & Manzo,
2015).

Students suffering from social identity threat and identity incompatibility also
become sensitive and hypervigilant to signals that may indicate that their social
identity is threatened, which reinforces negative effects and causes them to persist
through time. This sensitivity is such that seemingly innocuous events—perhaps
as simple as getting a lower grade than expected or being faced with an irrita-
ble teacher—are often interpreted as confirming one’s fears and can disrupt aca-
demic performance (Murphy & Zirkel, 2015; Singh, Chang, & Dika, 2010; Sirin
& Rogers-Sirin, 2005). One study, for example, found that the degree of adver-
sity that students reported experiencing on a particular day was related to lower
belonging and increased social identity threat only for Latino students in U.S.
schools who did not take part in an intervention aimed at buffering against so-
cial identity threat (Sherman et al., 2013). Another study in U.S. schools found
that feelings of belonging among Black students who did not take part in a val-
ues affirmation intervention were more variable and more strongly related to their
grades than they were for other groups (Cook, Purdie-Vaughns, Garcia, & Co-
hen, 2012), suggesting that they were sensitive to any cues that they might not be
valued within that educational context.

The above evidence emphasizes the importance of schools and colleges not
inadvertently triggering social identity threat or a sense of identity incompatibility
in their students. As we argue below, this involves paying close attention to the
local educational context and minimizing cues or features that might ignite threat
or a sense of identity incompatibility (Walton et al., 2013). There are, however,
other, more direct approaches that can also be adopted to avoid triggering social
identity threat and identity incompatibility. One is to explicitly explain to stu-
dents through psychoeducation programs the role that social identity threat plays
in reducing performance, and suggesting effective coping strategies to deal with
its effects, such as emotion reappraisal, delegitimizing stereotypes, and envision-
ing positive role models. Such programs have been found to weaken the nega-
tive effects of stereotype threat (O’Brien et al., 2019; see also Johns, Schmader,
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& Martens, 2005). Another is to actively and forcefully promote positive under-
standings of different groups and their educational potential by designing diverse
student panels who can portray these messages to incoming students (Stephens
et al., 2014b). We discuss other approaches in later sections of this review.

We now turn to psychological interventions, sometimes known as wise inter-
ventions, that can target these psychological barriers and thus reduce educational
inequalities.

Wise Interventions

Traditional educational interventions such as those aimed at improving over-
all teaching quality or providing targeted academic or practical support (Educa-
tion Endowment Foundation, 2019) have met with some success, but tend to be
expensive and/or resource intensive and in many cases have only fairly modest
effects (Boulay et al., 2018; Lortie-Forgues & Inglis, 2019; Yeager & Walton,
2011). For example, the U.K. Government’s Pupil Premium initiative represents
a major plank of the Government’s objective of reducing the substantial attain-
ment gap between school students from lower income families and their better-
off peers (Foster & Long, 2020). The initiative currently costs £2.4 bn per annum,
representing around £1,200 per annum for each student that it aims to support.
However, in the 7 years between its inception in 2011 and 2018, the attainment
gap at age 16 reduced by an encouraging but relatively modest 9.6% (Hutchin-
son, Bonetti, Crenna-Jennings, & Akhal, 2019), and survey results have indicated
that only 39% of classroom teachers agreed that the funding was helping to close
attainment gaps in their school (Sutton Trust, 2019).

In contrast, social psychological interventions—sometimes called wise
interventions—that aim to reduce inequalities by targeting the subjective expe-
riences and perceptions of underperforming groups of students, can be incredibly
effective. These interventions are often very low cost, brief, and may appear un-
believably simple but, when implemented in an appropriate context to receptive
students, can be extraordinarily powerful. This power comes from their ability to
alter the way that students perceive, interpret, and experience their educational
context, and thus to transform their whole educational experience and trigger a
cascade of profound benefits that last many years.

However, as we shall see, the effectiveness of these interventions varies
across contexts and for different groups to the extent that, in some cases, they
can be detrimental. To be effective, the interventions must be diligently and com-
petently implemented and completed (Borman, 2017; Borman, Grigg, Rozek,
Hanselman, & Dewey, 2018; Easterbrook et al., 2020a), target the appropriate
students (Binning & Browman, 2020), and be implemented in contexts that are
sensitive and supportive enough to enable, sustain, and reinforce beneficial ef-
fects (Cohen, Garcia, & Goyer, 2018; Goyer et al., 2017; Walton & Wilson, 2018;
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Walton & Yeager, 2020). If they are implemented without these conditions in
place, they may fail or even be harmful to some (Binning & Browman, 2020;
Borman, 2017). Even when these conditions are seemingly met, null effects can
still occur (Borman, 2017; Hanselman, Rozek, Grigg, & Borman, 2017). In the
sections below, we first discuss a number of wise interventions and how their
effects vary across contexts, before discussing the practical implications of this
variability and the resulting care that needs to be taken when implementing dif-
ferent wise interventions.

Values Affirmation Interventions

Values affirmation (a type of self-affirmation—for a review, see Cohen &
Sherman, 2014), when used in educational settings, is primarily aimed at reduc-
ing attainment gaps by reducing the inimical consequences of stereotype threat.
Students are asked to write one or more brief essays—usually spending no more
than 15 minutes on each—in which they reflect on things that are important in
their life, such as family members or sports. This can help those students who
are experiencing social identity threat to see school or college within a broader
perspective, as only one part of who they are. It helps bring to the fore the pos-
itive resources and identities they already have within and around them, and so
lessen the salience and severity of the social identity threat. This reduces the neg-
ative consequences of the threat such as increased stress, reduced motivation or
disengagement from academic life, and thus boosts attainment.

Cohen and colleagues’ (2006) study was the first demonstration of the ef-
ficacy of values affirmation interventions in reducing racial educational attain-
ment gaps in the United States. Cohen and colleagues showed that brief value
affirmation exercises, administered by teachers to all students in their classrooms
and implemented at several points throughout the academic year, increased the
academic performance of 12–13-year-old African American U.S. middle-school
students, but had no effect on European American students’ performance, thus
reducing the (covariate adjusted) racial achievement gap by 40%. The exercises
stopped the downward trajectory in performance that African American students
tended to show across the academic year and were particularly beneficial for those
with low academic performance. Similar results have been found for Latino (but
not White) middle-school students in the United States (Brady et al., 2016; Goyer
et al., 2017; Sherman et al., 2013).

The above results were found among school students in the United States,
where racial stereotypes in relation to education are particularly widespread (Gán-
dara & Contreras, 2009; Steele, 2010). Yet, values affirmation interventions have
been found to benefit other groups in different contexts. In England, with its
long history of striking disparities between social classes (Evans, 2006; O. Jones,
2016), a brief values affirmation intervention has been shown to increase the
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mathematics exam performance of students from low SES backgrounds, reduc-
ing the gap with their higher SES peers by a remarkable 62% (covariate ad-
justed; Hadden, Easterbrook, Nieuwenhuis, Fox, & Dolan, 2019). However, in
contrast with the U.S. studies, it found no evidence of benefits to lower perform-
ing ethnic groups. In Germany, Arab and Turkish immigrants have considerably
lower academic performance than nonimmigrants (OECD, 2015) and are subject
to widely held negative stereotypes and are thus likely to suffer from stereotype
threat (Lokhande & Müller, 2019). In this context, values affirmation increased
the scores of school students from immigrant (but not other) backgrounds in an
attainment test taken 8 weeks later (Lokhande & Müller, 2019). Moreover, value
affirmations have been found to benefit first-generation scholars in U.S. colleges
(Harackiewicz, Tibbetts, Canning, & Hyde, 2014), students in further education
colleges in the United Kingdom (Behavioural Insights Team, 2017; Schwalbe
et al., 2019), students from developing nations in massive open online courses
(MOOCs) (Kizilcec, Saltarelli, Reich, & Cohen, 2017), and female students in
graduate business schools (Kinias & Sim, 2016).

Furthermore, the beneficial effects of the intervention on grades have been
shown to persist for at least 2 years (Cohen, Garcia, Purdie-Vaughns, Apfel, &
Brzustoski, 2009; Sherman et al., 2013). Remarkably, a follow-up paper showed
downstream beneficial effects of the intervention on college enrollment among
the students in Cohen et al.’s first study 7–9 years later (Goyer et al., 2017). This
contrasts with many educational interventions, where the majority of follow-up
studies have found that any short-term benefits fade over time (Bailey et al., 2016;
Cascio & Staiger, 2012). Why should wise interventions be different?

Evidence points to a process known as trigger-and-channel as a likely ex-
planation (Cohen et al., 2018; Goyer et al., 2017). This process is predicated on
the core ability of wise interventions to tap deeply into students’ subjective expe-
riences and interpretations of their educational context (for a review, see Walton
& Wilson, 2018). The changes in interpretations that these interventions trigger
reduce students’ sense of threat and boost their sense that they fit in the academic
world, thus improving academic performance (Cook et al., 2012; Shnabel, Purdie-
Vaughns, Cook, Garcia, & Cohen, 2013). Furthermore, this change initiates a set
of recursive processes in which reduced threat and a greater sense of fit leads to
improved performance, which leads to an even greater sense of fit, and so on.

This virtuous cycle is further strengthened as teachers and peers alter their
perceptions of the students’ ability, thereby raising expectations and generating
support for higher levels of academic challenge (Cohen & Sherman, 2014; Rosen-
thal & Jacobson, 1966; Timmermans, van der Werf, & Rubie-Davies, 2019). This
in turn triggers students to move from lower performing or remedial academic
tracks to higher performing tracks, leading to increased self-confidence (Francis
et al., 2020) and more effective preparation for admission to college (Goyer et al.,
2017). Once at college, their greater sense of belonging and improved academic
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performance can lead to further benefits such as stronger relationships with men-
tors that can last beyond the college years. And, since academic success predicts a
range of important life outcomes such as health, well-being, community involve-
ment and income, these benefits can continue well into adult life (Brady, Cohen,
Jarvis, & Walton, 2020). A powerful aspect of this process is that it gains its own
momentum and does not require the students to even remember any details about
the initial intervention: in one study, only 8% of the participants actually remem-
bered the key message of the intervention 3 years after it had taken place, and yet
its benefits were evident a full 11 years later among the students who took part
(Brady et al., 2020; Walton & Cohen, 2011).

We gain insight into the detailed working of this cascade by examining the
two values affirmation interventions that were initially successful in improving
the academic scores of Latino (Sherman et al., 2013) and Black (Cohen, Garcia,
Apfel, & Master, 2006) middle school students in the United States, aged 11–14.
A 2-year follow-up of the intervention aimed at Latino students found that, com-
pared to nonaffirmed Latino students, affirmed Latino students were in classes
whose curriculum was significantly more difficult, and were around half as likely
to be placed in a remedial clinic, five times as likely to enroll in a college-readiness
elective, and almost twice as likely to attend mainstream high school rather than
alternatives such as attending a high school for lower performing students or drop-
ping out9 (Goyer et al., 2017). And a 7- to 9-year follow-up to the intervention
aimed at Black students found that, compared to nonaffirmed Black students, af-
firmed Black students were more likely to enroll in college, and those who did
enroll were more likely to do so in a 4-year rather than a 2-year college, and those
4-year colleges were more selective (Goyer et al., 2017).

Given such striking findings, it is naturally tempting to think of values affir-
mation interventions as a panacea for group-based educational inequalities. How-
ever, there are several reasons to be cautious about their unqualified promotion.
Crucially, a number of other studies of values affirmation have shown more nu-
anced effects or none at all (Borman, Grigg, & Hanselman, 2016; Bowen, Weg-
mann, & Webber, 2013; Bratter, Rowley, & Chukhray, 2016; Dee, 2015; Hansel-
man et al., 2017; Hayes, Zinner, Wise, & Carton, 2019; E. O. Jones & Huey,
2020; Protzko & Aronson, 2016), and indeed some have found evidence of back-
fire effects for specific groups of students (Bayly & Bumpus, 2020; Brady et al.,
2016; Cohen et al., 2006; Dee, 2015; Liu & Huang, 2019; Miyake et al., 2010).
These findings may, in part, be due to variations in the implementation of the in-
terventions (Borman, 2017; Easterbrook et al., 2020a), such as using online rather
than written exercises (Bayly & Bumpus, 2020), presenting the exercises as part

9 The results were substantially the same whether adjusted for baseline covariates or not. Note
that there was no difference between affirmed and nonaffirmed White students on any of the measures
discussed here.
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of an external research study rather than something teachers want the students to
complete (Protzko & Aronson, 2016), or because the school did not have a suf-
ficiently supportive environment to sustain the effects (Dee, 2015). But they also
suggest the possibility that the students that were targeted by these interventions
were underperforming for reasons other than threat or incompatibility (Binning &
Browman, 2020). A framework that outlines when such psychological factors are
likely to contribute to inequalities in educational outcomes would therefore be a
useful tool.

Two examples help to illustrate the importance of an intimate understand-
ing of the local context in order to understand the effects of wise interventions.
First, one study found that a values affirmation intervention did not benefit school
students of Moroccan and Turkish backgrounds in the Netherlands, where such
immigrants have low academic attainment and are subject to negative stereotypes
(de Jong, Jellesma, Koomen, & de Jong, 2016). The authors speculate that values
affirmation might have actually increased these students’ sense of social identity
threat, since many chose to reflect on the importance of Islam in their life, which
may have emphasized their difference from mainstream Dutch society and thus
have been threatening (Kamans, Gordijn, Oldenhuis, & Otten, 2009). Second, a
study conducted in British further education colleges, which are attended by 16-
to 19-year-olds who tend to have relatively weak academic records, found that a
values affirmation intervention increased attainment in maths and English across
the entire cohort, rather than only among an underrepresented or ethnic minority
(Behavioural Insights Team, 2017; Schwalbe et al., 2019). This suggests that the
weak academic record of the majority of students resulted in widespread experi-
ence of social identity threat and thus made values affirmation effective for the
whole cohort. These differing results emphasize the importance of practitioners
first developing a detailed picture of the meaning of different identities within the
local context before choosing an intervention to implement, a point to which we
will return later when we discuss the practical uses of the Identities in Context
model.

Social Belonging Interventions

Social belonging interventions aim to help students who—because of social
identity threat and/or identity incompatibility—are worried that they do not fit in
at school or college. They achieve this by normalizing worries about belonging
and helping students to become less sensitive and thus avoid interpreting everyday
events as evidence that they might not belong in that context due to their ethnic-
ity, social class, or gender. These worries can be evoked by seemingly innocuous
events such as a Black student’s encounter with an irritable White professor, or
a middle-class teacher giving critical feedback on a low-SES school student’s es-
say. A powerful example is a one-time hour-long exercise undertaken early in the
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first year of college (Walton & Cohen, 2007). Students were first asked to read
brief stories ostensibly written by more senior students from a range of ethnic
backgrounds about how they initially worried about whether they belonged on
campus, and how these worries lessened with time. The students were then asked
if they would like to write a brief essay and create a video message to future stu-
dents to relate these ideas to their own circumstances (all agreed to do at least
one of these). Over the course of their 3 years at college, this intervention raised
the academic performance and sense of well-being of Black students significantly
more than it did for White students, in part because it helped them untether their
sense of belonging at the college from the daily adversities they encountered there
(Walton & Cohen, 2011). This untethering suggests that the intervention reduced
students’ social identity threat and thus their sensitivity to cues that may indicate
they do not belong at college. However, the benefits did not end when they left col-
lege. A follow-up study assessed their outcomes as adults at average age 27, seven
to 11 years after they received the intervention. Impressively, they reported sig-
nificantly greater career satisfaction and success, psychological well-being, and
community involvement and leadership (Brady et al., 2020). White students, in
contrast, showed only small gains in these outcomes, none of which reached sta-
tistical significance. Social belonging interventions have also been shown to bene-
fit students from ethnic minorities who were about to enter high school (Williams,
Hirschi, Sublett, Hulleman, & Wilson, 2020).

A recent large-scale study found that this intervention was most effective
within schools in which the threatened minority who did not receive the interven-
tion experienced the greatest gains in belonging, suggesting that the intervention
was most effective in contexts that afforded belonging gains (Walton et al., 2019,
as cited in Walton & Yeager, 2020). We shall return to this idea later when we
consider the metaphor of wise interventions as planting seeds that can grow only
when the soil of the educational context is sufficiently supportive (Walton & Yea-
ger, 2020), a perspective that we completely endorse and aim to complement with
our work.

Difference-Education Interventions

Difference-education interventions are aimed at addressing mismatches be-
tween the cultural norms of low-SES first-year students and their new college
(for background, see Stephens, Hamedani, & Townsend, 2019). Educational in-
stitutions tend to promote norms of independence, and this can make them feel
unfamiliar to working-class students, who are more interdependence-orientated,
triggering a sense of threat and identity incompatibility. Difference-education in-
terventions typically expose incoming students to real-life stories told by senior
students from a variety of backgrounds that link their social backgrounds to their
experience of college. These stories help students to see how their background
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can afford them particular strengths, such as the ability to put the challenges of
college life into perspective (“a drop in the bucket” compared to other challenges
in their life). They also expose them to strategies that senior peers from similar
backgrounds have employed to overcome obstacles, such as relying more on fac-
ulty for guidance on course selection rather than on parents who had not been
college educated (Collier & Morgan, 2008). This helps all students, but especially
those of low SES, validate their background and see it as a positive resource to
actively draw upon in their social and academic life.

The theory underlying difference-education interventions—known as cul-
tural mismatch theory—strongly emphasizes the role of the social and cultural
context. In fact, work in this area has assessed the context by surveying the val-
ues and norms that senior administrators in elite educational institutions endorse
in their students and demonstrated that these were incompatible with the values
and norms of first-generation students (Stephens, Fryberg, Markus, Johnson, &
Covarrubias, 2012a). This, in turn, hampered their performance. We draw on this
body of work in our model.

Growth Mindset Interventions

Growth mindset interventions are based on the idea that reframing beliefs
about intellectual abilities from fixed (“fixed mindset”) to malleable (“growth
mindset”) has positive consequences for motivation, persistence, and attainment
(Dweck & Yeager, 2019; Mueller & Dweck, 1998). Although the intervention is
primarily targeted at individuals rather than groups, there is (somewhat mixed)
evidence that it can help to close educational outcome gaps by disproportionately
improving outcomes for groups of students with historically relatively low lev-
els of academic performance (Aronson, Fried, & Good, 2002; Broda et al., 2018;
Good, Aronson, & Inzlicht, 2003; Hamm et al., 2020; Paunesku et al., 2015; Yea-
ger et al., 2016a, 2016b), in particular low-SES students (Sisk, Burgoyne, Sun,
Butler, & Macnamara, 2018). We argue that this is likely to be because they help
to reduce identity incompatibility by encouraging students to believe they can
succeed in education. These interventions may be less effective with students who
have already been exposed to the idea that educational success results from high
levels of effort.

The importance of local context is demonstrated by a large-scale growth
mindset study covering over 12,000 students in 65 U.S. schools (Yeager et al.,
2019). The intervention offered greater benefits to lower achieving students if
they attended schools whose students had an overall higher orientation towards
growth mindset, suggesting that a supportive peer norm is an important factor in
encouraging students to adopt a growth mindset. We highly value such research,
which empirically demonstrates the importance of context and helps develop in-
creasingly precise theories (Tipton, Bryan, & Yeager, 2020). Yet, it does not
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inform practitioners who are concerned about inequalities within a particular con-
text whether psychological processes are contributing to educational inequalities,
and thus which intervention might work. We suggest combining this approach
with our own.

Utility Value Interventions

Utility value interventions help students see the relevance of education to
their lives by encouraging them to identify the value of the content of a given
field of study to them and their lives (for reviews see Boucher, Fuesting, Diek-
man, & Murphy, 2017; Harackiewicz & Priniski, 2018; Harackiewicz et al.,
2014). This helps them create new, or solidify existing, links between their own
identity and their coursework, so reducing any preexisting sense that the two
are incompatible. This in turn increases motivation, persistence, and academic
performance.

Some examples serve to illustrate how utility interventions operate in practice
and how their results depend on context. In one study, as part of the academic eval-
uation of their first year in university, students in a foundational gateway course
for the biological sciences were asked, on three occasions over the year, to select
a concept covered in their coursework and to write a one- or two-page essay dis-
cussing its relevance to their own life (Harackiewicz, Canning, Tibbetts, Priniski,
& Hyde, 2016). The task included the instruction to “include some concrete in-
formation that was covered in this unit, explaining why this specific information
is relevant to your life or useful for you. Be sure to explain how the information
applies to you personally and give examples.” The intervention helped all groups
of students, but was most beneficial for first-generation students from underrep-
resented ethnic minorities, reducing the end-of-year achievement gap between
them and continuing-generation/White students by a remarkable 61% (covariate
adjusted).

Variants of this type of intervention can also increase interest and motivation
in students by increasing the extent to which their parents value STEM subjects,
which is then passed on to their children (Harackiewicz, Rozek, Hulleman, &
Hyde, 2012; Rozek, Hyde, Svoboda, Hulleman, & Harackiewicz, 2015, 2017).
Again, however, the social and cultural context matters; where parents are already
strongly orientated to and have a high regard for STEM, or where there is a mis-
match between the content of the intervention materials and the capabilities of
their audience, such interventions can be ineffective or even backfire. For exam-
ple, one study aimed to increase parents’ career support to their children through a
website where parents and students could find information about the usefulness of
different school subjects for future careers (Piesch et al., 2018). However, access-
ing the website actually reduced the level of career support that parents provided
to their children, as well as reducing the importance that they ascribed to it. The
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authors speculate that parents’ perceptions of their own competence might have
been reduced once they realized how many career options their children have,
and/or that they could leave this task to others once they learned how many other
sources of support were available. This demonstrates how important a rich under-
standing of the educational context is when designing an intervention. We will
later provide practical guidance on how to develop such an understanding, but we
now explore this idea further with another example.

Based on evidence that utility value interventions can be effective in 4-year
colleges, one study sought to examine whether these benefits would extend to a
2-year college setting (Canning, Priniski, & Harackiewicz, 2019b). Compared to
students in 4-year colleges, students in 2-year colleges are more likely to be less
well prepared academically, older, female, Black or Hispanic, from a low-income
family and have parents who did not attend college (Cataldi, Bennett, Chen, &
Simone, 2018; Horn, Nevill, & Griffith, 2006). They are also more likely to com-
mute to college and have significant commitments outside college, such as full- or
part-time employment or caring for children. The intervention asked students in
introductory biology and psychology courses to choose a topic from their course
and write a 500-word essay about how it was relevant to their own life or useful to
them. The intervention made the course more interesting for students who were
doing well, but actually decreased interest for the students who were struggling.
A detailed textual analysis of the essays indicated that the lower performing stu-
dents may not have processed the course content enough to have benefitted from
the intervention. For these students, the act of trying to identify ways in which
their course could benefit them might have exacerbated feelings that they lacked
competence in the subject (Lee, Bong, & Kim, 2014). We will later show how the
Identities in Context model can help identify where an additional element can be
added to utility value interventions to boost such students’ sense of competence
and so reverse these negative effects.

Effect Size Estimates and Variation, and Policy Implications

In the discussion above, we have highlighted the variation in effectiveness of
wise interventions. We argue that this variation partly reflects a lack of explicit
theorizing regarding the contextual factors that determine when psychological
factors may be contributing to educational inequalities and thus when wise inter-
ventions may be effective for certain groups. Indeed, the wise interventions that
have been shown to be successful have often been developed and/or implemented
by researchers and practitioners who have a deep understanding of psychological
theory and the context in which they work, and so are able to tailor and target
an intervention to ensure it will be effective for a particular group. However, for
those who are less familiar with the theory or context, there is no framework
that outlines the features of the local context that are important to consider when
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Fig 1. The Identities in Context model of educational inequalities.

deciding which intervention, if any, may work within their particular context. Be-
low, we outline a framework—the Identities in Context model (Figure 1; Easter-
brook et al., 2019)—that specifies the social and cultural factors that, if present
in the local context, are likely to mean that social identity threat and identity in-
compatibility contribute to educational inequalities and so wise interventions are
likely to be effective (Stephens, Markus, & Fryberg, 2012b; Walton et al., 2013).
However, before we outline the model, we would like to emphasize three points.

First, the context matters not only because the social and cultural factors that
we outline below can spark threat and incompatibility, but also because contexts
need to be supportive and sensitive enough to afford and sustain positive psy-
chological change. Wise interventions offer students the opportunity to view their
circumstances with a different perspective; but in order for this new perspective to
bring about lasting and meaningful change, the context needs to react to, support,
and sustain such a change: the seed that the intervention plants needs fertile soil
in which to grow (Cohen & Sherman, 2014; Ferrer & Cohen, 2018; Reeves et al.,
2020; Sherman, Lokhande, Müller, & Cohen, 2020; Walton & Yeager, 2020).
For wise interventions to be effective, they should be designed for students who
are vulnerable to psychological barriers and who are in an educational context
that supports the new perspective afforded by the intervention (Walton & Yeager,
2020). This means, first and foremost, that teaching and educational resources
must be of a sufficiently high standard that, once a barrier faced by an individual
is reduced or removed, individuals can benefit from their latent abilities to their
full extent.
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Second, caution must be taken regarding how successful wise interventions
are communicated because some communications can trigger detrimental conse-
quences outside of the study context (Blanton & Ikizer, 2019). For example, one
study asked people to read a press release about an intervention designed to re-
duce the attainment gap between Black and White school students in the United
States. In one experimental condition, the press release was almost identical to
an actual press release for a wise intervention (Sherman et al., 2013), and in the
other condition it drew on material from another more complex, multifaceted in-
tervention (Slavin & Madden, 2006). People who read the version based on the
wise intervention subsequently more highly endorsed the view that Blacks can
easily overcome historic disadvantages through personal effort. We recommend
that communications about wise interventions should take this risk into account,
perhaps by emphasizing that they are aimed at removing barriers that are the result
of factors that are outside the control of students (economic inequality, negative
stereotypes, institutional bias etc.) and, as such, are best understood as short-term
and bounded solutions to much wider and ingrained societal problems.

Third, there are important policy implications related to the size of the effects
of interventions. For example, since it is estimated that the academic performance
of the average student increases with one year of education by 0.21 standard de-
viations from age 15 to 16 (see Table 5 of Lipsey et al., 2012), an intervention
that increases academic performance by a seemingly modest 0.2 standard devi-
ations could be very significant for a student of that age if it creates a platform
for building sustained benefits over time. Indeed, wise interventions are often low
cost, disproportionately benefit low performing groups, have effects that can be
sustained over time and context, and, in contrast to interventions that target spe-
cialized knowledge, can have effects on a broad range of academic, behavioral,
and psychological outcomes. These characteristics make wise interventions par-
ticularly suitable for scaling up, even where the average size of their effect on the
overall population is relatively small (Bakker et al., 2019; Kraft, 2020; Slavin &
Madden, 2011).

The Identities in Context Model: Linking Contextual Variation with
Psychological Barriers

We have argued that, within different contexts, different groups perform
poorly in education, are more likely to experience psychological barriers to edu-
cational success, and may benefit from wise interventions. But which features of
the local context determine which groups experience these things?

To answer this question, we draw on the Identities in Context model of ed-
ucational inequalities (Easterbrook et al., 2019), shown in simplified form in
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Figure 1.10 This stipulates that students’ social identities are associated with psy-
chological barriers only if certain social and/or cultural features relevant to the
group are present within the local educational context. It also shows that com-
mon environmental constraints—such as the quality of the school and its sensitiv-
ity to and support for positive change in students—have effects for all students.
The model, therefore, illustrates the importance of the context in determining the
meaning and worth of different groups’ social identities.

The first feature of the social and cultural educational context in the Identities
in Context model refers to how out-group members perceive any given group:
whether there exist salient negative expectations about that group’s performance.
If the group has performed poorly in the past, and/or there are prominent negative
stereotypes regarding their academic performance, then people in that context are
likely to expect that the group will do badly in education. The group members
themselves are likely to perceive that others hold these expectations (and may
even internalize them themselves), which will instill a feeling that their social
identity is stigmatized, devalued, and threatened within that context.

The second feature refers to how any given group is represented within the
relevant domain, which we refer to as positive representation in education; that
is, whether there are role models in the group who have succeeded in and reaped
benefits from education, and the visible presence of group members in elite pro-
fessions and educational institutions and positions that require a high level of ed-
ucation. Such representation, when perceived by group members, helps inoculate
them from social identity threat (Dasgupta, 2011) and reduces perceptions of iden-
tity incompatibility (Oyserman et al., 2006). In contexts in which few group mem-
bers have succeeded and reaped benefits from education, individuals are likely to
feel that education is a worthless endeavor and irrelevant to the lives of people
like them.

Finally, a student’s group membership can lead to threat and identity incom-
patibility when the group’s orientation towards education—that is, the group’s
norms, values, goals, and sense of agency regarding education—is negative or in
conflict with those endorsed and supported by educational institutions. This in-
cludes a lack of cultural capital, endorsing values or norms that are incompatible
with those endorsed and supported by educational institutions, and placing a low
value on education. These are often transmitted to students via parents or other
caregivers who themselves felt alienated and threatened in education. We now
discuss each of these in turn.

10 We present the model in simplified form here in order to emphasize the key relationships be-
tween its various elements. From a formal statistical perspective, however, the model is based on a
moderated mediation model. Students’ social identities have an effect on their educational outcomes,
and this represents the effect of structural inequalities and institutional biases against certain groups.
This effect is mediated by psychological barriers, and this mediation is moderated by the local educa-
tional context.
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Negative Expectations of Performance

Negative stereotypes. Perhaps the most obvious feature of the local context
that can trigger social identity threat and identity incompatibility perceptions
among some groups of students is the presence of negative stereotypes about
their academic ability or intelligence. Negative stereotypes are key antecedents
to threat in theories of social identity threat (especially stereotype threat; Steele
& Aronson, 1995) and are thought to explain why a simple question about group
membership can be enough to evoke stereotype threat and thus reduce perfor-
mance only among low-status groups (Mello et al., 2010; Spencer & Castano,
2007). They are also thought to explain the finding that describing a test in terms
that make evaluation possible—and thus the possibility of confirming the neg-
ative stereotype—also reduces performance among low-status groups (Steele &
Aronson, 1995). For example, one study conducted in the United States found that
White students and Black students performed equally well on an intelligence test
(when covariate adjusted) when the test was described as a series of puzzles, but
that the performance of the Black students dropped when the test was described
as assessing their intelligence and thus became relevant to the prevalent negative
stereotype about their academic ability. Particularly concerning was the finding
that the performance of the Black students also dropped when the test was de-
scribed using the standardized text suggested to accompany the test (Brown &
Day, 2006; see also Désert et al., 2009). Similar results have been found with
other groups in other contexts (Croizet & Claire, 1998; B. Spencer & Castano,
2007).

Furthermore, research that creates new groups in the laboratory has found that
merely being made aware that there is a negative stereotype about your group’s
ability can cause social identity threat and identity incompatibility perceptions
and thus reduce performance on relevant tasks (Leyens, Desert, Croizet, & Darcis,
2000; Steele, 1997). Indeed, simple cues in the local context that are congruent or
associated with negative social stereotypes have been found to produce negative
effects for the relevant groups. One study, for instance, found that the presence of
cues aligned with the stereotype of male computer scientists—geeky posters and
video games—in a computer science classroom had a negative effect on women’s
performance (Cheryan, Plaut, Davies, & Steele, 2009).

The negative stereotypes that are prominent in different countries tend to
target those groups that have historically had low status and performed poorly
in education, and thus tend to reinforce and perpetuate inequality. In the United
States, for example, negative stereotypes regarding the academic ability and in-
tellectual prowess of Black and Latino students are widespread and shown on
both implicit and explicit measures of attitudes (Baron & Banaji, 2006; March
& Graham, 2015; Nosek et al., 2007). In many countries, poorer students per-
form worse in education, and there are many pejorative attitudes about the poor.
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In the United Kingdom, for example, several popular television programs have
portrayed families on low incomes or benefits as being lazy and lacking moti-
vation to engage in economic activity (Augoustinos & Callaghan, 2019; Jones,
2016). One Swedish study found that respondents described the stereotypes about
“poor citizens” using terms such as “lazy,” “uneducated,” “unintelligent,” “dis-
honest,” and “work-shy” (Lindqvist, Björklund, & Bäckström, 2017). Moreover,
Shutts and colleagues (2016) found that children as young as four in the United
States expected children who were portrayed as wealthy to be more popular and to
be less likely to make a mistake in a coloring task than those who were portrayed
as poor. There are also negative implicit and explicit attitudes about women in
STEM (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Farrel & McHugh, 2017, Nosek et al., 2007). The
prevalence of these negative stereotypes clearly signals to some groups of students
that their group is not valued in certain educational contexts.

These stereotypes do not just affect the students who are subject to them;
they are also prescriptive and therefore lead people to hold biases that reinforce
and perpetuate them. Educators and teachers in Europe have been shown to have
biases that reinforce stereotypical beliefs about the lower performance of students
from some ethnic groups, from lower social classes, and, within certain subjects,
of certain genders (Autin, Batruch, & Butera, 2019; Batruch, Autin, & Butera,
2017, 2018; Burgess & Greaves, 2013; Muntoni & Retelsdorf, 2018). For exam-
ple, evaluators of an identical dictation test spotted more errors when they were
led to believe it was written by a low- compared to high-SES student (Autin et al.,
2019), and teachers were harshest in their assessments of tests that were sup-
posedly completed by high-achieving low-SES students (Batruch et al., 2017),
thereby helping to reestablish the expected social order. Students from Turkish
and Moroccan immigrant backgrounds face widespread negative stereotypes and
discrimination in some European countries; in the Netherlands, those who had
teachers with higher levels of unconscious bias against people from those back-
grounds had lower academic attainment than those whose teachers had lower lev-
els of unconscious bias (van den Bergh, Denessen, Hornstra, Voeten, & Holland,
2010), while in Belgium, those who attended schools that they perceived to dis-
criminate against them had lower academic attainment than those who perceived
their school to treat people more equally (Baysu et al., 2016). Any unconscious
biases by teachers may be particularly consequential for older school students in
countries where high-stakes exams are cancelled due to the COVID-19 pandemic
if, as was the case in England, results are instead based wholly or in part on teach-
ers’ subjective estimates of likely student grades (Ofqual, 2020).

Negative stereotypes can, then, disadvantage students in several ways that
lead to long-term detrimental effects. An example that draws on the common
practice of academic tracking (also known as “setting”) may help to illustrate
this. Many schools evaluate students in each subject and place those with similar
abilities together to learn in homogeneous ability sets. In some countries, such
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as the United Kingdom, students’ academic tracks are usually reviewed annu-
ally, whereas in others, such as the Netherlands, academic tracks are set on entry
to high school and subsequently reviewed only on entry to postgraduate study.
Students who are expected to do poorly because they are subjected to descrip-
tive and prescriptive negative stereotypes are more likely to get placed in lower
sets than their ability warrants (Autin, Batruch, & Butera, 2015; Batruch et al.,
2017; Connolly et al., 2019; Francis, Hodgen, Craig, Taylor, Archer, Mazenod,
Tereshchenko, & Connolly, 2019a; Muntoni & Retelsdorf, 2018). It seems likely
that these students will perceive this as a stark indication that they are not ex-
pected to do well or that they cannot trust the school to treat them as individ-
uals rather than as a member of a stereotyped group (Yeager, Purdie-Vaughns,
Hooper, & Cohen, 2017), particularly because some stereotyped groups tend to be
overrepresented in lower sets (specifically, lower class students, girls, and some
ethnic minorities; Connolly et al., 2019). Setting tends to have negative effects
on attainment and confidence (Education Endowment Foundation, 2015; Francis
et al., 2017, 2020), and we suggest that social identity threat is part of the reason
why.

The above evidence emphasizes the importance of not inadvertently trigger-
ing social identity threat or a sense of identity incompatibility among students, and
of creating a climate that encourages all students to feel welcome and to consider
education as something that can benefit them and that they can strive at (Walton
et al., 2013). There are a number of ways that practitioners can help create such
an inclusive climate.

Perhaps the most obvious of these is to address any conscious or unconscious
bias by teachers and college faculty against certain groups of students, in par-
ticular low-SES students and those of certain ethnicities, and girls and women
in STEM subjects. Teachers, with support from school leaders, can reduce the
impact of bias in academic assessment by using clearly defined and objective
evaluation criteria (Quinn, 2020). They can also reduce the impact of bias in aca-
demic tracking by using objective criteria for and increasing the frequency of
tracking allocations (Francis, Taylor, & Tereshchenko, 2019b; Francis, Hodgen,
Tereshchenko, & Archer, 2018; B. Taylor et al., 2019), by improving the richness
of the curriculum and quality of the teaching in low-attainment tracks (Dunne,
Humphreys, Dyson, Sebba, Gallannaugh, & Muijs, 2011; Francis et al., 2018), or
by replacing tracking with mixed-ability groupings or groupings by specific ac-
tivity (Boaler, 2008; Francis et al., 2019b; Mijs, 2016; Tereshchenko et al., 2019).
Teachers can also reduce the impact that unconscious bias might have on the trust
that students place in them. They can do this by ensuring that students’ perspec-
tives and experiences are valued in disciplinary practices (Okonofua, Paunesku,
& Walton, 2016, Experiment 3) and by phrasing feedback in ways that reduce the
risk of students interpreting it as indicating a bias against them (Cohen, Steele, &
Ross, 1999; Yeager et al., 2017).
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Another way to create an inclusive climate is to actively encourage and value
student diversity and promote its benefits. Diverse and inclusive classrooms and
colleges have been shown to be beneficial for students and increase performance
(Hansen, Owan, & Pan, 2006; Konan, Chatard, Selimbegović, & Mugny, 2010;
Stephens et al., 2015), and members of negatively stereotyped groups are more
highly motivated to be successful when they are in organizations that visibly value
their social identities (Derks, Van Laar, & Ellemers, 2007). In schools, students
who are vulnerable to social identity threat, but perceive that their school em-
braces inclusion and diversity in their policies, have reported lower levels of so-
cial identity threat and higher performance, providing a concrete illustration of
a way in which schools can reduce threat (Celeste, Baysu, Phalet, Meeussen, &
Kende, 2019). In a college setting, another study showed that underrepresented
minority first-year students who read an inclusive multicultural diversity state-
ment earned higher marks 2 years later compared to those who read a color-blind
diversity statement (Birnbaum, Stephens, Townsend, & Hamedani, 2020). How-
ever, it is important to implement these types of initiative sensitively in order to
avoid unintended negative consequences. For example, they can create institu-
tional complacency that is not justified by the reality (Dover, Kaiser, & Major,
2020) , or arouse in members of the majority (otherwise unthreatened) group a
sense of uncertainty or threat about their own fit (Verkuyten, 2006).

There are other, more subtle, ways in which practitioners can avoid the per-
nicious effects of negative stereotypes. For example, on analysis of U.S. data
showed that the simple act of asking women for demographic information after,
rather than before, a calculus test increased their scores substantially (Danaher
& Crandall, 2008). The authors estimated that, if implemented nationally, this
change would increase the number of women in the United States who receive
college calculus credit by over 4,700 annually.

Historical underperformance. Negative stereotypes may be fueled by a
group’s poor prior performance, another feature of the local context that can trig-
ger social identity threat and perceptions of identity incompatibility. For example,
one study created novel groups in the lab and then informed participants that their
group tends to underperform on certain tasks (Martiny, Roth, Jelenec, Steffens, &
Croizet, 2012). This information was sufficient to decrease performance on those
tasks, especially among participants who identified strongly with their group, im-
plying that social identity threat was the mechanism through which this effect
occurred.

Indeed, stereotype threat has been induced among midperforming Black and
Latino school students by presenting them with a graph depicting ethnic attain-
ment gaps in which their group performs poorly in comparison to the White ma-
jority (Howard & Anderson, 2010), and among men on emotional processing (but
not other) tasks by merely informing them that they have historically performed
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worse than women on those tasks (Leyens et al., 2000). Another study found
that students eligible for free school meals in English schools reported lower
belonging and identity compatibility when the school they attended had larger
historical attainment gaps between students eligible for free school meals and
their peers, and that this accounted for some of the existing attainment gap (East-
erbrook et al., 2020b). Furthermore, a meta-analysis found that the average effect
size of stereotype threat manipulations on women’s maths performance is smaller
in contexts that have smaller gender based attainment gaps in mathematics (Pi-
cho et al., 2013). This is presumably because women’s gender identity is more
positive and perceived as more compatible with academic success in contexts that
have smaller gender gaps (see also Manstead, Easterbrook, & Kuppens, 2020).

Given the prominence that is afforded to attainment gaps in the media and
educational policy, such historical underperformance is likely to be salient for
students. Indeed, some schools provide additional support for some groups of
students, such as those eligible for free school meals. On the one hand, this is no
doubt beneficial for those students, but, on the other, it may signal to them that
their group has historically underperformed and thus induce threat (Hall, Zhao, &
Shafir, 2014; House of Commons Work and Pensions Committee, 2004; Kissane,
2003; Lens, Nugent, & Wimer, 2018; Leslie & Mayer, 2014; Sahota, Woodward,
Molinari, & Pike, 2014). This means that any policy initiatives that, for example,
allow certain groups to enter higher education with lower grades than others—
sometimes known as contextualized admissions—need to be carefully managed,
not least because they can make these students feel like they are imposters who
will not fit in within those institutions once they arrive (O’Sullivan, Bird, Robson,
& Winters, 2019). Indeed, such affirmative action policies have been shown to
reduce the academic performance of groups that are suffering from social identity
threat (Van Laar, Levin, & Sinclair, 2008). Foundation year programs, in which
students who have not met the grades to go straight into bachelor degree pro-
grams, seem to boost and develop students’ sense of belonging, despite their of-
ten disadvantaged background (O’Sullivan et al., 2019). This suggests that such
programs may be an effective way to increase the proportion of disadvantaged
students within higher education without triggering social identity threat.

Often, the groups that have historically underperformed are also those that are
subject to negative stereotypes, and these processes feed into and reinforce each
other. Attributing the underperformance to stereotype threat, however, can benefit
threatened students’ performance (Johns et al., 2005; O’Brien et al., 2019), sug-
gesting that being able to attribute historical underperformance to something other
than the group’s ability is an effective way of dispelling the potential negative
effects of historical underperformance. However, those adopting this approach
must be cautious; attributing underperformance to pervasive and continuing dis-
crimination and prejudice can be particularly harmful (Schmitt & Branscombe,
2002). Thus, efforts to reduce the potential negative effects of historical
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underperformance by teaching students about stereotype threat should be coupled
with practices to reduce and eliminate discrimination and prejudice, and include
careful communication that highlights the potential disconnect between stereo-
type threat and immediate prejudice.

Positive Representation in Education

Role models. A long-term consequence of social identity threat and iden-
tity incompatibility is that members of low-status groups tend to be underrepre-
sented in positions that are associated with high levels of education. This means
that it can be hard for these group members to imagine themselves progressing
through and reaping benefits from education, as there is little evidence that mem-
bers of their group can do so. This can be alienating and demotivating and orien-
tate the group away from education. Providing group members with evidence—in
the form of role models—that members of their group can succeed and benefit
from education can dampen the experience of social identity threat and weaken
perceptions of identity incompatibility. Indeed, one study with female psychol-
ogy students who were interested in pursuing medical studies (Rosenthal et al.,
2013) found that presenting brief biographies of five successful and diverse fe-
male physicians increased students’ identity compatibility, belonging, and their
interest in pursuing a medical career, and a meta-analysis of 45 studies found an
overall positive effect of in-group role models on the performance and interest in
STEM subjects of members of groups who are underrepresented in STEM fields
(Lawner, Quinn, Camacho, Johnson, & Pan-Weisz, 2019).

Field studies and interventions suggest some practical ways in which role
models can be utilized to reduce the negative effects of threat and identity incom-
patibility. In one study, Latino school students—for whom studying STEM sub-
jects tends to be perceived as incompatible with their background—who attended
a talk by a successful Latino aerospace engineer were more likely to believe that
someone from their background could become a scientist (Hernandez, Rana, Rao,
& Usselman, 2017). Another study found that females were more engaged in
a MOOC course on data science when that course included female data scien-
tists or female presenters in its videos (Brooks, Gardner, & Chen, 2018). Another
found that a gender inclusive images and statements ("The history of computer
programming is a history of WOMEN. You can join this epic journey”) in online
advertisements for a STEM course increased the click-through rate among women
by 26%, and women’s enrollment by up to 18% (Kizilcec & Saltarelli, 2019).

Role models do not have to be celebrities or high-flying professionals to
have positive effects for members of their group. Research has shown that
11-year-old students who reported that they knew people who had benefitted from
education—who were likely to be in-group members and perhaps members of
their local community—were rated by their teachers as being more motivated and
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performing better (Andriessen, Phalet, & Lens, 2006). Teachers can also be role
models. Another field study found that women undergraduate students who were
taught by female rather than male professors in a STEM university course had
more positive attitudes towards the course, were more involved in their classes,
and approached their professors more often (Stout, Dasgupta, Hunsinger, & Mc-
Manus, 2011). In fact, female students did not approach their male professors
at all, showing the wide-reaching impact of social identity threat on a range of
attitudes and behaviors that are relevant to educational outcomes, and the bene-
ficial effect that role models can have. Other work found that the performance
of White, Black, and Latino students in the United States increased if they had
race-congruent teachers, particularly for lower performing Black and White stu-
dents (Dee, 2004; Egalite, Kisida, & Winters, 2015). The implications of this
research are particularly concerning for Black students within U.K. higher educa-
tion institutions, given that only 0.6% of full professors in U.K. higher education
institutions are Black (Advance HE, 2019).

This evidence suggests, therefore, that schools and universities should pro-
mote a range of role models from different groups to harness the beneficial ef-
fects of role models for underrepresented groups. It is important to note, however,
that the crucial ingredients that make role models beneficial seem to be that they
are presented and present themselves as typical group members and that group
members identify with them (Dasgupta, 2011; Turner, 2006). Indeed, evidence
has shown that merely being aware of role models does not automatically in-
crease educational success (Ellemers & Van Laar, 2010), and that role models
who are presented as exceptions rather than as typical in-group members are un-
likely to be motivating because their trajectory and success is not perceived as
self-relevant (Gibson & Cordova, 1999). Educators should therefore also encour-
age their students to identify their own in-group role models who have succeeded
and benefited from education.

Numerical representation. The awareness of relevant role models is related
to the representation of group members in elite educational institutions and in
prominent positions that require high levels of education. Groups that do not have
many members in those elite positions may take this as evidence that they are not
wanted or valued in elite educational institutions and thus that their social identi-
ties are incompatible with being someone who can succeed in and reap benefits
from education.

Ethnic minorities, women, and lower-class groups tend to be underrepre-
sented at elite educational institutions, at least within certain subjects. Reports
suggest that 80% of Oxbridge (Oxford and Cambridge Universities, two world-
leading institutions) students come from the most privileged groups (Weale,
Adams, & Bengtsson, 2017), and that, for 50% of universities in England,
less than 5% of the White students admitted are from the most disadvantaged



Tackling Educational Inequalities with Social Psychology 29

geographical areas. Poorer and underrepresented students who do attend univer-
sity tend to attend less selective universities or further education colleges, mean-
ing that the aggregated statistics often provide an unrealistically optimistic view
of the representation of these groups within elite higher education institutions
(Atherton & Mazhari, 2019; Jerrim, Chmielewski, & Parker, 2015). Indeed, even
among students who do achieve the grades necessary to attend elite institutions,
those from disadvantaged backgrounds are more likely to opt to attend less selec-
tive universities or to drop out of education entirely (Campbell et al., 2019; Jerrim
et al., 2015).

Similar underrepresentation is evident in elite positions that require high lev-
els of education. Ethnic minorities, women, and people from lower classes are
underrepresented in prominent companies, prestigious employment, and politics.
In England, only 8% of members of the Labour political party—a party born out
of the working class, with the aim of representing its interests—are from work-
ing class backgrounds (O’Grady, 2019) and only 6% of doctors in England say
they are from a working class background (Social Mobility Commission, 2017).
While just 7% of the population of England are privately educated, 29% of politi-
cians, 74% of judges, 71% of barristers, 61% of doctors and 34% FTSE CEOs are
privately educated (Kirby, 2016). For people from working-class or poorer back-
grounds, this sends a message that it is very unlikely that they will be able to enter
these elite institutions or professions.

Interviews with nonstudents and students in secondary and further educa-
tion have shown that working-class people tend to believe that only a second-rate
form of higher education is available to people like them (Hutchings & Archer,
2001; Reay, Davies, David, & Ball, 2001). Similarly, Nieuwenhuis and colleagues
(2019) found that working-class college students in Wales did not expect to fit in
at highly selective universities in the United Kingdom and so were less likely to
apply to them (even after accounting for their grades). Another study found that
students were more interested in taking college majors in the United States in
which they thought their own race was going to be well represented (Murphy &
Zirkel, 2015). Thus, a lack of numerical representation seems to dampen students’
motivation and increase their sense of identity incompatibility.

The underrepresentation of some groups of students in elite institutions fur-
ther undermines those students’ social identities because people tend to believe
that education is meritocratic and that those who attend elite institutions get
there by virtue of their intelligence and motivation (Kuppens, Spears, Manstead,
Spruyt, & Easterbrook, 2017; Warikoo & Fuhr, 2014). It is also worth noting,
however, that underrepresentation can result not only from the psychological pro-
cesses that hold back lower status groups, but also from a bias of people from
higher status groups to provide support, access to networks, resources, opportuni-
ties, sponsorship, and mentorship to “people like them,” inadvertently excluding
out-group members (DiTomaso, 2015; Horvat, Weininger, & Lareau, 2003). This
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discrimination without prejudice, or bias for in-groups, entrenches the allocation
of high-status positions with groups that are already overrepresented in those po-
sitions.

Group orientations: Norms, Values, and Sense of Agency

Cultural capital. Discrimination without prejudice may be partly why some
groups are unable to gain cultural capital, an understanding of the tacit rules about
how to interact, engage, and succeed in elite educational institutions (Bourdieu,
1974; Goudeau & Croizet, 2016). Educational institutions are often orientated to-
wards certain norms, values, and ways of achieving agency so that groups with
different orientations—those lacking cultural capital—can find those institutions
alienating and threatening. This is mostly due to the impact of historical inequal-
ities on the orientation of educational institutions. For example, higher education
institutions have historically been the domain of the White middle class, which
has meant that White, middle-class norms, values, and agency—which tend to
be orientated towards independence and achieving personal goals—have seeped
into the very fabric of those institutions. Those from different backgrounds or
cultures—where, for example, norms, language, agency, and goals may be more
interdependently orientated, emphasizing the role of family and community—
can feel that the language and norms used by those institutions are unfamiliar and
alien. This can increase how difficult they perceive their academic tasks to be, dis-
courage them from making use of the resources that are available to support them,
increase feelings of being an imposter, and decrease their performance (Canning,
Lacosse, Kroeper, & Murphy, 2019a, Dittmann, Stephens, & Townsend, 2020;
Okagaki, 2001; Phillips, Stephens, & Townsend, 2015; Stephens et al., 2012a;
Stephens, Dittmann, & Townsend, 2014a; Stephens, Fryberg, & Markus, 2010;
Stephens, Townsend, Markus, & Phillips, 2012c).

Studies have shown that a subtle change in the language used by elite U.S.
universities in a welcome letter to students—from a focus on independence that
emphasized self-direction to one of interdependence that emphasized communal
working and community—decreased first-generation students’ stress (Stephens
et al., 2012c), decreased how difficult they perceived the work to be, and increased
their performance (Stephens et al., 2012a). Furthermore, a series of recent stud-
ies found that working-class students’ attainment was higher when they worked
in interdependent ways in groups than when they worked individually (Dittmann
et al., 2020), suggesting that independent assessment methods disadvantage stu-
dents who are more orientated towards interdependence.

Other types of values and norms can make some groups experience identity
incompatibility and orientate them away from education. Working-class men in
England from a range of different ethnic backgrounds perceive academic success
as antithetical to their conception of successful manhood (Archer & Hutchings,
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2000; Archer, Pratt, & Phillips, 2001), and working-class girls consider academic
success as conflicting with their feminine ideals (Archer et al., 2013), both of
which orientate those groups away from education. This potential for incompati-
bility between gender ideals and academic success is a further example of how the
cultural orientation that is accepted and embedded within educational institutions
can disadvantage certain groups.

This clash of norms, values, and agency between those endorsed by fami-
lies and those endorsed by educational institutions can lead to members of those
groups feeling threatened and alienated within those institutions (Goudeau &
Croizet, 2016), unable to successfully navigate their way through those educa-
tional institutions, and/or unable to support their children through them (Lareau,
1987, 2002; Markus & Stephens, 2017; Okagaki, 2001; Weininger, Lareau, &
Conley, 2015). This evidence suggests that adopting language, learning methods,
and assessments that are more sympathetic to interdependent norms, values, and
ways of working is likely to reduce threat and incompatibility among interdepen-
dently orientated groups—including some immigrant groups, ethnic groups, and
lower class students (Dittmann et al., 2020; Jordan, 1984; Markus & Kitayama,
1991; Markus & Stephens, 2017; Okagaki, 2001; Vogt, Jordan, & Tharp, 1987)—
but would have no detrimental effect on those students who are more orientated
towards independence.

Value placed on education. Regardless of the orientation of institutions or
the cultural capital of different groups, some groups simply place a low value on
education and so disengage and distance themselves from educational systems.
The value that groups place on education is often determined by parents’ experi-
ences within the education system, which feeds into how they communicate about
education to their children. Indeed, parents’ communication about the relevance
of education has been shown to predict their child’s interest in education (Hyde
et al., 2017), and parental involvement in their child’s education has a strong im-
pact on children’s school outcomes across all ages (Huat See & Gorard, 2015;
Schaefer, 1991).

One study of White working-class school students in England found that a
major contributor to the poor academic attainment among this group were the very
low aspirations and interest in education held by their parents (Demie & Lewis,
2011), who tended to feel hopeless and fearful towards education and wanted
their children to remain close to their home rather than to move away for further
or higher education. These attitudes were reflected in their children’s own atti-
tude, motivation, and performance in education. Other studies have also found
that White parents in lower income households value their children’s education
less, expect less from it, and tend to be less involved (Heckman, 2011; Strand,
2014; Wang & Sheikh-Khalil, 2014; Williams Shanks & Destin, 2009). Indeed,
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parental engagement in their child’s education has been found to be a major con-
tributor to the social class attainment gap in England (Strand, 2014).

Part of the reason that some parents place little value on education is that
they do not see the value or utility of education in their lives (Demie & Lewis,
2011; Hyde et al., 2017). These attitudes are easily passed on to children. Inter-
ventions that aim to increase the value that parents place on education have been
shown to increase their children’s educational attainment (Harackiewicz et al.,
2012; Rozek, Svoboda, Harackiewicz, Hulleman, & Hyde, 2017), demonstrating
the potential importance of interventions that target parents.

Other groups have different conceptions of the role of parents within ed-
ucation and the specific benefit that education might bring their groups. Some
Asian parents, for example, see the educational success of their children as a
marker of successful parenting and something that can bring honor to their family.
They understand educational success as resulting from high levels of individual
effort, which orientates these groups towards education and a growth mindset,
and may partially account for the academic success of Asian students (Gibson,
1987; Hieshima & Schneider, 1994). It may be that the particular effectiveness of
growth-mindset interventions for low-SES students is due to this group’s cultural
orientation and understanding that educational success is not available to people
like them, no matter how much effort they put in. Being aware of cultural differ-
ences between groups in the local context can help educators to understand which
groups are likely to need additional support to counteract a lack of educational
support from home.

Members of groups who are orientated away from education, then, are
likely to do poorly within education, partly because they experience identity
incompatibility—a sense that education is not relevant to them or their lives.
Along with differences in home environments and access to technology and learn-
ing resources, different groups’ orientations towards education are likely to con-
tribute to a reduction in academic ability over the summer (often known as “sum-
mer learning loss”), which tends to increase the socioeconomic gap in academic
attainment (Downey & Hippel, 1998; Meyer, Yao, & Meissel, 2020; Quinn, Cooc,
McIntyre, & Gomez, 2016; von Hippel, Workman, & Downey, 2018). They are
also likely to be a major driver of any increase in educational inequality that re-
sults from the school closures due to the COVID-19 pandemic, so much so that,
while most students are expected to suffer learning loss because of the school
closures, the most advantaged may actually gain (Francis, 2020; Kuhfeld & Tara-
sawa, 2020).

Linking Wise Interventions to the Identities in Context Model

By understanding the local context in sufficient detail, then, it should be pos-
sible for educators to predict which groups (if any) are vulnerable to experiencing
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social identity threat and perceiving identity incompatibility, and thus are facing
psychological barriers that are likely to detract from their educational outcomes
and drive attainment gaps. It should then be possible to identify and tailor a spe-
cific wise intervention to target the specific psychological barriers faced by that
group. Our goal, therefore, is to outline the features of the local context that, if
present, are likely to mean that psychological barriers are contributing to educa-
tional inequalities between groups. If they are, then wise interventions are good
candidates for reducing educational inequalities and enabling underperforming
groups to realize their potential.

We do not wish to imply that context has been ignored by researchers. There
are, in fact, detailed and elegant theories about why and when interventions can
bring about long-term change that emphasize the role of context, many of which
we have reviewed above, for example, cultural mismatch theory (Stephens et al.,
2012a), seed and soil theory (Walton & Yeager, 2020), and the trigger and-channel
process (Ferrer & Cohen, 2018; see also Hecht, Priniski, & Harackiewicz, 2019).
Indeed, in contexts in which prejudice towards a group is institutionally endorsed
so that there are very few opportunities for the stigmatized group to flourish, wise
interventions are unlikely to succeed, even if threat and identity incompatibil-
ity contribute to educational inequalities. Similarly, in poor quality environments
where students are not adequately supported, interventions are likely to flop. We
incorporate these factors into our model under the label of environmental con-
straints. These are undoubtedly essential developments that progress the science
of wise interventions, which are now being empirically tested and validated by
large-scale studies (e.g., Borman et al., 2018; Yeager et al., 2019).

We can now map the wise interventions that we reviewed earlier onto the
Identities in Context model. Below, we highlight the most prominent pathways
in the model that each intervention targets. However, through intentional design,
spillover, and/or recursive effects, it is likely that each intervention will have wider
impacts on other paths than those we identify. Our aim is to point out the most
direct paths (see Table 1).

Values affirmation may be particularly effective within contexts in which
negative performance expectations—which threaten the value of a group’s social
identity—are rife for a particular group and where there is limited positive rep-
resentation. Two examples offer support for this. Borman and colleagues’ (2018)
study found that a values affirmation intervention boosted the performance of
African American and Latino students particularly in schools in which there was
a large ethnic attainment gap (with these groups performing worse than European
Americans) and in which these students were in a smaller numerical minority.
Another study (Easterbrook et al., 2020b) found that students in English schools
who were eligible for free school meals had lower levels of belonging and greater
levels of identity incompatibility if they attended schools in which the attainment
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gap between students eligible for free-school meals and their peers was larger in
previous years.

Social belonging interventions arise from research into the negative effects
of stereotypes on individual social life (Walton & Yeager, 2020), but they are also
clearly related to a lack of positive in-group representations within education.
We therefore propose that they reduce the impact of negative expectations and
a lack of positive in-group representation on the relationship of pupils’ group
membership with threat and incompatibility.

Difference-education interventions aim to change the way that students per-
ceive their educational institution from one that rejects their values to one that
embraces them. Thus, it reduces the bolstering effect of in-group orientation to-
wards education on the link between students’ group memberships and threat
and incompatibility. These interventions may be most effective at reducing ed-
ucational inequalities in contexts in which underperforming groups have differ-
ent cultural orientations and norms from those that are prominent in the local
context.

Growth mindset interventions were developed from the concept of learned
helplessness (Walton & Yeager, 2020), but growth and fixed mindsets tend to be
more commonly endorsed among certain groups. Thus, we suggest that growth
mindset interventions may help to reduce attainment gaps between groups in con-
texts in which a distinct group has an orientation that is associated with fixed
beliefs, such as lower socioeconomic groups. This is not to say that such inter-
ventions will be ineffective in other contexts—indeed, they may well improve the
performance of all students—but they may be less likely to reduce educational
inequalities.

Utility value interventions make educational content directly relevant to stu-
dents’ lives, and so aim to alter the social and cultural context by shifting a group’s
orientation towards education; specifically, the value they place on education.
These interventions may, then, be particularly effective at reducing educational
inequalities in contexts in which some groups are orientated away from education
and do not see its relevance or value to their lives.

For a practitioner with a deep knowledge of the local context and the groups
of people in it, the Identities in Context model provides a framework to un-
derstand when psychological factors are likely to contribute to educational in-
equalities, and for choosing or designing an appropriate psychological inter-
vention to reduce these. The model should also apply outside of education, to
any area whether there are inequalities in outcomes between groups. For ex-
ample, it may be useful to those who are aiming to improve the outcomes of
women in STEM occupations, politics, or other traditionally masculine occupa-
tions, or for those wanting to improve outcomes for men in traditionally feminine
occupations.
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Fig 2. Proposed Identities in Context implementation process.

We Need a Deep Knowledge of the Local Context to Understand Why,
When, and for Whom Interventions can Work, and How Best to Design and

Implement Them

The Identities in Context model provides a framework for policymakers
and practitioners to address the psychological barriers that contribute to edu-
cational inequalities in their specific context, whether that be at a country, dis-
trict, or school/college level. We hope that this represents a step towards helping
researchers, policymakers, and practitioners fulfill their ethical responsibility to
effectively target interventions in ways that maximize benefits and minimize harm
(Binning & Browman, 2020). With this in mind, we have set out some possible
steps to turn this framework into a practical implementation process (Figure 2).
This can be used by academic researchers, policymakers, or practitioners such as
school leaders, teachers, and college faculty. However, where it is not practition-
ers who are leading the process, we recommend that a dynamic, consistent, and
close dialogue with the relevant practitioners be maintained throughout in order
to ensure that different perspectives and needs are considered. We also reiterate
that communication about such wise interventions needs to be carefully handled
(Blanton & Ikizer, 2019).

The first step would be to gain an intimate picture of the relevant context and
the groups within it. The core ingredient of this could be a straightforward analy-
sis of existing data to summarize the main academic and behavioral outcome gaps
and the numerical representations of the various groups of students (by ethnicity,
first generation vs. continuing generation, eligibility for free school meals, gender,
etc.). This would be supplemented by discussions, interviews, surveys, and/or fo-
cus groups with students, teachers, and/or parents to generate a rich picture of any
barriers to learning that result from the interplay between students’ social identi-
ties and the local educational context: to what extent and in what specific ways
different groups of students feel that they do not belong at school/college, to what
extent and in what ways they feel threatened, how much and for what reasons
they value education, and so on. This step should also aim to identify whether the
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context is likely to be sufficiently reactive and supportive for a wise intervention
to take root, or whether more fundamental improvements are required.

The second step would be to combine this picture with the Identities in Con-
text model, to investigate whether psychological factors are likely to be con-
tributing to any of the academic or behavioral outcome gaps. Where the ex-
pertise is available or can be commissioned or obtained through partnership
with researchers, statistical tools such as mediation analysis could support this
analysis. Where this is not feasible, practitioners could simply identify where
groups of students with lower academic or behavioral outcomes than others also
reported (in the discussions, interviews, surveys and/or focus groups) greater spe-
cific psychological barriers than others. For example, there might be a group of
students with a poorer academic or disciplinary record than others who also re-
ported that they worried more than others about not fitting in at the school or
college because they feel they have very little in common with their teachers or
faculty.

If such psychological barriers for certain groups of students are identified,
then one can move to the third step: identify an intervention that targets those
barriers for those students. The chances of success could be maximized by work-
ing with practitioners to gain insights though pilots or focus groups that will help
tailor the materials so that they resonate with the specific students targeted by
the intervention (Harackiewicz & Priniski, 2018; Murphy et al., 2020; Tibbetts
et al., 2016b; Yeager et al., 2016a), especially where they have overlapping char-
acteristics, for example, low-SES students of specific ethnicities (Brannon, Hig-
ginbotham, & Henderson, 2017; Harackiewicz et al., 2016). The fourth and final
step would be to implement the intervention, monitor and evaluate its effects, and
adjust as necessary.

Some research teams have adopted a similar process, with encouraging re-
sults. For example, Murphy and colleagues (2020) were interested in improving
the retention of racial and ethnic minority and first-generation students at broad-
access universities in the United States. Previous research had found a link be-
tween uncertainty about belonging and lower persistence for first-generation and
racial-minority students at diverse and mostly less-selective U.S. colleges and uni-
versities (Yeager et al., 2016b), so Murphy and colleagues predicted that a social
belonging intervention would improve retention among these groups of students.
Before intervening, however, they conducted qualitative focus groups, surveys,
and interviews with upper year students and administrators at the broad-access
university in the United States that they were working with, in order to gain in-
sights into the particular concerns that the incoming first-year students may be
facing in that context. They used the insights from this preparatory work to tai-
lor a social belonging intervention so that it addressed the specific concerns of
the cohort they were targeting. For example, the preparatory work suggested that
the challenges around commuting contributed to lower levels of belonging among



38 Easterbrook and Hadden

racial and ethnic minority and first-generation students, and so they incorporated
messages that normalized commuting concerns and identified strategies that were
afforded by the context to deal with these challenges (e.g., “It’s been hard to
make friends and be involved on campus, and sometimes I envy students who live
closer. What made a difference to me was that I found the <university> com-
muter resource center.…I found other people who take the same route as I do,
and the three of us have sort of developed our own little commuter family”). In a
randomized control trial of over 1,000 participants, Murphy and colleagues (2020)
found that the tailored intervention increased the likelihood that racial-ethnic mi-
nority and first-generation students maintained continuous enrollment over the
next two academic years, which was due to an increased sense of social and aca-
demic fit.

Although following this type of process is likely to improve the efficacy of
wise interventions, it is important to remain vigilant to how the interventions are
implemented and the psychological mechanisms involved. For example, it is im-
portant to ensure that any wise intervention does not single out the group of stu-
dents at whom its benefits are targeted, as this can portray a message to that group
that it is targeted at them because they are expected to perform poorly. This can be
threatening and thus counterproductive (Sherman et al., 2009). The most straight-
forward approach is therefore to carefully follow the Identities in Context imple-
mentation process to choose and tailor and intervention to give to all students with
the expectation that it will provide the largest benefits to those who need it most.

However, this approach introduces the risk that the intervention might be
counterproductive to those students at whom it is not targeted, since it might trig-
ger psychological processes that are misaligned to the current psychological expe-
rience of those students. For example, values affirmation interventions aim to help
students who are experiencing stereotype threat by offering them the chance to put
their experience of education into a wider, less threatening, context. If, however,
some students are experiencing their school work as a positive challenge rather
than a threat, then a values affirmation intervention could decrease their perfor-
mance by reducing the importance that they ascribe to their academic tasks and
thus their motivation (Binning & Browman, 2020). We hope that the Identities in
Context model and implementation process will help researchers and practition-
ers to identify contexts in which such detrimental effects are more likely to occur
and thus to adapt their methods accordingly, by, for example, subtly tailoring the
intervention for different groups of pupils.

Such tailoring is, in fact, common practice, and can be readily achieved where
the intervention is designed to be performed individually by each student rather
than together as a group. Taking experiments in values affirmation as an example,
students in a control condition are typically given exercises asking them to write
about values that are not important to them personally but that might be impor-
tant to other people (a psychologically neutral task), whereas the exercises for
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students in the intervention condition ask them to write about values that are im-
portant to them personally, triggering important psychological processes for the
targeted students (e.g., Cohen et al., 2006; Sherman et al., 2013). We can envisage
using the Identities in Context implementation process (see Figure 2) to transfer
this idea into a real-life nonexperimental context. After identifying a group of stu-
dents in a given population who are likely to benefit from a values affirmation in-
tervention, all students in the population would be given a writing exercise. How-
ever, only those targeted by the intervention would be given a version aimed at
affirming their values, while the remaining students would be given a psycholog-
ically neutral version.

Tailoring could also be more granular. Tibbetts and colleagues (2016b), for
example, found that first-generation students in U.S. colleges benefited from val-
ues affirmation if they wrote about independent values, thus emphasizing the fit
between some of their own values and those of the institution. For contexts such
as this, values affirmation exercises could be subtly tailored to students’ back-
grounds to emphasize the specific values that could offer optimal benefits.

Conclusion

There are many substantial inequalities in education that lead to enormous in-
efficiencies and wasted potential for individuals and for society. The most funda-
mental drivers of these inequalities—differences in access to high-quality schools,
institutional biases, adequate nutrition and housing, and so on—represent a long-
term challenge. In the meantime, we must look to near- to medium-term ways
of reducing educational inequalities. Traditional approaches such as targeted aca-
demic support are valuable, but have met with limited success in reducing attain-
ment gaps despite extensive funding over recent decades. In this review, we have
shown how a new breed of intervention, known as wise interventions, can dramat-
ically reduce attainment gaps and other educational inequalities by reducing or
removing the psychological barriers faced by some groups of students—usually
those with low status that have suffered from inequality in wider society.

However, these psychological barriers depend crucially on the interplay be-
tween students’ sense of who they are—their social identities—and their daily
experience of education—their local educational context, as set out in our Iden-
tities in Context model of educational inequalities (see Figure 1). These barriers
vary considerably from context to context, and so wise interventions must be im-
plemented with care, to ensure that they are targeted at the particular barriers
faced by a given group in a given context, at the same time avoiding harming
other groups (Binning & Browman, 2020).

Although we stress that taking local context into account is crucial, some
of the policy recommendations that we have made in this review can, in fact,
be taken forward straightaway. These relate to the environmental constraints that
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are prerequisites for wise interventions to be effective (see Figure 1). The most
important of these acknowledges that wise interventions do not work by magic
(Yeager & Walton, 2011). Their success depends crucially on the fundamentals of
good educational practice being in place: high-quality teaching and other educa-
tional resources, well-nourished students, and so on. Without these fundamentals
in place, wise interventions are unlikely to yield lasting benefits. Policy recom-
mendations to create an inclusive and supportive climate in the institution can
also be taken forward immediately with low risk of harm. In particular, schools
and colleges can, with support from policymakers, take steps to actively promote
and celebrate student diversity, as well as reduce the impact of any bias against
groups of students by implementing measures such as clearly defined marking
criteria, avoiding allocating less experienced teachers disproportionately to lower
academic tracks, and, if academic tracking is in place, allocating students to tracks
using criteria that are as objective as possible. Policymakers can also take steps
that, in the longer term, ensure that teachers and college faculty at all levels of
seniority better reflect the social and ethnic backgrounds of the student popula-
tion. All of these, if implemented effectively, are likely to benefit all students, but
will in addition help reduce feelings of threat and identity incompatibility—and
so improve attainment—for many underperforming groups of students.

However, many of the other potential policies and interventions in our re-
view are successful only in certain circumstances. In particular, the wise inter-
ventions that we have described (values affirmation, social belonging, difference-
education, utility value, and growth mindset) have all been shown to be extremely
powerful in some contexts but less so in others, and some have even been coun-
terproductive to some groups of students. If they are to be used effectively, pol-
icymakers and individual educational institutions will need to follow a process,
perhaps based on the one outlined earlier (see Figure 2), to assess individual
educational contexts, and to choose and tailor interventions that maximize the
chances of success and minimize the chances of harm in those contexts. This is
an exciting time for a range of interventions that have the potential to make a
significant contribution to reducing educational inequalities and helping many in-
dividuals realize their potential. We hope the work we have outlined here will help
realize that potential.
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The purpose of this chapter is to provide readers 

with materials, demonstrations, and other activities 
designed to engage students in an applied social 
psychology course.  Before reviewing these 
materials, it is important to define what we mean by 
applied social psychology, particularly in contrast to 
social psychology, and student engagement.  Social 
psychology is the study of how people think about, 
evaluate, influence, and respond to others (cf. 
Aronson, Wilson, & Akert, 2010; Gilovich, Keltner, 
& Nisbett, 2010; Taylor, Peplau, & Sears, 2006).  
Applied social psychology is the application of social 
psychological theories, methods, and research 
findings to a social problem (cf. Schneider, Gruman, 
& Coutts, 2005; Schultz & Oskamp, 2000).  Given 
the goals of this chapter, we focused on the materials, 
demonstrations, and activities that students can 
readily apply to social problems.  We excluded from 
our review materials, demonstrations, and activities 
that illustrate social psychological theories, 
principles, or research findings. 

For our purposes, student engagement refers to 
the learning opportunities provided in an applied 
social psychology course that lead to a variety of 
desired outcomes including but not limited to 
knowledge acquisition, critical thinking, persistence, 
and mastery.  Our definition is derived from Kuh, 
Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, and Hayek (2007) who 
wrote:  

Student engagement represents two critical 
features.  The first is the amount of time and effort 
students put into their studies and other educationally 
purposeful activities . . . the second component of 
student engagement is how the institution deploys its 
resources and organizes the curriculum, other 
learning opportunities, and support services to induce 
students to participate in activities that lead to the 
experiences and desired outcomes such as 
persistence, satisfaction, learning, and graduation. (p. 
44) 

Although our definition of student engagement is 
very broad, encompassing such activities as 
undergraduate research, practicum, internship, and 
field experience, we focus on activities that engender 
student interest in an applied social psychology 

course through either in-class demonstrations or class 
project activities.  

Over the past decade, we have conducted 
exhaustive searches for materials, demonstrations, 
and activities that could be used in an applied social 
psychology course; unfortunately, we found 
relatively few.  Because of the paucity of class 
demonstrations and activities currently available for 
adoption, we developed several of our own; two of 
which we describe here.  In one of our courses, we 
had students create and maintain a personal blog; in 
another course, students participated in a service-
learning project where they could apply their 
knowledge and skills learned in the classroom to a 
real-world problem in their community.  In the 
following sections, we present two activities we 
developed and then share the results of our most 
recent search of the literature, textbook publisher 
websites, and online teaching resources websites 
done for this review. 

 
Personal Blogs 

 
As an example of how blogging might be used, 

consider that most applied social psychology courses 
have a unit on social psychology and health that 
includes depression as a topic.  The World Health 
Organization (http://www.who.int/mental_health/ 
management/ depression/definition/en/) projects that 
by the year 2020 depression will become the second 
leading contributor to the global burden of disease.  
Martin Seligman, one of the founders of positive 
psychology, the study of human strengths, described 
several techniques which have been demonstrated via 
placebo-controlled, experimental research to increase 
the positive emotions and behaviors that are 
antithetical to depression.  These behaviors then 
promote happiness and vitality (Seligman, Steen, 
Park, & Peterson, 2005).  We incorporated three of 
these techniques into one of our courses to provide an 
example of the application of social psychological 
theory to a social problem.  An added benefit is that 
these techniques illustrate methods that students can 
readily apply to their own circumstances. 

After students received training on creating and 
maintaining a personal blog using the Penn State 
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Blog platform, we gave three assignments, due 
during the first, second, and third segments of the 
course.  (For a more detailed explanation of these 
techniques, see Seligman et al., 2005.)  By 
distributing the assignments throughout the semester, 
we ensured that students had ample time to complete 
each.  The first assignment is referred to as Three 
Good Things; at the end of every day for three weeks, 
right before sleep, students recalled three good things 
that happened that day.  They considered even the 
smallest positive event that went well.  Each day, 
students recorded their list on their blog.  In the 
second assignment, Signature Strengths, students 
took the Signature Strengths Test (available at 
http://www.authentichappiness.org) and posted their 
results on their blog.  We asked students to use one of 
their top strengths in a new and different way every 
day for a week.  During the week, students posted 
their activities daily on their blog.  For example, they 
could think of something they disliked doing at their 
workplace and then use one of their top strengths to 
make this activity more engaging and meaningful.  In 
the third assignment, Gratitude, we instructed 
students to write a 300 word testimonial – a letter of 
gratitude to someone who has been a positive 
influence in their life, but whom they had not 
properly thanked.  Students posted this letter on their 
blog. 

An important feature of Penn State blogs is that 
students have the option of making their blogs public 
or private so that only the course instructor has 
access.  This is important as much of the information 
in the blogs is of a personal nature.  Of course, 
instructors could assign these techniques in the more 
traditional written format.  However, an advantage of 
using blogs as the platform for student assignments is 
that students were required to add entries daily.  In 
this manner, we were able to monitor these updates 
every day, which made blogging an attractive option.  
Seligman and his colleagues (2005) found that the 
three techniques reviewed increased happiness and 
decreased depressive symptoms.  Our experience is 
that most of our students did not continue to maintain 
their blogs beyond the end of the semester; however, 
in a follow-up one year after the course was 
completed, almost all reported that they have 
continued using the techniques. 

 
Service-learning Projects 

 
In another course, we used service-learning to 

engage students in a community problem.  Although 
universities are often involved in their communities, 
many volunteer opportunities lack the structure for 
students to reflect on the activity so that they gain a 
more complete understanding of course content 

(Howard, 2003).  Service-learning, on the other hand, 
directs students to reflect on the nature of the outside 
classroom activity and integrate it with elements of 
traditional course curriculum.  What follows is a 
description of a variety of class projects we designed 
to immerse students in applied social psychology.   

The projects.  Students enrolled in one of our 
applied social psychology courses have worked with 
six communities that are adjacent to the campus as 
well as for the campus chancellor’s office.  External 
projects included: collecting and analyzing data for 
two cities’ comprehensive plans that addressed 
transportation, utilities, land use, recreation and 
housing needs (for a detailed review of one of these 
projects, see Harnish & Bridges, 2004); assessing 
stakeholder needs for a community redevelopment 
project; evaluating the feasibility of building a minor 
league baseball park in a nearby city; performing 
regional economic development planning which 
brought together all of the campus’ surrounding 
community partners; and measuring member and 
non-member perceptions of a senior center.  The 
internal chancellor’s office project assessed interest 
among students for new four-year majors at our 
campus. 

Pedagogy.  In our senior-level applied social 
psychology course, we employed the experiential 
learning theory of Kolb (1984) as a framework for 
the course.  First, we exposed students to abstract 
conceptualization (i.e., learning the course 
curriculum), followed by reflective observation (i.e., 
formal writing assignments), active experimentation 
(i.e., how the course information can be used to solve 
a social problem), and finally, the concrete 
experience (i.e., the service-learning project).  
Students achieved abstract conceptualization by 
critically reading the assigned texts that provided 
training for the specific technique used during that 
semester.  Reflective observation centered on 
student-led class discussions during which an 
assigned student discussion leader asked fellow 
students to explain and illustrate concepts from the 
readings (for details on the student-led seminar 
method, see Casteel & Bridges, 2007; Casteel, 
Bridges, & Harnish, 2009).  We found this to be an 
effective engagement technique in a variety of upper-
division psychology courses.  Active experimentation 
involved creating a research proposal, research 
materials, and a written report for the community 
partner.  Upon agreement between the class and the 
community, students began the project (i.e., the 
concrete experience in Kolb’s model). 

Procedure.  Because of the complexity of the 
projects, normally the entire class worked on one 
project during the semester.  We used all 15 weeks of 
class time to complete the project.  In Table 1 below, 
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we present a typical schedule which describes the 
class topics and corresponding class activities.  The 
classes met twice a week for 75 minutes during a 15 
week semester.   

 
Table 1. Schedule for Service-Learning Project 

Week Activity 
1 Definitions, theory and methods of applied 

social psychology are reviewed 
2 Community partner presents overview of 

the service-learning project 
3 Readings and discussions on 

methodologies that could be applied to the 
social problem 

4 Students write a research proposal that 
details how the social problem will be 
addressed 

5 Proposal is submitted to Penn State’s 
Office for Research Protections (IRB) for 
review 

6 Develop the sampling frame and sample 
for the project 

7 Create the dependent measures 
8 Community partner presented with the 

research proposal and supporting materials 
9 Comments from the community partner 

are received and changes, if any, are made 
9 Approval for the use of human participants 

is obtained 
10 Preparation for the project (e.g., copying, 

assembly, etc.) and data collection begins 
11 Data collection ends 
12 Data coding, and data entry begins and 

ends 
13 Data analysis begins and ends 
14 Students write a report to be delivered to 

community partner 
15 (“Buffer” week for any slippage in 

schedule) 
16 Presentation is scheduled with the 

community partner during the final 
examination period for the course 

Note. Because the projects we have undertaken 
fall within the “expedited” category for IRB review 
at our university, IRB approval of the project is 
granted within two to three weeks.  Other institutions 
may have different turn-around times. 

Course evaluation.  Near the end of each 
semester, students evaluated the course.  Since we 
began using this approach in 2004, students have 
rated the course very positively in terms of our key 
measures.  Our scores were above University-wide 
mean ratings for "quality of course" and for "quality 
of instructor."  In addition, students commented that 
the projects were helpful in connecting social 

psychological theories, principles, methods, and 
findings to real-world problems.   

 
Annotated Bibliography 

 
We performed an exhaustive search to include 

others’ work in this review.  We conducted a 
literature search using PsycINFO and Penn State’s 
electronic catalog (The CAT) of material (over 5.3 
million entries) held by its libraries for journal 
articles or texts on teaching applied social 
psychology.  In addition to journal articles and texts, 
we explored online teaching resources.  Specifically, 
we examined textbook publisher websites for 
instructor resource manuals, and several online 
teaching resource websites [i.e., Society for the 
Teaching of Psychology (http://teachpsych. 
org/index.php), CROW – Course Resources on the 
Web (http://jonathan.mueller.faculty.noctrl.edu/ 
crow), and Social Psychology Network 
(http://www.socialpsychology.org/)]. 

Below, we present an annotated bibliography for 
the results of our searches.  We found no other texts, 
chapters, journal articles or websites that provided 
materials, demonstrations, or activities designed to 
apply social psychology theories and methods to 
social problems. 

 
Textbooks  

Textbook with class activities on applied 
psychology.  Despite the abundance of texts, only the 
Kremer, Sheely, Reilly, Trew, and Muldoon (2003) 
text provided a framework for understanding how 
social psychology impacts our everyday lives by 
presenting applications of social psychological 
knowledge to the environment, workplace, health, 
peace and conflict, communication and the media, 
education, economics and consumerism, crime and 
law, and sports.  Each chapter provided two to five 
in-class activities that asked students to apply what 
they have learned in the chapter to a social issue. 
• Kremer, J., Sheehy, N., Reilly, J., Trew, K., & 

Muldoon, O.  (2003).  Applying social 
psychology.  New York, NY: Palgrave 
Macmillan. 
 

Handbook Chapter 
Exit survey for graduating seniors.  In this 

chapter, Sattler, Back, and Pollitt (2000) presented 
the method by which students designed and 
implemented an exit survey of graduating psychology 
majors for the College of Charleston’s psychology 
department.  A week by week schedule provided 
details on activities undertaken including setting 
goals for the survey, identifying the population, 
developing a sampling plan, developing and 
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implementing the survey, analyzing the data, and 
reporting the findings. 
• Sattler, D. N., Back, S., & Pollitt, H.  (2000).  An 

exit survey project for a social psychology 
laboratory.  In M. E. Ware & D. E. Johnson 
(Eds.), Handbook of demonstrations and 
activities in the teaching of psychology (2nd ed., 
Vol. 3, pp. 172-174).  Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum. 
 

Journal Articles 
Redesigning public service announcements.  

In this paper, the authors described how students in 
an introductory social psychology class redesigned a 
public service announcement so it would be more 
effective.  Although the assignment described did not 
involve working with an organization on a public 
service campaign, the procedure described in the 
article can be readily adapted for use with a variety of 
community organizations (e.g., local food banks, 
animal protectors/shelters).  Students reported that 
the exercises helped them understand the concepts 
involved in attitude change and persuasion, and that 
they found the activity to be an enjoyable way of 
learning the course concepts. 
• Koch, E. J., & Lomore, C. D.  (2009).  “This is a 

public service announcement”: Evaluating and 
redesigning campaigns to teach attitudes and 
persuasion.  Teaching of Psychology, 36, 270-272. 
College students as auxiliary math teachers.  

This article illustrated how students enrolled in “Field 
Work in Applied Psychology: Teaching 
Mathematics” applied principles from cognitive, 
developmental, and educational psychology to 
supplement fourth, fifth, and sixth grade math 
instruction.  Elementary students’ math scores 
increased and the undergraduates who conducted the 
tutoring reported the activity was personally 
satisfying. 
• Pezdek, K.  (2002).  Teaching psychology in the 

context of a university-community partnership.  
Teaching of Psychology, 29, 157-159. 
Service learning for social justice.  In this 

activity, students participated in community 
organizations, such as women’s shelters or soup 
kitchens, or with more large-scale social justice 
organizations, such as Amnesty International, the 
ACLU, or Greenpeace.  Students spent class time in 
discussion about their participation and kept a journal 
describing their service.  The activity increased 
students’ understanding of society’s influence on 
poverty and homelessness, and many students 
continued to volunteer after their required class 
participation ended. 
• Roschelle, A. R., Turpin, J., & Elias, R.  (2000).  

Who learns from service learning?  The 
American Behavioral Scientist, 43, 839-847. 

Websites 
Only the Social Psychology Network presented 

activities that could be used in an applied social 
psychology course.  Despite the large number of 
activities on the site (n = 20), only seven addressed 
solving social problems.   

Putting positive psychology into action.  In this 
project, students actively volunteered for community 
service.  Students assisted nonprofit organizations 
utilizing theories from positive psychology.  Students 
kept a journal recording how they felt during this 
assignment; they wrote before and after their service, 
and completed mood measures before and after their 
service.  At the conclusion of the project, students 
wrote a paper explaining the terms and theories of 
positive psychology that they employed during the 
project.  Students reported that their positive 
emotions increased while negative emotions 
decreased over the course of the service-learning 
project.  Additionally, students noted that they 
obtained a deeper learning of the course material 
because of the project. 
• Magyar-Moe, J. L.  (2010).  Putting positive 

psychology into action.  Social Psychology 
Network.  Retrieved on August 1, 2010 from 
http://www.socialpsychology.org/action/2010ho
nor1.htm  
Financial education for refugees.  This article 

described an activity in which students assisted 
refugee families in creating bank accounts and 
managing finances.  Students kept a journal that 
documented their thoughts about ethnocentrism, 
stereotyping, and prejudice during the course of the 
project.  Students gave positive reviews of the project 
and noted how meaningful the experience was.  In 
addition, students reported that they gained a 
heightened awareness of the large number of refugees 
living within their community, and their needs. 
• Norvilitis, J. M.  (2010).  Financial education for 

refugees.  Social Psychology Network.  Retrieved 
on August 1, 2010 from http://www.socialpsych 
ology.org/action/2010honor3.htm 
Reducing youth violence.  Students inter-

viewed community residents, professional leaders, 
and government officials, helped neighborhood 
clean-ups, and visited youth centers in order to 
understand youth violence.  Students promoted social 
change through their efforts.  For example, some 
students wrote letters to officials about what they had 
learned and asked for help to decrease youth 
violence.  Others wrote to newspapers expressing 
their opinions and presenting information gleaned 
from interviews conducted with community, 
professional leaders, and government officials. 
Students noted that the activity broadened their 
perspectives on youth violence, promoted their 
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analytical skills, and that they became more engaged 
in their community.   
• Meyers, S. A. (2009).  Students reducing youth 

violence.  Social Psychology Network.  Retrieved 
on August 1, 2010 from http://www.socialpsych 
ology.org/action/2009winner.htm 
Research for community action.  In this 

example, students participated in a service-learning 
project.  The author discussed a social marketing 
campaign to change food choices among college 
students.  Results of the student-led campaign 
improved diets among those eating at a campus 
dining hall.  Students valued the project, so much so 
that they recommended using the project in future 
classes because it helped them understand the 
research methods used to evaluate the social 
marketing campaign.  

Rosenthal, L.  (2006).  Research for community 
action.  Social Psychology Network.  Retrieved on 
August 1, 2010 from http://www.socialpsychology. 
org/action/2006winner.htm 

The following activities addressed specific ethnic 
conflicts or aftermaths of natural disasters; however, 
the activities could readily be modified and applied to 
other interpersonal conflicts (e.g., gangs and gang 
violence) or natural disasters. 

Reconciliation in Rwanda.  The activity 
described action teaching (i.e., linking teaching to 
social issues) to promote reconciliation in Rwanda.  
Participants in the project taught the public about the 
psychology of violence, trauma and healing, and how 
to apply this body of research to create change.  
Those engaged in the activity used a variety of media 
(e.g., soap operas and direct instructional programs) 
to model prosocial behavior.  Participants showed 
fewer trauma symptoms, and increased positive 
attitudes toward the outgroup. 
• Staub, E., & Pearlman, L. A.  (2010).  Mass 

violence and reconciliation in Rwanda and its 
neighbors.  Retrieved on August 1, 2010 from 
http://www.socialpsychology.org/action/2010ho
nor4.htm 
International Tsunami museum.  This project 

was designed to promote mental health after the 
trauma of the December 26, 2004 tsunami that struck 
12 countries bordering the Indian Ocean.  Students 
created educational exhibits for the museum; through 
their work, they promoted education, mental health, 
social awareness, and compassion.  Students noted 
improved critical thinking skills, a better appreciation 
for research, and an increased sense of social 
responsibility upon completion of the project. 
• Sattler, D.  (2007).  The International Tsunami 

Museum.  Social Psychology Network.  
Retrieved on August 1, 2010 from 

http://www.socialpsychology.org/action/2007wi
nner.htm 
Fundraising for Hurricane Katrina victims.  

Students conducted fundraising for the victims of 
Hurricane Katrina and the persuasion techniques used 
in the effort.  Students used the foot-in-the-door 
technique, door-in-the-face technique, reciprocity, 
and direct order technique to raise donations for 
Hurricane Katrina victims.  Upon completion of the 
fundraising, students indicated a greater 
connectedness to the communities impacted by 
Hurricane Katrina.   
• Mashek, D.  (2006).  Teaching persuasion 

through fundraising.  Social Psychology 
Network.  Retrieved on August 1, 2010 from 
http://www.socialpsychology.org/action2006hon
or2.htm 
 

Conclusions 
 
The methods we described provide a means for 

students in applied social psychology courses to 
increase their knowledge acquisition and skill set.  As 
Edgerton (1977, p. 31), noted, “Understanding is the 
ability to explain the idea, muster evidence to support 
it, find examples, apply it to new situations, 
generalize about it and represent it in new ways.  In 
essence, the kind of learning that leads to 
understanding is learning by doing.”  Using the 
materials, demonstrations, and activities reviewed in 
this paper should help teachers of applied social 
psychology facilitate the acquisition of the 
knowledge and skills undergraduate students will 
need in order to be successful not only in their 
academic careers but in their professional careers as 
well.  Indeed, we have found that this has been our 
experience.  Many of our graduates have received 
employment opportunities as a result of the skills 
acquired in our applied social psychology courses.  
We encourage the readers of this chapter to use the 
materials, demonstrations, and activities we have 
reviewed, and to create new ones that allow students 
to apply their knowledge and skills to social 
problems. 
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University-Community Partnership:
Teaching Applied Social Psychology to

Foster Engagement in Strategic Planning
Richard J. Harnish and K. Robert Bridges

Abstract
In this article, we present a novel way to integrate psycho-

logical theories and research methods in an applied social psy-
chology course as a means to foster engagement in a university-
community partnership. We taught an advanced course on the
application of social psychological theories and research methods
to junior and senior undergraduates. Our goal was to use the
course as a venue for a university-community partnership where
a strategic plan was developed for the community. Lessons
learned from the experience are summarized, and suggestions
are provided for strengthening university-community partner-
ships to dispel the notion that institutions of higher learning are
unresponsive to society’s problems.

Introduction

As Frabutt, Forsbrey, and MacKinnon-Lewis (2003) note,
institutions of higher learning have enormous potential to

enhance the quality of life for local communities. Indeed, such a
goal—to enhance the quality of life for individuals—has been the
focus of many social science disciplines. Social psychology is no
different from other disciplines within the social sciences in this
regard. Beginning in the 1950s and continuing to the present,
social psychologists have been interested in developing a social
psychology that is “socially useful” (Deutsch 1975, 1). However,
within the realm of “socially useful” social psychology, social
psychologists have devoted little attention to understanding the
actions that shape and guide a community. Such activities have
been defined by Bryson (1995) as strategic planning and have not
been a focus within social psychology. Instead, strategic planning
has been a domain of interest within the related disciplines of
marketing and public administration.

That strategic planning has received so little attention from
social psychologists is unfortunate, because communities can
derive an array of benefits from it: better understanding of the
environment and the community’s interaction with its environ-
ment, improved decision making, and improved responsiveness
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and performance (Steiner 1979; Koteen 1989; Barry 1986; Mercer
1991; Nutt and Backoff, 1992; but see Mintzberg 1994 and Hamel
1996). Indeed, Cook (1994) may have summarized strategic plan-
ning best when he noted it is the blueprint that helps communities
accomplish financial and economic stability by guiding the city
in all of its decisions. Despite Cook’s advice, many smaller com-
munities have outdated strategic plans or worse—no plan at all.
This article describes how we
partnered with a nearby com-
munity to update an outdated
strategic plan. Specifically, we
describe how community mem-
bers, students in an advanced
social psychology class, and
faculty who taught the course
played an integral role in the
conceptualization, execution,
and reporting of the project.
We also detail how the part-
nership had a mutually bene-
ficial impact on the commu-
nity, students, and faculty.

Outlining the Process
Identifying the need: A nearby community approached the
Pennsylvania State University at New Kensington and asked for
assistance in the development of its strategic plan. The strategic
plan was intended to address and reverse some of the troubling
trends the community was experiencing. Lower Burrell,
Pennsylvania, is a small city with a population of about 12,500. It
is located approximately twenty miles northeast of Pittsburgh and
covers approximately 11.5 square miles along the Allegheny
River. The community shares traits with other smaller cities locat-
ed in industrialized regions in the Northeast and Midwest: an aging
population, limited undeveloped areas, retail businesses relocat-
ing outside the city to more suburban locales, and loss of young
professionals to more economically promising areas.

Although the community had established a committee to
develop a strategic plan that could address, and hopefully reverse,
the economically and socially troubling trends it was experiencing,
it first wanted to assess the perceptions of the community to
determine what its strengths and weaknesses were. Thus, city

“[T]he project encouraged
student-faculty interaction,

fostered cooperation
among students in order to

accomplish project tasks,
and presented the opportu-
nity for active rather than

passive learning.”
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leaders engaged the university in the effort because it did not have
the expertise and financial resources to conduct the research. At
a kickoff meeting, faculty and community leaders outlined the
objectives for the project and how the project might be executed.

Project conceptualization: A two-phase project provided the
framework for developing the strategic plan. In the first phase, a
series of focus groups with stakeholders (four focus groups among
residents and two focus groups among small business owners)
were conducted to explore perceptions of the city. In the second
phase, information gleaned from the focus groups was used to
create a survey that quantified stakeholders’ perceptions. The proj-
ect conceptualization was developed through a series of meetings
with community leaders and the university, which will be discussed
in more detail. However, before doing so, we describe the recipro-
cal benefits the project afforded to the community and university.

As noted earlier, the city did not have the financial resources
or expertise to conduct the research needed to develop the strategic
plan. Engaging the university in this task thus had an obvious ben-
efit to the city—the research would be conducted professionally at
a reduced cost. However, the project yielded other benefits for the
city as well. By working with the university, the city was able to
tap into other areas of expertise possessed by the campus commu-
nity. For example, faculty and students in our IST (information
sciences and technologies) program were drawn into the project to
assist in the development of an online survey and to help the city
in improving communications with stakeholders.

For the university, the authors were teaching an applied social
psychology course and were in need of a class project where stu-
dents could apply their knowledge of theory and research methods
to a real-world problem. The course consisted of assigned readings,
lectures, and a service-learning experience—conducting the
research that would be incorporated into the city’s strategic plan.
The assigned readings and lectures were yoked to specific class
assignments. The yoking of readings and lectures to the class
project helped the instructors bring to life theories and methods
that students often regard as academic rather than practical. Thus,
engagement with the community on the strategic plan had benefits
for faculty and students. Specifically, the project encouraged stu-
dent-faculty interaction, fostered cooperation among students in
order to accomplish project tasks, and presented the opportunity for
active rather than passive learning.
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The university-community partnership: During the course of the
project, faculty and students met with the mayor, the strategic plan-
ning committee, and community leaders. The mayor, strategic
planning committee, and community leaders provided background
and demographic information on the city, and recapped major
economic events impacting quality of life and the city’s current
economic and social realities. These meetings set the stage for the
project by identifying the informational needs of the strategic plan.
It was agreed that both qualitative and quantitative research was
needed: exploratory research to understand what aspects of living
or operating a small business in the city were important (qualitative
research) and to what degree stakeholders were satisfied with the
issues they deemed important (quantitative research).

Qualitative research: Students developed a preliminary version
of a recruitment script with screening questions and a structured
interview protocol (i.e., a moderator’s guide) for the focus groups.
Once students completed a draft of the materials needed for
recruitment and execution of the focus groups, community part-
ners reviewed and offered suggestions to improve the wording
and ordering of questions. In this way, students were able to create
more efficient questions and lines of inquiry.

To extend the community’s involvement in this phase of the
qualitative research, community leaders introduced and explained
the project to stakeholders and encouraged their participation. For
example, religious leaders introduced the project to residents dur-
ing services and spoke about the importance of their members’
participation, while the president of the Rotary Club explained
the project during a Rotary meeting and urged small business
owners to participate. Students then began recruiting participants
by two methods. An active method of “cold calling” stakeholders
using the refined recruitment script was employed, along with a
passive method of distributing flyers asking for interested parties
to contact us. The flyers contained a description of the project
and contact information (a campus voice mail box) where inter-
ested participants could leave contact information. The voice
mail box was checked daily, and students would call to qualify
interested individuals.1 If qualified, the individual was invited to
participate in the focus group. These techniques proved to be
most successful, resulting in all the proposed residential and
small business focus groups being filled.

The first author moderated focus group2 meetings. During
these meetings, students hosted the mayor and strategic planning
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committee in an adjoining room, where they listened to and took
notes on the group discussion. As is standard practice with qual-
itative data (Krueger 1994), content analysis of the focus group
data was conducted to produce common themes within each topic
area across the focus groups. Themes were identified independ-
ently by two student coders and were included only if, at minimum,
they emerged in three of the five focus groups. This was done to
ensure that any idiosyncratic
idea expressed in one (or two)
of the focus groups would not
be among the themes includ-
ed in the strategic plan. After
the themes were identified,
representative quotes were
extracted to illustrate the
identified theme (Krueger
1994). The following issues of
importance to stakeholders
(in no particular order) were
identified: environmental fac-
tors, recreational opportuni-
ties, safety and security, cul-
tural events, entertainment
venues, educational system, and employment opportunities.
Based on these findings, a survey was constructed to quantify
level of importance and level of satisfaction for each issue among
stakeholders.

Quantitative research: Two versions of the survey were con-
structed—one for residents and one for small business owners.
These were identical except for minor wording changes to logi-
cally reflect residing or operating a business in the city.
Community partners reviewed the surveys and offered suggestions
for wording and clarity.

Three different methodologies were employed to ensure a
high completion rate for the residential survey. An intercept survey
was conducted during weekends in April 2004 at various store-
fronts within the city (e.g., supermarket, department store, video
store). In May 2004, a letter was sent to all households within the
city describing the project and inviting the head of the household
to complete a survey online or return an enclosed survey.
Approximately five thousand letters (and surveys) were mailed to
residents.

“To extend the communi-
ty’s involvement in this
phase of the qualitative

research, community 
leaders introduced and
explained the project to

stakeholders and encour-
aged their participation.”
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Two hundred twenty-seven (227) intercept interviews were
completed and 1,215 mail surveys (24% response rate) were
received for a total of 1,442 surveys. Fifty-one (51) mail surveys
were subsequently dropped from the analysis because of incom-
plete information concerning residency (Do you reside within the
city?) and length of residency (Have you resided within the city
for more than three years?), resulting in 1,391 usable surveys.
The margin of error associated with a sample of 1,391 surveys is
+2.2 percent at the 95 percent confidence level.

The mean satisfaction ratings are presented in table 1.
Residents were most satisfied with police service (M = 4.14),
feeling of safety and security (M = 3.98), and quality of the
library (M = 3.92). They were least satisfied with the availability
of well-paying jobs (M = 2.25), variety of entertainment venues
(M = 2.36), ability to retain youth to the area (M = 2.40), and the
availability of entertainment venues (M = 2.41).

Those who operated a small business within the city also
received an introduction letter inviting them to participate in the
project by completing the survey online or returning the enclosed
survey. Approximately eight hundred letters (and surveys) were
mailed to small businesses. Fifty-five (55) mail surveys were
returned (a 7% response rate) and two online surveys were com-
pleted by small business owners, resulting in a total of 57 completed
small business surveys. The margin of error associated with a sam-
ple of 57 surveys is +12.5 percent at the 95 percent confidence level.

Small business owners were most satisfied with police service
(M = 4.25), followed by the quality of the library (M = 3.91) and
their feeling of safety and security (M = 3.88). They were least
satisfied with ability to retain youth to the area (M = 2.27), variety
of entertainment venues (M = 2.29), and availability of well-paying
jobs (M = 2.29). See table 1.

Dissemination of findings: A report detailing the findings of the
project was created by the university team and reviewed by com-
munity partners. Community partners provided comments and
suggestions that clarified and streamlined the report. The univer-
sity and community team presented the findings in a public town
hall meeting. In addition, a special meeting was held for the com-
munity’s state representative as well as county planning officials
to review the findings. The university partners subsequently pre-
sented the results of the project at national conferences (Harnish,
Bridges, and Karelitz 2004; Harnish and Bridges 2004).
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Satisfaction Ratings

Residents Small Business Owners
Attribute N     Mean  SE    SD       N   Mean   SE   SD

Police service 1382 4.14 .02 .834 56 4.25 .11 .837
Feeling of safety

and security 1379 3.98 .02 .796 57 3.88 .11 .803
Quality of the library 1334 3.92 .02 .874 54 3.91 .07 .524
Upkeep of homes 1361 3.76 .02 .782 55 3.76 .09 .666
Cleanliness of the

business district 1354 3.58 .02 .776 56 3.45 .10 .784
Upkeep of shops 1365 3.52 .02 .770 56 3.38 .10 .728
Small town charm 1365 3.51 .03 .963 56 3.32 .12 .917
Quality of parks 1341 3.46 .02 .915 54 3.50 .10 .720
Availability of parks 1348 3.45 .02 .880 54 3.52 .11 .818
Support given to small

businesses by the city 1250 3.40 .03 .918 57 2.77 .16 1.18
Availability of eating/

drinking establishments 1363 3.29 .03 .971 56 3.13 .13 .992
Variety of eating and

drinking establishments 1370 3.19 .03 1.02 56 2.93 .14 1.08
Aesthetics of the

business district 1360 2.99 .03 .935 55 2.84 .12 .898
Availability of outdoor

recreational activities 1341 2.97 .03 .933 53 2.98 .12 .888
Variety of outdoor

recreational activities 1336 2.90 .03 .937 53 2.89 .13 .934
Variety of shops 1367 2.63 .03 1.07 55 2.55 .12 .919
Availability of cultural

activities 1336 2.62 .03 .949 54 2.74 .14 .994
Climate for job growth 1343 2.55 .03 .920 56 2.41 .11 .826
Availability of shopping 1369 2.55 .03 1.13 56 2.38 .13 1.00
Availability of

entertainment venues 1300 2.41 .03 .926 55 2.31 .12 .858
Ability to retain youth

to area 1344 2.40 .02 .900 55 2.27 .11 .804
Variety of entertainment

venues 1331 2.36 .02 .902 56 2.29 .11 .825
Availability of well-paying

jobs 1343 2.25 .02 .820 56 2.29 .11 .825

Overall satisfaction with
living in the city 1363 3.78 .02 .864 55 3.51 .11 .814

Note: Ratings were made on a 5-point scale where 1 = very dissatisfied, 
2 = dissatisfied, 3 = somewhat satisfied, 4 = satisfied, 5 = very satisfied
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Lessons Learned
Both the university and the community have benefited from

the partnership to develop the city’s strategic plan. The project
served as a platform for engagement with the nearby community,
permitting the deepening of ties between the university and the
community. Indeed, the completion of the research project did
not end our partnership; it has continued as research findings are
used to create a strategic plan. This, in turn, has created new
opportunities for engagement. For example, it was discovered
from reporting the findings to the public that the city needed new
ways to communicate more effectively with its stakeholders. One
method identified from discussions with community partners was
the need for a city Web site. A student in our IST program has
begun working with city officials to meet this need.

For the university, the project has helped Penn State New
Kensington further meet its mission as a land-grant university.
That is, the project enabled the university to engage its faculty
and students with the community to solve social problems. As a
result, Penn State New Kensington is developing a reputation as
an engaged partner within the community. Indeed, the project
described above has been honored with an award from the Smart
Growth Partnership of Westmoreland County for embodying the
principles of combining educational outreach and project advocacy
“to promote the development and implementation of cooperative
land-use strategies to improve the quality of life in Westmoreland
County” (Smart Growth Partnership of Westmoreland County 2004, 1).

Additionally, the partnership provided faculty and students with
the opportunity to explore the way psychological theory—specif-
ically, interdependence theory (Kelley and Thibaut 1978)—and
research methods can interact to solve real-world problems.
Interdependence theory suggests there are two ways, exit and
voice, in which stakeholders of a community may react to their
environment when dissatisfied. Residents and small business
owners can try to escape from their dissatisfying environment
(exit) by moving to another community, or they can take action
to improve their satisfaction with the community (voice) by
protesting, voting, or mobilizing.

As with any service-learning experience, students were
engaged in activities that addressed a real-world problem with
instruction specifically designed to promote learning (Jacoby
1996). Our interest in the project was to provide students with an
experience beyond that of the classroom, where they could make
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connections between what they were being taught and the deeper
meaning and impact that their classroom experience had on the
community. We may have succeeded in meeting our goal, as the
experience was not lost on students. For example, one student
reported that that course “was a lot of work—more work than I
thought it would be—but, it was also more rewarding and satis-
fying than any other course I took. I know I made a difference for
the community, not just now but
for its future.” Another was able to
use the experience gained from the
project to obtain an internship with
another community that is updat-
ing its strategic plan.

For the university faculty, it
afforded an opportunity to explore
an area in which social psycholo-
gists have paid little attention.
From this project, we were able to
integrate two distinct perspectives
(marketing and public administra-
tion, social psychology) on how
problems are solved in communities. Such integration provides new
insight for how social psychologists may approach community
problems. We have proposed (Harnish and Bridges 2004b) that the
marketing and public administration perspective views strategic
planning as exclusively a top-down process—a process driven by
elected officials, whereas the social psychological perspective has
viewed strategic planning as solely a bottom-up process—a
process that elicits exit (e.g., moving to another community) or
voice (e.g., protest) behaviors from stakeholders. We propose that
to truly understand how community problems are solved, both
perspectives must be used: that is, it is necessary to acknowledge
the interdependent relationship between elected officials and
stakeholders.

While the partnership has been viewed as a success by both
the university and community, the process can be improved. For
example, while the community partners reviewed and provided
comments on the recruiting questionnaire and survey as well as the
final report, the authors questioned whether the community part-
ners could have played more of a role in the development of these
instruments, and in the analysis and report writing. From our expe-
rience, it appears another round of interaction with community

“The project served as
a platform for engage-

ment with the nearby
community, permitting

the deepening of ties
between the university

and the community.”
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partners could have been conducted at each point to obtain addi-
tional participation. Such involvement from community partners
may result in more useful data-gathering instruments as well as
more insightful analysis because of the unique perspective the
community partners possess (Frabutt, Forsbrey, and MacKinnon-
Lewis 2003).

We should also note our disappointment with the level of par-
ticipation among small business owners in the qualitative and
quantitative phases of the project. In hindsight, we should have

relied more upon our community
partners to encourage and recruit
small business owners’ participa-
tion in the project. Our community
partners tended to be current or
retired business leaders with many
strong ties to the business com-
munity. As we move forward in
developing the strategic plan, we
are engaging community leaders
to recruit small business owners
who will participate in “visioning”
workshops where specific aspects
of the strategic plan are being
developed. In these visioning
workshops small business owners

will be asked to “add flesh to the bones” of the strategic plan. For
example, both small business owners and residents were dissatis-
fied with the availability of well-paying jobs in the area. This is a
topic of one of the visioning workshops. Small business owners
will be led through a SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities,
and threats) exercise to identify how the city may help current
small businesses (for example, letting small businesses reinvest a
portion of their city taxes into their businesses) and attract new
businesses (for example, given the pool of unemployed skilled
workers in the city, what new businesses may be attracted to the
area by that talent?).

We are optimistic that barriers to small business owner par-
ticipation will be lowered as the partnership with the community
strengthens through additional contact and exposure. We observed
the belief among some small business owners that the project was
simply an exercise for undergraduates and that the process and
results of the project would not impact their business. Indeed, such

“Such involvement from
community partners
may result in more use-
ful data-gathering
instruments as well as
more insightful analysis
because of the unique
perspective the commu-
nity partners possess.”
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attitudes were identified and reported by the Kellogg Commission
(2000)—that institutions of higher learning are unresponsive to
society’s problems. By continuing to engage in the university-
community partnership, we hope such attitudes may be dispelled.
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Selection into long-term unemployment and its
psychological consequences

Katja Kokko, Lea Pulkkinen, and Minna Puustinen
University of Jyväskylä, Finland

The factors which predict a person’s long-term unemployment were studied within the frameworkof
an emotional and behavioural regulation model consisting of two orthogonal dimensions:
behavioural inhibition versus expression, and low versus high self-control of emotions (Pulkkinen,
1995, 1996). The participants were drawn from the ongoing Jyväskylä Longitudinal Study of
Personality and Social Development, in which the same individuals have been followed up from age8
(n = 369) to 36 (n = 311). In the present study, data collected at ages 8, 14, 27, and 36 were used.
The �ndings showed that low self-control of emotions, especially aggression, at age 8 directly
predicted long-term unemployment in adulthood, whereas behavioural inhibition (passive and
anxious behaviour) predicted long-term unemployment indirectly (via poor educational attainment).
Long-term unemployment in adulthood was related to an increased level of current psychological
distress as measured by the presence of depressive symptoms and anxiety. Thus, the present study
con�rmed both the hypothesis concerning selection into unemployment, and the hypothesis
concerning the psychological consequences of unemployment.

Introduction

The literature on the psychological effects of unemployment
has shown that the unemployed are more distressed than their
employed counterparts. This applies to both women (e.g. Dew,
Bromet, & Penkower, 1992; Ensminger & Celentano, 1990),
and men (e.g. Lee�ang, Klein-Hesselink, & Spruit, 1992).
Middle-aged men (e.g. Broomhall & Wine�eld, 1990; Rowley
& Feather, 1987; Warr & Jackson, 1984) and the long-term
unemployed (e.g. Warr & Jackson, 1985) have proved to be
especiallyvulnerable to the negative effects of job loss. Distress
has usually been de�ned as the presence of depressive
symptoms (e.g. King &Emmons, 1990), anxiety (e.g. Kessler,
Turner, & House, 1989), or low self-esteem (e.g. Schaufeli &
VanYperen, 1993).

There is, however, a wide range of theories about the causal
effects between unemployment and distress. It has been
generally accepted that unemployment is the agent causing
distress, but this view has recently been challenged, and the
following question has been posed: Is it unemployment that
causes psychological distress, or do people who are already
distressed get selected into unemployment? For instance,
Rutter (1994b; Rutter & Rutter, 1993) has argued that the
unemployed may include an unusually high number of people
who already have problems, even before they suffer job loss.

Cross-sectional studies, which outnumber the longitudinal
ones, cannot answer the question of causation. In order to test
the causal hypothesis, certain speci�c requirements must be
met. The most frequently cited of these is the requirement that
the data should be longitudinal (e.g. Bergman, Eklund, &
Magnusson, 1991; Dew, Penkower, & Bromet, 1991). More-
over, the stricter criteria necessary for the establishment of

causality involve, in addition to a preference for the longit-
udinal-experimental research method (Farrington, 1992), for
example, the requirement of multiple replications in markedly
different samples and the need for speci�cation of the risk
mechanism (Rutter 1994a,b, 1995).

Most longitudinal studies of unemployment can be classi-
�ed into three categories, based on the nature of the initial
sample, that is, those involving youths of school-leaving age,
those consisting of adults in employment, and those involving
unemployed adults (Mortimer, 1994). In studies beginning
with school-leavers, the main aim has been to predict, on the
basis of information gathered at school age, who will later end
up unemployed and who will succeed in �nding employment.
These studies have indicated that as far as the relationship
between unemployment and psychological distress is con-
cerned, both selection effects, and the consequences of
unemployment are plausible hypotheses (Feather & O’Brien,
1986; Hammarström, 1990; Hammarström, Janlert, & Theo-
rell, 1988; Hammar, 1993; O’Brien & Feather, 1990; Wine-
�eld &Tiggemann, 1985, 1990a,b). Thus, prior psychological
disorder appears to predispose some youngsters to poor
success in the labour market, and the experience of unemploy-
ment, in turn, is likely to further increase the level of distress.
Schaufeli and VanYperen (1992, 1993) have gone as far as to
propose a ‘‘reverse causation interpretation’’ of unemployment
and psychological distress. According to them, the level of
psychological distress is quite stable across the lifespan (i.e. it is
more dependent on personal vulnerability than on environ-
mental factors such as unemployment).

In studies involving adult participants, researchers have
typically selected a representative sample of employed adults
living in a certain community, or working in certain industries
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or �rms. The goal of the follow-up investigations has been to
identify alterations in personal well-being following changes in
employment status. One possibility has been to study the
unemployed over a long period, and ascertain the psychologi-
cal factors that differentiate the re-employed from the
continuously unemployed. The adult studies which have been
carried out so far have been very contradictory in their results
concerning the relationship between unemployment and
psychological distress. Dew et al. (1992), for example, found
that depression at baseline failed to predict subsequent job
loss, with unemployment being related to increased depression
even after controlling for it at baseline. Hamilton, Hoffman,
Broman, and Rauma (1993) obtained similar results concern-
ing the relationship between job loss and increased depression,
but found that a heightened level of depression also predicted
continuous unemployment. Claussen (1994) observed that
unemployment was related to increased anxiety, with a low
level of anxiety predicting re-employment. In contrast, in
Kessler and colleagues’ (1989) study, depression was related to
improved chances of re-employment in the unemployed.

In studies beginning with samples of unemployed adults,
the aim has been to predict changes in the employment status,
or to investigate factors related to the length of unemployment
already experienced. For example, Warr and Jackson (1985)
found that commitment to employment as measured at the
initial assessment was related to subsequent psychological
distress in the unemployed, with pre-existing chronic health
problems predicting further deterioration of physical health.
Shamir (1986), on the other hand, found that job loss did not
cause a lowering of self-esteem. Instead, the unemployed with
high self-esteem suffered less from the loss of a job than did
individuals with low self-esteem.

The above-cited studies share one major shortcoming,
which is that they ignore the possible existence (and possible
in�uence) of prior experience of the labour market. Even
school-leavers may have had summer jobs, which could have
given them some idea of their abilities as workers. This, in
turn, may well have in�uenced their psychological well-being
and self-esteem. Another observation is that unemployment
studies are typically lacking in an adequate theoretical
framework (e.g. Feather & O’Brien, 1986; Hammarström,
1994; Layton & Eysenck, 1985). There are exceptions, such
as Jahoda’s (1982, 1988) functional model and Warr’s (1987)
vitamin model, which are concerned with the effects of
unemployment.

Two prospective longitudinal studies have been conducted
in New Zealand, in which selection into unemployment has
been investigated. Caspi, Wright, Mof�tt, and Silva (1998)
have recently shown, by studying the subjects involved in the
Dunedin Multidisciplinary Health and Development Study,
that youth unemployment was predicted by a lack of the skills
and quali�cations required in school, disadvantageous family
background, and antisocial behaviour in childhood. Prior
characteristics affected unemployment in two ways: indirectly
and directly. In addition to the direct effects, certain personal
and family characteristics were indirectly related to unemploy-
ment via lack of educational quali�cations. In agreement with
these �ndings, Fergusson, Horwood, and Lynskey (1997)
found, in a cohort belonging to the Christchurch Health and
Development Study, that both the duration of youth unem-
ployment and most of the elevated risk of disorder among the
unemployed were accounted for by pre-existing family and
personal factors, such as disadvantaged social background and

a dysfunctional family, personal adjustment problems and
psychiatric disorders; as well as by delinquent peers. Fergusson
et al. (1997) conclude that unemployment may not have
particularly deleterious effects on the psychological well-being
of young people. Instead, the main risk for psychiatric disorder
is related to the personal vulnerability which is already present
before school-leaving age, with subsequent experiences such as
unemployment adding little to the risk.

Although selection into unemployment has been a key
interest in only a few longitudinal studies extending from
childhood to adulthood, personality factors which predispose
some individuals to unstable career lines can be identi�ed in
several studies. These personality factors include anxiety and
passivity for women (Pulkkinen, Ohranen, &Tolvanen, 1999),
and emotional lability (Caspi, Bem, & Elder, 1989; Caspi,
Elder & Bem, 1987; Pulkkinen et al., 1999; Rönkä &
Pulkkinen, 1995) as well as shyness for men (Caspi et al.,
1988, 1989).

In the present study selection into unemployment was
studied on the basis of those individuals’ childhood and
adolescent characteristics which re�ect psychological distress
and poor emotional regulation. In addition, we investigated the
question of whether unemployment further increases psycho-
logical distress. Our study of these problems was based on the
Jyväskylä Longitudinal Study of Personality and Social Devel-
opment (Pulkkinen, 1982) which began in 1968. The
theoretical framework of the present study was a model of
emotional and behavioural regulation (Pulkkinen, 1995, 1996,
previously referred to as a model of impulse control,
Pulkkinen, 1982), consisting of two orthogonal dimensions:
behavioural inhibition versus expression, and low versus high
self-control of emotions (Figure 1). These two dimensions,
resulting from inhibitory and enhancing processes in the
regulation of emotions and behaviour, form four behavioural
types (A–D), which differ from each other in the degree of self-
control and social activity (see Pulkkinen, 1995, 1996).

Our �rst hypothesis was a selection hypothesis, according to
which individuals who have increased levels of distress get
selected into unemployment (e.g. Fergusson et al., 1997). We
assumed that children’s low self-control of emotions, covering
both anxiety (Type D behaviour) and aggression (Type A
behaviour) and indicating the children’s emotional distress,
explains selection into unemployment. Previous studies have
shown that low self-control in childhood predicts low career
orientation (Pulkkinen et al., 1999) as well as drinking
problems (Pulkkinen & Pitkänen, 1994) and criminality
(Pulkkinen & Hämäläinen, 1995); all of which are related to
an unstable career line (Rönkä & Pulkkinen, 1995). In earlier
research, con�ict over emotional expression has been related to
psychological distress as measured, for example, by depression
and anxiety (King &Emmons, 1990, 1991). Kopp (1989) has
even considered distress and weak regulation of negative
emotions to be synonymous.

Our second hypothesis was that there are direct and indirect
links between individual’s childhood and adolescent character-
istics, and subsequent unemployment. Direct and indirect
links were expected to occur between low self-control of
emotions and unemployment. Research has shown that, for
example, disadvantaged social background (Caspi et al., 1998;
Fergusson et al., 1997; Sanford et al., 1994; Tiggemann &
Wine�eld, 1989) and poor educational attainment (Caspi et
al., 1998; O’Brien & Feather, 1990) are indirectly related to
selection into unemployment.
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Our third hypothesis concerned the psychological conse-
quences of unemployment. On the basis of previous studies
(e.g. Feather & O’Brien, 1986; Hammarström, 1990; Ham-
mer, 1993) we hypothesised that the length of people’s
unemployment explains the level of their current distress, after
taking into account the baseline level of distress. Consequently,
considering the �rst and the third hypothesis together, we
assumed that not only do the more distressed individuals get
selected into long-term unemployment, but also that long-term
unemployment further increases distress.

Method

Participants
The participants were drawn from the ongoing Jyväskylä
Longitudinal Study of Personality and Social Development, in
which the same individuals have been followed up for almost
30 years. The study began in 1968, when 12 school classes of
second grade pupils, from both urban and suburban areas of
the medium-sized town of Jyväskylä in Central Finland, were
randomly selected. The original sample consisted of 173 girls
and 196 boys, aged 8 years, most of whom were born in 1959.
After age 8, data were gathered at ages 14, 20, 27, 33, and 36
years. Data gathered at ages 20 and 33 were not used in the
present analyses.

At age 14, in 1974, 167 girls (97%of the original sample)
and 189 boys (96%) participated in a follow-up. In 1986, when
the participants were 27 years of age, 155 women (90%) and
166 men (85%) �lled in a mailed questionnaire, and 142
women (82%) and 150 men (77%) were personally inter-
viewed. The last data collection took place at age 36, in 1995,
when all the participants from the original sample were again

traced for a follow-up. Amailed questionnaire was returned by
150 women (87%) and 161 men (83%; two men had died);
and 137 women (79%) and 146 men (75%) participated in the
interview. The participants and nonparticipants did not differ
from each other in respect of the social-behavioural character-
istics measured at age 8, nor in school success at age14. Thus,
the participants unbiasedly represented the original sample.
They were also representative (in terms of the number of
children, level of education, and unemployment rate) of the
whole age cohort of Finnish 36-year-old adults. Between the
1986 and 1995 data collections, Finland experienced a radical
change in its unemployment rate: Unemployment rate rose
from 3% to 18% (Employment in Europe, 1996), both in the
whole age cohort born in 1959 and in the present sample.

Procedure
At ages 8 and 14, data were gathered by means of peer
nominations and teacher ratings of social behaviour. In 1986,
at age 27, the participants were mailed a Life Situation
Questionnaire, followed by a personal semistructured inter-
view, during which the subjects were presented with two
personality inventories. The procedures used in earlier data
collections have been previously reported in detail (Pulkkinen,
1982, 1995, 1996).

The latest data collection, in 1995, was carried out by
means of a mailed Life Situation Questionnaire and a
semistructured interview. The questionnaire included 217
items yielding information on the following topics: family
circumstances, livelihood, and education and work. In
connection with the interview the subjects completed 20 self-
administered questionnaires including, for example, Rosen-
berg’s (1965) Self-Esteem Scale and General Behavior

Figure 1. Model of emotional and behavioural regulation (Pulkkinen, 1995, 1996). (Reproduced with kind permission of the
Society for Research in Child Development. © 1995 Child Development, 66, 1660–1679.)



Inventory (Depue, 1987). In addition, the Karolinska Scales of
Personality test (Af Klinteberg, Schalling, & Magnusson,
1990) was left with the participants at the end of the interview
to be returned in a prepaid envelope.

Measures
Age 8

Psychological distress in childhood was estimated in terms of
behavioural characteristics indicating low self-control of emo-
tions and covering lability, anxiety, and aggressiveness (see
Figure 1). Other variables represented high self-control of
emotions. Altogether, eight variables from the teacher ratings
were chosen on the basis of the emotional and behavioural
regulation model (Pulkkinen, 1995, 1996; seeFigure1). These
consisted of the following (1) Lability, which was assessed by
one item: ‘‘Is sometimes very touchy and other times really
nice’’. (2) Anxiety (Type D behaviour) was a summed score of
three items (e.g. ‘‘Easily starts crying if others treat him/her
nastily’’). Cronbach’s alpha was .69. (3) Aggression (Type A
behaviour) was a summed score of four items (e.g. ‘‘Hurts
another child when angry, e.g. by hitting, kicking, or throwing
something’’). Cronbach’s alpha was .86. (4) Stability was a
summed score of two items (‘‘Reliable classmate’’ and
‘‘Friendly to others’’). Cronbach’s alpha was .78. (5)
Compliance (Type C behaviour) was a summed score of three
items (e.g. ‘‘Is he/she peaceable and patient?’’). Cronbach’s
alpha was .84. (6) Constructiveness (Type B behaviour) was a
summed score of three items (e.g. ‘‘Acts reasonably even in
annoying situations’’). Cronbach’s alpha was .84. (7) Passivity
was a summed score of two items (‘‘Always silent and does
not like being busy’’ and ‘‘Too withdrawn and timid’’).
Cronbach’s alpha was .67. (8) Activity was measured by one
item: ‘‘Always busy and plays eagerly with other children’’.
Teacher ratings were made for each pupil on a scale from
3 to 0. Number 3 was to be given to those pupils in whom
the characteristic in question was very prominent, and 0 to
those pupils in whom the teacher had never observed the
characteristic in question.

Age 14

Behavioural characteristics. The same eight variables as at age
8 representing Pulkkinen’s (1995, 1996) model of emotional
and behavioural regulation were drawn from the teacher
ratings. (1) Lability: ‘‘Is impulsive, lacks concentration,
changes moods’’. (2) Anxiety (Type D behaviour): ‘‘Is fearful,
helpless in others’ company, a target of teasing, unable to
defend himself/herself’’. (3) Aggression (Type A behaviour):
‘‘Attacks without reason, teases others, says naughty things’’.
(4) Stability: ‘‘Is reliable, keeps promises, does not get
excited’’. (5) Compliance (Type C behaviour): ‘‘Is peaceable,
patient, adjustable’’. (6) Constructiveness (Type B behaviour):
‘‘Tries to solve annoying situations reasonably, negotiates,
conciliates, strives for justice’’. (7) Passivity: ‘‘Does not move
much, stands alone, is silent’’. (8) Activity: ‘‘Is energetic,
always on the go, often has contact with others’’.

In addition, school success was measured as a grade point
average collected from school archives. Parental socioeconomic
status (SES) was determined on the basis of both the father’s
and mother’s occupational status, ranging from 1 = the lowest
SES to 5 = the highest SES.

Age 27

Length of unemployment prior to age 27. The following
categories were formed on the basis of the lifelong duration
of unemployment: 1 = at most one month, 2 = 1–5 months, 3 =

6–11 months, 4 = 12–23 months, 5 = 24–35 months, 6 = 36–47
months, 7 = more than 48 months unemployed.

Education. In the Life Situation Questionnaire the partici-
pants were asked about their education. Five categories were
formed: 1 = compulsory education, 2 = compulsory education and
labour market training, 3 = vocational school, 4 = senior secondary
school and secondary level vocational education, 5 = senior
secondary school and higher education.

Age 36

Length of unemployment between ages 27 and 36. The partici-
pants were asked in the Life Situation Questionnaire: ‘‘How
would you describe your work situation since age 26 (i.e.
during the past 9 years)?Mark the following statements as true
or false in terms of your own employment situation, and then
give the duration of the relevant periods in the blank space
following’’. In addition to other alternatives (e.g. a full-time
job, a full-time student), the duration of unemployment in
years and months during this nine-year period was investi-
gated. On the basis of the duration of unemployment, the
participants were classi�ed into �ve categories: 1 = employed, 2
= less than6 months, 3 = 6–12 months, 4 = 13–24 months, and 5
= more than 24 months unemployed.

Psychological distress at age 36. Psychological distress was
measured by means of three indices. Anxiety was assessed by
three subscales drawn from the Karolinska Scales of Person-
ality test (Af Klinteberg et al., 1990). These subscales consist
of 10 items each and are referred to as: somatic anxiety,
psychic anxiety, and muscular tension. The composite score,
for which Cronbach’s alpha was .91, was calculated from the
30 items. Depressive symptoms were a composite score of 16
items from the shortened version of Depue’s (1987) General
Behavior Inventory, calculated as averaged scores (Cronbach’s
alpha .89). In the assessment of self-esteem, Rosenberg’s (1965)
Self-Esteem Scale (RSE) was used. The RSE consists of 10
items measuring the individual’s attitude of approval or
disapproval towards him/herself. The Cronbach’s alpha of
the composite score was .79. The above-mentioned measures
have been previously reported in greater detail (Kokko &
Pulkkinen, 1998).

Data analysis
Amultiple correspondence analysis (Addad; Association pour
le Développement et la Diffusion de l’Analysedes Données, 22
rue Charcot, 75013 Paris, France) was performed in order to
describe the associations between the variables drawn from the
emotional and behavioural regulation model (Pulkkinen, 1995,
1996), and between these variables and length of unemploy-
ment. The correspondence analysis provides a low-dimen-
sional graphic representation of relationships between the
categories of categorical variables. It was chosen because the
original variables representing the emotional and behavioural
regulation model were not normally distributed, and because it
made it possible to observe nonlinear associations between the
variables. A further advantage of the method is that it allows
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the addition of supplementary variables to the analysis.
Supplementary variables do not account for the variance of
the axes yielded by the correspondence analysis; nevertheless,
the method permits the observation of the associations
between the axes and the categories of the supplementary
variables. A detailed description of the method can be found
in, for example, Benzécri (1992) and Everitt (1997).

Thecorrespondenceanalysis consisted of severalsteps. First,
theoriginaldataweretransformed intoan indicatormatrix form
(Everitt, 1997; Robin, Corroyer, & Casati, 1996). Eight
continuous variables representing the model of emotional and
behavioural regulation(Pulkkinen, 1995,1996)atages8 and14
were classi�ed into either three (e.g. not aggressive, sometimes
aggressive, aggressive) or four categories (e.g. not constructive,
sometimes constructive, rather constructive, constructive)
based on the distributions of the variables. Each category was
then dichotomised to obtain as many binary variables (0 = the
category was not observed, 1 = the category was observed) as there
were categories observed. A total of 28 binary variables was
created for the8-year-olds, and 32 for the14-year-olds. Second,
using the binary variables the correspondence analysis was
separately conducted for the two age groups. Third, the axes of
the correspondence analysis were correlated with one supple-
mentary variable: length of unemployment, which consisted of
�vecategories (employed, less than6monthsunemployed, 6–12
months unemployed, 13–24 months unemployed, and more
than 24 months unemployed).

Selection into unemployment was studied by means of
hierarchical logistic regression analysis (Spss for Windows;
NorusÏ is, 1992). The direct and indirect links between
individual’s childhood and adolescent characteristics and
subsequent unemployment were studied by means of the
LISREL path model (LISREL 8.14; Jöreskog & Sörbom,
1996a). Finally, the dependence of the current level of
psychological distress on the length of unemployment, after
controlling for the earlier characteristics, was assessed using
MANOVA(Spss for Windows).

In the LISREL analysis the �t of the hypothetical model
with the observed variables can be estimated using various
goodness-of-�t measures. In this study the following measures
were used: chi-square (x 2), root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA), goodness-of-�t index (GFI), ad-
justed goodness-of-�t index (AGFI), and root mean square
residual (RMR). The method of estimation used was general
least squares, and the input to LISREL was in the form of
correlation matrices produced by PRELIS (2.14; Jöreskog &
Sörbom, 1996b). Missing values were treated pairwise in
calculating correlations. The number of participants involved
in different statistical analyses varied depending on the data
available.

Results

Descriptive statistics

As shown in Table 1, of the 311 participants for whom there
was information on the duration of unemployment, 111 (36%)
had experienced unemployment between ages 27 and 36.
Women were outnumbered in the category for 6–12 months of
unemployment, and men outnumbered women in the category
for more than 24 months of unemployment. There was a
general tendency for the groups with more than 12 months of
unemployment between ages 27 and 36 to have experienced
longer unemployment prior to age 27, and to have had a
shorter education than the other groups. On the other hand,
50%of the participants who had already been unemployed for
12 months or longer before reaching the age of 27 were
unemployed for more than 12 months between ages 27 and 36.

Dimensions of the emotional and behavioural regulation model

At ages 8 and 14, the correspondence analysis yielded two
main axes, which accounted for 26.4%and 24.1%of the total
variance, respectively. Only those binary variables which

Table 1
Descriptive data for the groups of the unemployed classified on the basis of unemployment duration between ages 27 and 36

Unemployment < 6 mths 6–12 mths 13–24 mths > 24 mths
between Ages Employed (%) Unemployed (%) Unemployed (%) Unemployed (%) Unemployed (%)
27 and 36 (n = 200) (n = 25) (n = 31) (n = 30) (n = 25)

Sex
Female 46.5 48.0 64.5 56.7 36.0
Male 53.5 52.0 35.5 43.3 64.0

Unemployment prior to age 27 (months)
< 1 54.3 34.8 37.0 25.9 21.7
1–5 28.0 47.8 37.0 29.6 30.4
6–11 12.9 13.0 18.5 25.9 17.4
12–23 2.7 4.3 7.4 11.1 26.1
24–35 1.6 – – 3.7 –
36–47 – – – 3.7 –
> 48 0.5 – – – 4.3
Occupational education
Compulsory education (CE) 16.6 8.7 17.2 20.7 43.5
CE + employment course 9.3 4.3 17.2 6.9 17.4
Vocational school 42.0 30.4 27.6 41.4 21.7
Senior secondary school (SSS)

+ vocational education
17.6 39.1 20.7 24.1 13.0

SSS + higher education 14.5 17.4 17.2 6.9 4.3



contributed to the variance of the axes were utilised in their
interpretation (see Benzécri, 1992). These are indicated in
Figures 2 and 3.

The analysis of the binary variables contributing to the �rst
axis at ages 8 and 14 (axis 1 in Figures 2 and 3; eigenvalue =

15.5%and 13.7%, respectively) showed that, at both ages, the
�rst axis was formed by variables for low versus high self-
control of emotions. The right-hand pole of this axis (Figures 2
and 3) was, in particular, characterised by the following
variables: labile, not stable, aggressive, not compliant, and not
constructive. At the left-hand pole of the �rst axis (Figures 2
and 3), at both ages, were located variables showing high self-
control (i.e. compliant, stable, constructive, not aggressive, and
not labile).

The second axis (axis 2 in Figures 2 and 3; eigenvalue =

10.9% for the 8-year-olds and 10.4% for the 14-year-olds)
described behavioural inhibition versus expression. At both
ages, the upper pole of the second axis (Figures 2 and 3) was
characterised by the following binary variables indicating
behavioural inhibition (i.e. passive, anxious, and not active).
The lower pole of the second axis (Figures 2 and 3) was
characterised by the variables active, not passive, constructive,
and not anxious. Compared to the model of emotional and
behavioural regulation (see Figure 1), the �rst axis for low self-
control of emotions was related to aggression rather than
anxiety, and the second axis for behavioural inhibition was
related to anxiety rather than compliance.

The two axes were correlated with the supplementary
variable (i.e. the length of unemployment). Both at ages 8 and
14 the length of unemployment accounted for the variance of
the �rst axis only (h 2

= .06 for the 8-year-olds and h 2
= .02 for

the 14-year-olds; h 2 indicates the proportion of the variance of
the numerical variable accounted for by a categorical variable;
see Corroyer & Rouanet, 1994). Of the �ve categories of the
supplementary variable, that of more than 24 months
unemployed was the best represented on the �rst axis (Figures
2 and 3). Those unemployed for more than 24 months showed
signi�cantly lower self-control than the others [t(309) =

±4.25, p < .001 for the 8-year-olds and t(309) = ±2.58,
p < .05 for the 14-year-olds]. At age14, those unemployed for
less than 6 months showed signi�cantly higher self-control
than the others [t(309) = 2.28, p < .05].

Selection into long-term unemployment on the basis of low self-
control of emotions

For the study of selection into unemployment on the basis of
individual’s childhood and adolescent characteristics, and their
educational attainment, the distribution of the variable for
length of unemployment was too skewed to be used for
correlational analyses (e.g. regression analysis and LISREL
analysis). There was no transformation available to make the
variable normally distributed. The variable had to be classi�ed,
and we decided to classify it into �ve categories on the basis of
the frequencies of cases in each category (they were all of the
same size except for the category for the employed, which
included 64%of the 36-year-old participants).

The correspondence analysis had indicated that the relation
between individual’s childhood and adolescent characteristics,
and the duration of their unemployment was not linear, and
that it was the group with more than 24 months of
unemployment which signi�cantly differed from the others
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(Figures 2 and 3). Therefore, we used a dummy variable more
than 24 months unemployed (n = 25) versus the rest (n = 286; cf.
Table 1) in logistic regression analyses. In addition, in order to
get a more general picture of long-term unemployment, we
used also a dummy variable more than 12 months unemployed (n
= 55) versus the rest (n = 256).

The predictor variables included participants’ sex, parental
SES, the two factors yielded by the correspondence analyses—
one for low self-control of emotions and the other for
behavioural inhibition—school success at age 14, and occupa-
tional education at age 27. As can be seen in Table 2, the
dummy variable for long-term unemployment (more than 24
months unemployed vs. the rest) correlated more highly with
the predictor variables. This �nding was con�rmed by logistic
regression analyses, which were separately run for dummy
variables, with each predictor entered into the equation one at
a time. The analyses revealed that low self-control of emotions
at age 8 was the strongest predictor of long-term unemploy-
ment.

Hierarchical logistic regression analyses were carried out
separately for each dummy variable. In these analyses, the
predictor variables wereentered into the equation in four steps.
(1) Low self-control of emotions (axis 1 in Figure 2) and
behavioural inhibition (axis 2 in Figure 2) at age 8. (2) Low
self-control of emotions (axis 1 in Figure 3) and behavioural
inhibition (axis 2 in Figure 3) at age 14. (3) School success at
age 14. (4) Occupational education at age 27. The partici-
pants’ sex and parental SES were excluded from the analyses as
correlational analyses revealed that they were not related to the
dummy variables (Table 2), neither did the interaction
calculated using sex and SES predict unemployment.

Theanalysis for morethan24 monthsunemployedversustherest
revealed that entering low self-control of emotions (axis 1) and
behavioural inhibition (axis 2) at age 8 improved the model
[(Imp.) x 2 (2) = 11.78, p < .01]. Low self-control of emotions
(axis 1) at age 8 predicted very long-term unemployment (R =

.23, B= 1.43, Wald= 9.26, df= 1, p < .01). Noneofthefurther
steps increased the predictability. When all the variables were
entered in the model in the �nal step, low self-control of
emotions was still signi�cantly related to very long-term
unemployment. The results also showed that more than 12
months unemployed versus the rest was predicted by the variables
measured at age 8 [(Imp.) x 2(2) = 7.28, p < .05]. Those
unemployed for more than 12 months weremore likely to show
behavioural inhibition (axis 2)at age8 than the rest (R= .09, B
= .65, Wald = 4.14, df = 1, p < .05). In low self-control of
emotions, the group of more than 12 months unemployed was
more heterogeneous than in behavioural inhibition (cf. Figure
2). Noneof the independent variables entered into the equation
in the next steps added to the prediction.

Direct and indirect links between childhood characteristics and
subsequent unemployment

We set both direct and indirect connections between indivi-
duals’ childhood and adolescent characteristics and subse-
quent long-term unemployment in the LISREL path model.
Because the correspondence and the hierarchical regression
analyses, as well as the correlation matrix, indicated that it was
the group with more than 24 months of unemployment which
most signi�cantly differed from the rest, we included only this
dummy variable in the path model. The direct connections

Figure 3. Correspondence analysis of the teacher ratings obtained at age 14.



were expected to occur between individual’s characteristics in
childhood and long-term unemployment in adulthood. On the
other hand, the indirect relationships were hypothesised to go
from childhood characteristics via poor educational attainment
(such as poor school success and lack of occupational
education) to long-term unemployment in adulthood. In
addition, we expected that long-term unemployment would
be related to the level of current distress (i.e. depressive

symptoms, anxiety, and low self-esteem). Although neither the
participants’ sex nor parental SES correlated with duration of
unemployment (see Table 2), they were related to other
predictors and thus included in the model. All path connec-
tions captured in Figure 4 were statistically signi�cant (t >

2.0). The model �tted the data well.
As can be seen in Figure 4, low self-control of emotions at

age 8 was directly related, whereas behavioural inhibition at
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Table 2
Pearson product-moment correlations for the study variables

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

1. Sex
(1 = women, 2 = men) –

2. Parental SES ± .05 –
3. Low self-control of

emotions (axis 1a; 8) .19*** .03 –
4. Behavioural inhibition

(axis 2; 8) .00 ± .24*** ± .01 –
5. Low self-control of

emotions (axis 1; 14) .24*** ± .08 .34*** .02 –
6. Behavioural inhibition

(axis 2; 14) .07 .01 ± .12* .29*** .02 –
7. School success (14) ± .38*** .15** ± .23*** ± .18** ± .49*** ± .23*** –
8. Occupational education

(27) ± .17** .43*** ± .17** ± .25*** ± .31*** ± .08 .60*** –
9. More than 12 months

unemployed (27–36) .01 ± .09 .15* .14* .11 .09 ± .08 ± .16** –
10. More than 24 months

unemployed (27–36) .06 ± .03 .24*** .07 .15* .05 ± .17** ± .20*** .64*** –
11. Self-esteem (36) .00 .25*** .00 ± .01 ± .01 ± .07 .05 .10 ± .15* ± .13* –
12. Depressive symptoms

(36) ± .06 ± .02 .13* .01 .12 .01 ± .09 ± .14* .22*** .23*** ± .45*** –
13. Anxiety (36) ± .02 ± .17** .05 .10 .05 .04 ± .06 ± .22*** .28*** .26*** ± .53*** .54*** –

Note. Age in parentheses indicates time of measurement. a Axis drawn from the correspondence analysis (see Figures 2 and 3). *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.

Figure 4. LISREL path diagram of direct and indirect connections between individuals’ characteristics in childhood and
adolescence and long-term unemployment in adulthood: [ x 2(28) = 37.27, p = .11; RMSEA= .034; RMR = .055; GFI = .97;
AGFI = .95].
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age 8 was indirectly related to long-term unemployment in
adulthood. In other words, low self-control of emotions per se
predicted selection into long-term unemployment. On the
other hand, behavioural inhibition at age 8 was linked to poor
school success at age 14, which was further related to poor
occupational education at age 27. Lack of occupational
education was a risk factor for later long-term unemployment.

As Fig. 4 shows, several indirect links were observed
between the participants’ sex and parental SES, and long-term
unemployment. As far as the participants’ sex was concerned,
the results indicated that men had lower self-control of
emotions and poorer school success compared to women.
Low parental SES was related to behavioural inhibition in
childhood, poor occupational education at age 27, and low
self-esteem as well as anxiety at age 36.

Effects of Long-term Unemployment on Current Psychological
Distress

Figure 4 shows that long-term unemployment was related to
increased current psychological distress as indicated by low
self-esteem, depressive symptoms, and anxiety. In order to
con�rm these �ndings on the consequences of unemployment
for current level of psychological distress we used MANOVA.
The unemployment groups were compared to each other in
respect of low self-esteem, depressivesymptoms, and anxietyat
age 36 after �rst controlling for individuals’ prior character-
istics—low self-control and behavioural inhibition at ages 8
and 14, school success at age 14, and occupational education
at age 27, as well as participants’ sex and parental SES—by
setting them as covariates. In this analysis, we contrasted the
unemployment categories as follows. (1) Participants less than
6 months unemployed were contrasted with the employed. (2)
Participants 6–12 months unemployed were contrasted with
those less than 6 months unemployed. (3) Participants 13–24
months unemployed were contrasted with those less than 12
months unemployed. (4) Participants more than 24 months
unemployed were contrasted with those less than 24 months
unemployed.

The analysis showed, in general, that the categories differed
signi�cantly from each other with regard to current overall
psychological distress [F(12,603) = 2.23, p < .01]. When the
indicators of distress were studied separately, it appeared that
the differences were signi�cant in depressive symptoms
[F(4,201) = 4.16, p < .01] and anxiety [F(4,201) = 4.07, p
< .01], but not in self-esteem. Finally, it was the contrast of
more than 24 months unemployed versus the rest in which
signi�cant differences occurred: compared to the others, those
who were more than 24 months unemployed had more
depressive symptoms (t = ±2.86, p < .01) and anxiety (t =

±3.09, p < .01).1

Discussion

Theresults showed that selection into unemployment, but only
long-term unemployment, occurred on the basis of the
dimension of low versus high self-control of emotions.
Compared to the model of emotional and behavioural
regulation (Pulkkinen, 1995, 1996) low self-control was
characterised by aggression (Type A behaviour) and not by
anxiety (Type D behaviour). Measured at age 8, low self-
control was directly related to long-term unemployment in
adulthood. By contrast, the dimension of behavioural inhibi-
tion versus expression characterised by anxiety, also measured
at age 8, had an indirect relation to long-term unemployment:
Passive social behaviour in childhood was related to long-term
unemployment in adulthood via poor educational attainment.
Although the explained variance of long-term unemployment
was low (R2

= .07), the �ndings indicated that there was a
statistically signi�cant relation between individuals’ character-
istics measured in childhood and long-term unemployment in
adulthood. Additionally, long-term unemployment was further
related to an increased level of psychological distress, as
indicated by depressive symptoms and anxiety. Consequently,
regarding the relation between unemployment and psycholo-
gical distress, support was found both for the hypothesis of
selection effects, and for the hypothesis of the negative
psychological effects of unemployment. This indicates that
more distressed individuals get selected into long-term
unemployment, with long unemployment further diminishing
well-being. This �nding is in line with previous research
conducted on school-leavers (e.g. Feather & O’Brien, 1986;
Hammarström, 1990; Wine�eld & Tiggemann, 1985,
1990a,b).

The starting-point of previous research has tended to be
school-leavers who may already have had some labour market
experiences in�uencing their psychological well-being (Morti-
mer, 1994). With the exception of the studies of Fergusson et
al. (1997) and Caspi et al. (1998), in no earlier unemployment
research has the follow-up begun with children. In this study,
the �rst data collection took place with 8-year-olds, who had
no prior experiences in the labour market. The identi�cation of
the cause-effect relations is stronger in this instance than in
studies involving school-leavers or adult participants (e.g.
Mortimer, 1994). The dif�culties involved in making causal
inferences arewell-recognised in the literature (e.g. Farrington,
1988; Rutter, 1994a,b). The most powerful method available
for the study of cause-effect relations is to carry out a
longitudinal experimental study (Farrington, 1992). Rando-
mised experimental studies are, however, from both an ethical
and a practical point of view dif�cult to perform when studying
human beings. Therefore, any causal inferences in the present
study must be made on the basis of the prospective, long-
itudinal nature of the data and the time-ordering of the
variables (see e.g. Bergman et al., 1991).

According to Rutter (1994a,b), the demonstration of
causality requires, for example, multiple replications in
different samples by independent researchers. In the present
study, we replicated, in general terms, the recent �ndings of
Caspi et al. (1998) and Fergusson et al. (1997) concerning
selection into unemployment. Using samples drawn from
different cultures (New Zealand vs. Finland) and of different
ages (adolescents vs. adults), one of the childhood predictors of
subsequent long-term unemployment was emotional liability;
referred to as low self-control of emotions by the present

1 We have made some further data analyses to con�rm the interpretation of
the consequences of unemployment. We selected three variables to measure
psychological distress at age 27 (Low Self-Worth and Self-Con�dence; see
Kokko & Pulkkinen, 1998, and Neuroticism measured using the Eysenck
Personality Questionnaire; see Pulkkinen, 1996) and at age 36 (self-esteem,
depressive symptoms, and anxiety) and compared (ANOVA, Scheffé’s test) four
different unemployment groups in respect of these variables. At age 36,
individuals who had been more than 12 months unemployed only after age 27
had more depressive symptoms [F(3,245) = 6.05, p < .001] and anxiety
[F(3,244) = 8.03, p < .001] than individuals who had never been more than 12
months unemployed. The groups did not differ from each other in terms in their
distress at age 27. This indicates that long-term unemployment between ages 27
and 36 increased the level of current psychological distress.



authors, antisocial behaviour by Caspi et al., and conduct
disorder by Fergusson et al. Although our �ndings concerning
the consequences of unemployment were similar to the results
of Fergusson and his collaborators, they should be interpreted
with some caution, as we did not have identical measures of
psychological distress at different ages. Afurther limitation of
our �ndings—especially those concerning the long-term
unemployed—is that they were based on a rather small number
of participants. On the other hand, the sample used in this
study was originally random, and the study began when the
participants were 8 years old. As suggested by Caspi et al.
(1998), longitudinal studies beginning with school-leavers may
under-represent the youngsters who are at greatest risk for
unemployment. Furthermore, at age 36, the participants
unbiasedly represented both the original sample and the whole
age cohort of Finnish 36-year-old adults. These facts increase
the generalisability of our �ndings.

Four major conclusions can be drawn from our study. First,
the �ndings indicate that only selection into long-term
unemployment is predictable. This result is in line with
previous research, which has shown that the increased duration
of unemployment in particular is predictable on the basis of
childhood characteristics (Fergusson et al., 1997). In recent
years, the unemployment rate has been very high (nearly 20%)
in Finland. This explains the fact that the unemployed include
individuals who have suddenly lost their jobs as a result of
recession, and who might have had no problems in their
personal development. It is notable, however, that these
individuals may also experience an increase in their current
level of psychological distress (Kokko & Pulkkinen, 1998).

Second, long-term unemployment is predictable from low
self-control of emotions, especially aggression, at age 8. We
assumed low self-control of emotions to indicate emotional
distress, covering both anxiety and aggression. The correspon-
dence analysis resulted in the axis for low self-control, which
included aggression only. Anxiety, however, loaded on to the
axis referred to as behavioural inhibition. When the individuals
unemployed for more than 24 months were combined with
those more than 12 months unemployed, a difference emerged
in behavioural inhibition: The individuals who had been at
least one year unemployed were socially more passive and
anxious at age 8 than the others. This is an interesting �nding,
because it suggests that individuals unemployed for more than
one year are characterised by internalising problems such as
anxiety, and the effects on long-term unemployment are
indirect rather than direct. Individuals unemployed for more
than two years, however, are characterised by undercontrolled,
aggressive behaviour.

Third, the indirect and direct links between individuals’
childhood and adolescent characteristics and subsequent long-
term unemployment have similarities to Caspi et al.’s (1998)
�ndings. The indirect relation between behavioural inhibition
in childhood and long-term unemployment in adulthood via
poor educational attainment can be explained by the mechan-
ism of cumulative continuity (Caspi et al., 1989). It might be
that passive and anxious children lack the initiative needed for
success at school. Poor school success and problems in
adjustment to school are related to accumulated problems,
including an unstable career line, in adulthood (Rönkä &
Pulkkinen, 1995). Socially passive, highly anxious children
have been observed to come from homes where the socio-
economic status is low (Pulkkinen, 1982; Pulkkinen et al.,
1999). The direct relation between low self-control of

emotions in childhood and subsequent long-term unemploy-
ment can be interpreted by means of the mechanism of
interactional continuity (Caspi et al., 1989). This implies that
individuals’ labile and aggressive interactional styles are
sustained by the reciprocal responses they evoke in other
persons. In future studies, it would be important to address a
speci�c risk mechanism by which different factors are related
to unemployment, as suggested by Rutter (1994a,b).

Finally, long-term unemployment was related to a height-
ened level of depressive symptoms and anxiety, even after
controlling for individuals’ childhood and adolescent charac-
teristics. Although long-term unemployment was also related
to self-esteem in the LISREL path model, this linkdisappeared
in the MANOVAanalysis. This may be explained by the fairly
high correlation between parental SES and self-esteem, that is,
when the effect of parental SES was controlled for, unemploy-
ment had no effect on self-esteem. Our previous analyses with
the same participants have shown that current long-term
unemployment is strongly related to low self-esteem, which is
further related to depressive symptoms and anxiety (Kokko &
Pulkkinen, 1998). In the present study, we did not take into
consideration the subjects’ current employment status. Never-
theless, our �ndings indicated that unemployment measured as
a total duration between ages 27 and 36 was also related to a
heightened level of distress.
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Abstract

The purpose of this analysis is to review, through a critical theoretical lens, social psychology
applied to work and organisations. In our reading of the applied social psychological literature four
key issues emerged. These include the valorisation of a positivist epistemology, an owner ⁄ manage-
ment perspective on workplace issues, a focus on intra-psychic variables or internal mental states
when accounting for organisational problems, and the ignoring of moral and ethical commitments
in determining workplace research and practice. Each of these issues is then further analysed in
light of insights from the field of Critical Management Studies. This alternative approach to
organisational behaviour points to the ways in which applied social psychological theory and
practice have the potential to disadvantage workers.

Introduction

Social psychology has enjoyed a long tradition of informing theory, research, and practice
in the area of work and organisational studies. This comes as no surprise given the funda-
mentally social nature of organisations, which rely to a great extent on interdependent
relations and work conducted in groups (or teams). Despite the frequent application of
social psychological knowledge to the workplace only a modest number of studies have
so far analysed this body of work through a critical theoretical lens (e.g. Hollway, 1991,
1998; Islam & Zyphur, 2006, 2009; Lawthom, 1999; Prilleltensky, Nelson, & Geoffrey,
2002, pp. 133–143; Symon & Cassell, 2006; Walsh & Bahnisch, 2002). We intend to
build upon this work by invoking the field of Critical Management Studies (CMS). CMS
is informed by a range of theoretical perspectives including critical theory, Marxism, post-
structualism, social constructionism, postcolonialism, and feminism, which collectively
challenge several key assumptions which underpin the authority and relevance of main-
stream thinking and practice related to management, business, and organisational studies.
CMS proceeds from the assumption that:

dominant theories and practices of management and organization systematically favor some
(elite) groups and ⁄ or interests at the expense of those who are disadvantaged by them; and that
this systemic inequality or interest-partiality is ultimately damaging for the emancipatory pros-
pects of all groups. (Alvesson, Bridgman, & Willmott, 2011, p. 7)

Informed by a range of contemporary debates CMS remains suspicious of taken-for-
granted thinking in organisation behavioural theorising which they identify as inescapably
located within social and political contexts. In particular, CMS seeks to ‘denaturalise’
concepts and theories, reflexively surfacing hidden assumptions regarding value systems
which affect the meaning and interpretation of research. For example, they seek to trace
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the power relations that structure and maintain inequality in the workplace. CMS scholars
are also committed to ‘epistemological reflexivity’, that is a recognition of the necessity
to incorporate a hermeneutical approach to the production of knowledge. Hermeneutics
recognises that meaning including theoretical sense making is not universal, but ontologi-
cally connected and thus cannot be separated from its social context including the
researchers own beliefs and values, the beliefs and values of the funding institution, and
those implicit in the economic and political ideologies that are dominant at any given
time. The construction of knowledge about management and organisations is inseparable
from historical, social, economic, political, and cultural contexts (Grey & Willmott, 2005,
p. 6; Tadajewski, Maclaran, Parsons, & Parker, 2011, p. 3). Alvesson et al. (2011) note:

By embracing ‘‘reflexivity’’, CMS contributes to a methodological and epistemological chal-
lenge to the objectivism and scientism which is seen to pervade mainstream research. It radically
doubts the possibility of neutrality and universality, arguing that such notions are invoked as
part of an ideology of research which disregards its (partisan) theory-dependency and disavows
its implicit naturalization of the status quo. (p. 10)

The analysis we present in this paper applies a series of generative questions derived from
the substantive contribution of CMS to critically engage with the application of social
psychology in the context of work. It acknowledges that many of the critiques developed
within CMS have broad application to social psychology and it is hoped that this paper
presents a call to ‘take stock’ and reflect on the relationship of social psychology to the
dominant agendas of the modern era and how social psychology stands in relation to
these.

In the following section we analyse the social psychological literature that has been
applied to the work and organisational context. This review will form the basis of our
critique in the second half of our paper.

Applying Social Psychology to Work and Organisations

Social psychological theory, research, and practice have played an important role in the
development of work psychology (or industrial ⁄organisational psychology, occupational
psychology, personnel psychology), both in the United States and the United Kingdom.
In the years prior to and including World War II, work psychology depended to a large
extent on the ‘‘advances in measurement and statistics, particularly the accurate measure-
ment of individual differences’’ (Vinchur & Koppes, 2010, p. 5). Elton Mayo’s 1927 stud-
ies at the Western Electric factory in Hawthorne, Illinois led to the realization of the
importance of social factors such as recognition, a sense of belonging, and job security as
determinants of work productivity, challenging the basic assumptions of the ‘scientific
management’ movement. Mayo’s work proposed that a better understanding of the social
psychological context of the workplace was key to solving labour-management problems
(Bourke, 1982).

Work psychology became predominately associated with psychometric testing, which
was used to determine in advance the suitability of workers for various positions by classi-
fying them according to their personality, degrees of intelligence, manual dexterity, acci-
dent proneness, and general compatibility of the employee with the profile desired by
management (Braverman, 1974, p. 99).

In the period following World War II social psychological theories began to be
applied more directly to the understanding of organisational behaviour. One of the
earliest landmark applications was Brown’s (1954) Social Psychology and Industry, which
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analysed workplace groups and their effects on attitudes, motivation, and leadership.
Brown also advocated the use of opinion surveys to be used by managers as a tool
for understanding worker subjectivity (see Rose, 1998; pp. 143–145). Brown’s book
was followed by Katz and Kahn’s (1966) The Social Psychology of Organizations, which
investigated workplace values, roles, motivation, leadership and health. Michael
Argyle’s (1989) The Social Psychology of Work (first published in 1972) continued the
theme by analysing the role of technology, social organisation and personality differ-
ences, and the effect these have on workplace motivation, leadership, training, and
personnel selection. Argyle argued that it was imperative that researchers draw on
social psychology’s positivist research tradition if they were to accurately understand
organisational behaviour.

Representing applied social psychology’s own critical lineage, two older books stand
apart from those briefly reviewed above. These include Karl Weick’s (1979) The Social
Psychology of Organizing (first published in 1969) and Hosking and Morely’s (1991) edited
collection A Social Psychology of Organizing. These two books approach organisational
behaviour by extending human cognition to organisational theory. For example, Weick’s
book treats organisations as highly complex socially constructed processes (see Gioia,
2006). Hosking and Morley’s book follows Weick’s lead by focusing predominately on
organisational change. Uniquely for a book on applied social psychology it explores the
internal politics associated with organisational change. While both books were written
from the perspective of organisational theory their analyses touch upon a number of tra-
ditional social psychological topics, such as individual and group relations, attitudes, deci-
sion making, and social perception.

More recent applications of social psychology to the workplace include the edited
collections Social Identity at Work (Haslam, van Knippenberg, Platow, & Ellemers, 2003),
The Social Psychology of Organizational Behavior (Thompson, 2003a) and Social Psychology
and Organizations (De Cremer, van Dick, & Murnighan, 2011). All three edited books
draw on a range of social psychology theories including personality and individual differ-
ences, social identity theory, attitudes, motivation, group dynamics, teamwork, attribution
theory, cognitive dissonance, and leadership. There are also various chapters devoted to
analysing organisational behaviour in edited books on applied social psychology, which
draw on similar topics and theories to those noted above (e.g. Brehm, Kassin, & Fein,
2005, pp. 478–511; Coutts & Gruman, 2005; Van Der Zee & Paulus, 2008).

From our analysis of this literature four key issues emerged that overlapped with a
number of CMS concepts and topics of study. The four issues include: (1) the valorisa-
tion of positivist (experimental) research methods, (2) identification with an owner ⁄ man-
agement perspective on workplace issues and problems, (3) a focus on intra-psychic
variables or internal mental states when accounting for organisational problems, and (4)
the absence of a clear moral and ethical framework for determining workplace research
and practice.

Thompson (2003b) for example asserts that applied social psychology advances by
employing experimental research methodologies; in particular the hypothetico-deductive
method. He explains: ‘‘researchers develop a hypothesis derived from theory and then
design an experiment that will allow cause-and-effect conclusions from the results. This is
in contrast to folk wisdom or qualitative ethnographic research’’ (Thompson, 2003b, p. 2).
The valorisation of the hypothetico-deductive method and the denigration of qualitative
methods which Thompson implicitly links to ‘folk wisdom’, is given further credence in
the final chapter of his edited book, which provides a guide on ‘how to read a journal
article in social psychology’. At no point in this guide is there any reference to research
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designs other than those that subscribe to a narrowly conceived positivist epistemology
(Jordan & Zanna, 2003).

The second key issue to emerge in the applied social psychology literature is that it
takes for granted established relations between the interests of capital regarding organisa-
tional behaviour and the interests of the individual employee, usually at the expense of
the latter. This can be seen in the way that it ignores significant workplace phenomena
such as unions and the power relations that exist between workers and owner ⁄ managers.
In cases where the issue of power is raised it is understood simplistically as a resource
attached to positions of authority within an organisational hierarchy. These positions of
authority and the power invested in them are treated as naturally occurring phenomenon
and accepted as inevitable features of the workplace (e.g. Coutts & Gruman, 2005; Galin-
sky, Rus, & Lammers, 2011). In this respect authority and the power relations that main-
tain them are naturalised and normalised (Clegg, 2011). The question for mainstream
applied social psychologists is not whether modes of authority and the structures that
maintain them are fair and equitable. Instead the question of power is either ignored, iso-
lated to individual influence or becomes one of how best to manage and negotiate it,
with a view to gaining optimum efficiency and productivity out of workers.

The third key issue to emerge from the applied social psychological literature is that
much of its research focuses on intra-psychic variables or internal mental states, the results
of which are rendered into highly specific and trivial micro-theories (Hill, 2006). Issues
related to historical, social, political and economic forces are viewed as the domain of
sociologists, political scientists, and economists (Thompson, 2003b, p. 2); this is despite
their significant influence on the day-to-day social and psychological experience of work
for many workers (e.g. Bourdieu, 1998; Gorz, 1999; McDonald, Wearing, & Ponting,
2008; Sennett, 1998).

The fourth issue that we identified as problematic in the applied social psychological
literature is that it lacks concern for moral and ethical implications for determining work-
place research and practice. In all of the works cited above we found only fleeting men-
tions of moral and ethical practice related to research and consulting activities. There was
one chapter by Pillutla (2011) that investigated the topic of morals. However, this analysis
was taken from the perspective of an individual’s potential for moral behaviour in the
workplace. Pillutla’s chapter is in many respects characteristic of the applied social psy-
chological literature, which views issues of morality and ethical practice as one that per-
tains solely to the individual worker and their behaviour.

In the following section we discuss the above literature by drawing on insights from
CMS. These insights challenge applied social psychology’s positivist epistemology and
individualistic ontology. It draws attention to its focus on internal mental states while fail-
ing to recognise their interconnectedness with a range of external forces that determine
workplace conditions. We use the example of workplace stress to illustrate this problem.
This is then followed by a discussion on applied social psychology’s attempt to create a
value free science and the issues this raises in relation to its moral and ethical practice.

A Critical Management Perspective on Applied Social Psychology

In light of the issues noted above we begin by raising concerns about applied social psy-
chology’s adherence to a positivist epistemology and individualistic ontology. As Steffy
and Grimes (1992, p. 184) note: ‘‘Ontological and epistemological questions are largely
assumed to be irrelevant. Inquiry is confined only to those propositions that are empiri-
cally testable’’. Applied social psychology’s unquestioning faith in these philosophical
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positions has meant that it has become un-reflexively caught up in a web of power rela-
tions. For example, the measurement of human functioning and performance in the
workplace has helped to maintain highly rational capitalist modes of production. This has
created the conditions for the exploitation of workers for the purpose of increasing profits
and the manipulation of social relations for purely instrumental purposes (Carrette, 2003,
pp. 73–74; Hollway, 1998; Hughes, 2005; Parker, 2007, pp. 55–73; Steffy & Grimes,
1992). Applied social psychology has sought to maintain this performative intent by
developing knowledge and techniques of management that seek to achieve maximum
output for minimum input. In contrast CMS ‘‘questions the alignment between knowl-
edge, truth and efficiency…and is concerned with performativity only in that it seeks to
uncover what is being done in its name’’ (Fournier & Grey, 2000, p. 17).

The adherence to an individualistic ontology (e.g. Thompson, 2003b, p. 1) effectively
separates the individual worker from their organisational and social context. Its singular
emphasis on the individual locates the social inside the workers mind (Burr, 2002;
Moscovici, 1972), effectively delegitimizing the historical, social, cultural, political, and
economic forces that influence and shape organisational behaviour.

The irony is that applied social psychology’s agenda is itself embedded within a broader
set of relations where it competes for status with the natural sciences (Silvester, 2008; Symon
& Cassell, 2006). This wider game cannot ignore the influence of capitalist and neoliberal
interests on the resourcing of its own institutions, theories, and research. Complicity in this
game rewards engaging in false claims to scientific objectivity and political neutrality, an
issue frequently highlighted in the ‘critical social psychology’ literature (e.g. Fox, Prillelten-
sky, & Austin, 2009; Gough & McFadden, 2001; Hepburn, 2003; Tuffin, 2004). As a con-
sequence applied social psychologists run the risk of turning people’s personalities, beliefs,
tastes, and preferences to fit the demands of the contemporary neoliberal workplace (Alves-
son et al., 2011, p. 5; Smith, 1999). A number of studies have been conducted which show
a direct link between the institution of neoliberal economic policies and the degradation of
work in the West. These studies indicate that work is now blighted by insecurity, long
working hours, the intensification of work, a lack of work-life balance, greater competitive-
ness between employees, and stricter administrative controls (Bourdieu, 1998; Braverman,
1974; Bunting, 2005; Pocock, van Wanrooy, Strazzari, & Bridge, 2001; Kelliher & Ander-
son, 2010; Reeves, 2003; Ritzer, 1998; Schor, 1991; van Horn, Schaufeli, & Tarvis, 2001).
These conditions have led to the rewarding and shaping of workplace characters that are
narcissistic, individualistic, and hyper competitive (Couldry, 2008; Deery & Walsh, 1999;
Hamilton, 2003; Lasch, 1979; McDonald et al., 2008).

The constraints associated with applied social psychology’s epistemology and ontology
are further compounded by its singular focus on intra-psychic processes (e.g. personality
traits, cognitive abilities, attitudes, attributions etc.), which lie outside the imperatives of
most workers who regard these as having less importance in the workplace when com-
pared with the more dynamic and influential issues of power, justice, equality, and poli-
tics (both internal and external) (Alvesson & Deetz, 2005; Steffy & Grimes, 1992).
Applied social psychology’s positivist approach ‘‘leads to fragmented and specific explana-
tions of organizational phenomena, but does little to increase our understanding of the
real complexities of organizational life’’ (Steffy & Grimes, 1992, p. 187). The lack of
in-depth analysis in its literature on the role played by political and economic forces is to
ignore what are clearly important influences on organisational behaviour. As Pilgrim and
Treacher (1992) argue, applied social psychology has effectively placed the burden of
political and economic problems onto individual workers. It has done this by
legitimising:

Applied Social Psychology 857

ª 2012 Blackwell Publishing Ltd Social and Personality Psychology Compass 6/12 (2012): 853–864, 10.1111/spc3.12004



the individualisation of social and economic relations by working within a (scientific) psycho-
logical framework. Political dynamics (like inherent conflicts of interest between owners and
workers) became reframed as problems between individuals to be managed using psychological
technologies. Accordingly, applied psychology was offering a technical ‘fix’ for political tensions
and the experience of alienated labour was rendered a problem of stress, neurosis or adjustment.
(p. 30)

As well as incorrectly attributing workplace problems as personal failings, applied social
psychology’s epistemology and ontology constrains its ability to offer effective and sus-
tainable solutions to workplace problems. Employing positivist research methods has led
to delimited definitions of workplace stress, job dissatisfaction, and absenteeism to name
just a few. These problems are seen to stem from intra-psychic forces such as personality
traits (e.g. extraversion and neuroticism) (Furnham, 1994; Furnham & Heaven, 1999, pp.
196–198; Sterns, Alexander, Barrett, & Dambrot, 1983), an individual’s locus of control
(Burger, 1985), or their level (or lack) of self-efficacy (Jex & Bliese, 1999). These and
other applied social psychologists narrowly focus their level of analysis on internal states
and symptoms only, instead of linking these with the broader historical, social, political,
and economic origins of these problems. An engagement and understanding of these
external forces is necessary if workplace conditions are to be altered so as to enable work-
ers to flourish.

Applied social psychology’s failure to consider these external forces greatly diminishes
the utility of its various theoretical constructs and the workplace consulting practices that
stem from these. The danger is that applied social psychologists end up ignoring these
forces attributing workplace stress (as just one example) to a workers inability to adjust to
the alienating conditions of the modern workplace. These mis-attributions are a common
feature of the applied social psychology literature (e.g. Argyle, 1989, pp. 278–284; Furn-
ham, 2005, pp. 354–393; Haslam & van Dick, 2011). As a consequence workers may
end up blaming themselves for political and economic conditions they have little or no
control over. Moloney and Kelly (2008) note:

when seeking to account for the likely origins of their own experiences of ill-health, contem-
porary Westerners may have a propensity to discount the harmful effects of those social and
material adversities with which they may be struggling, and instead attribute their problems to
their own apparent lack of will power, or internal moral resolve. (p. 280)

While we agree that reactions to stress will depend to some degree upon individual dif-
ferences and group memberships, ultimately stressful working conditions stem from the
political and economic ideologies which set the framework by which production (work)
is governed in any one society. As was previously noted, neoliberal political and eco-
nomic policies have led to a range of degraded workplace conditions such as the gradual
weakening of unions, increased job insecurity in the form of short and ⁄ or fixed term
contracts – or positions that are terminated without reason or forewarning – longer and
more intense working hours, unrealistic workloads, and the inflated expectations of suc-
cess that come with these (Anderson-Connolly, Grunberg, Greenberg, & Moore, 2002;
Beck, 2000; Bourdieu, 1998; Gorz, 1999; Sennett, 1998, 2006).

Practical interventions for overcoming stress as advocated by applied social psycholo-
gists include building a capacity for resilience, coping skills, stress management techniques
(e.g. relaxation, meditation, mindfulness etc.), the self-regulation of emotions, and more
recently ‘positive’ psychological interventions (e.g. Linley, Harrington, & Garcea, 2010).
However, these workplace prescriptions address internal symptoms only, which represent
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an acceptance of the status quo in the ways in which work is governed in modern soci-
ety. It also represents a failure to engage with the external forces that determine work-
place conditions and the various stressors they place on organisations and their workers.
By failing to acknowledge the relationship between individual interiority and the broader
political and economic context, the generative questions of the field are couched in terms
of ‘individual action’ or entitative thinking (see Hosking, 2005), rather than changing the
actual conditions that are the ultimate cause of workplace stress. Thus, applied social psy-
chologists become either defacto apologists or accomplices in obscuring the stark differ-
ences which arise between those who control the means of production and those who
must suffer under its alienating conditions (Parker, 2007). In many instances applied social
psychologists are co-opted by their sponsoring organisations to support interventions
which drive management agendas, as opposed to interventions that are in the best inter-
ests of workers (Lefkowitz, 2003). In effect applied social psychologists have become the
maintenance crew for stressful workplace conditions. Instead of enabling human flourish-
ing in organisations they have come to naturalise stress, bad health, subordination, exploi-
tation, and conformism by encouraging its amelioration (Alvesson et al., 2011; Steffy &
Grimes, 1992).

To counter these claims some applied social psychologists argue their focus at the
‘group level’ of organisational behaviour overcomes the drawbacks associated with more
individualistic psychological approaches. Haslam (2004) and Haslam and van Dick (2011)
for example note that a ‘psychology of groups’ has been ignored in favour of a ‘psychol-
ogy of the individual’ when seeking to understand organisational behaviour. Again, using
the example of workplace stress they argue that most psychologists conceptualise stress as
a personal ⁄ individual phenomenon, ignoring group memberships and the manner in
which these influence a person’s appraisal of organisational stressors. For example,
‘‘employees are far less likely to respond positively to organizational stressors if they per-
ceive themselves to share a sense of identity with the organization that is the source of
those stressors’’ (Haslam & van Dick, 2011, p. 338). By applying social identity theory to
understand workplace stress the authors argue their interpretation is more encompassing
due to its enhanced ‘social’ understanding of the issue. However, their enhanced ‘social’
interpretation continues to ignore the influence exerted by external forces in their theo-
rising of organisational behaviour. So that despite employing social identity theory, the
authors’ interpretation of stress is still largely underpinned by an individualistic ontology.
As Jenkins (2008, 115) notes ‘‘social identity theory remains an individualist perspective:
groups are, at best, taken for granted as simplified and reified features of the human land-
scape, actual interaction is largely ignored, and identification appears to take place solely
‘inside people heads’’’.

By subscribing to a value free science that claims to be impartial and politically neutral,
applied social psychology has allowed itself to be co-opted by the interests of
owner ⁄managers of organisations. Vinchur and Koppes (2010, p. 28) note: ‘‘the manage-
ment perspective has been the dominant one in the history of I ⁄O psychology’’ and that
‘‘this does not necessarily mean that I ⁄ O psychologists are anti-worker’’. While the
majority of applied social psychologists are genuine in their desire to improve the workers
lot, their research, theories, and practice are only as good as the philosophies and theories
that underpin them. At present applied social psychologists show a collective lack of
reflexivity in how their research and practice maintains capital and managerial interests at
the expense of workers (Baritz, 1960; Blackler & Brown, 1978; Bramel & Friend, 1981;
Braverman, 1974; Huszczo, Wiggins, & Currie, 1984; Islam & Zyphur, 2006, 2009;
Zickar, 2001).
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In the absence of a reflexive stance, applied social psychology has created a moral and
ethical void in much of its theory, research, and practice (Lefkowitz, 2003). This has
allowed itself to sidestep an examination of its moral and ethical underpinnings, which in
the majority of cases is contractually defined and controlled by owner ⁄managers repre-
senting the interests of capital (Islam & Zyphur, 2009). Evidence for this can be seen in
the way that psychological techniques are employed by owner ⁄managers and the applied
psychological consultants they hire to cure dissatisfied and recalcitrant workers for the
purpose of increasing productivity and profit (Braverman, 1974; Blackler & Brown, 1978;
Steffy & Grimes, 1992). Rose (1999) notes:

Whatever their professed concerns, the psychologists of organizations and occupations have col-
luded in the invention of more subtle ways of adjusting the worker, based upon the happy but
not altogether innocent illusion that industrial discontent, strikes, absenteeism, low productivity
and so forth do not derive from fundamental conflicts of interest but from ameliorable proper-
ties of the psychological relations of the factory. (p. 58)

In this respect applied social psychology is ‘‘dominated by the economizing productivity
values of an idealized free-market capitalism’’ (Lefkowitz, 2003, p. 292).

Conclusion

The purpose of our analysis has been to analyse applied social psychology by invoking
insights from CMS. In our review of the applied social psychology literature four key
issues emerged. They included its positivist epistemology, its owner ⁄management perspec-
tive, focus on intra-psychic variables, and the absence of a clear moral and ethical frame-
work. Using insights from the field of CMS we challenged these four assumptions
illustrating the ways they can potentially disadvantage workers, as well as arguing that its
theoretical and philosophical horizons are greatly limited (Blackler & Brown, 1978,
p. 341). These limitations extend primarily to its positivist epistemology and lack of
reflexivity, which has meant that it has become caught up in a web of power relations,
to which it is blind, in the belief that its research and practice is impartial and politically
neutral. It does this by reframing external forces (such as politics and economics) as indi-
vidual problems, which are cured by employing applied social psychological techniques
and interventions. As a consequence applied social psychology has become an apologist
and accomplice in the maintenance of unjust working conditions.

We argue that invoking insights from the field of CMS places an ethico-political
dimension at the core of understanding organisational behaviour, as opposed to the
periphery (Alvesson & Willmott, 2003). As such we call for a reorientation of the basic
assumptions that guide applied social psychological theory, research, and practice, starting
with recognition that organisational behaviour is influenced as much by the politics and
economics of a given era as it is by a workers personality traits, locus of control or their
level of self-efficacy. This would enable applied social psychology to better recognise the
ways in which power relations disadvantage and marginalize certain groups in the work
context. A critical approach emphasises the taking of a reflexive stance on its research and
practice so that it can move beyond its current limited scope, to an approach which takes
account of the external forces that drive workplace conditions as well as making it more
aware of its own unconscious values and political allegiances. Moving beyond an individ-
ualistic ontology would lead to more effective and sustainable solutions to workplace
problems whose focus would be less about ‘fixing the individual’ and more about calling
for workers to have greater freedom and control over the ways in which work is
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organised in contemporary society. In this respect an engagement with CMS not only de-
constructs the leading theories in applied social psychology, it also has the potential to
greatly expand them as well.
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In this paper it is argued that the attention given by psychologists to individuals who 
happen, at a particular point in time, to be unemployed, has detracted from an under- 
standing of the more widespread and complex ways in which conditions in the labour 
market affect the psychological health of the population. In focusing on unemployment 
rather than on other correlates of economic recession the literature has largely ignored 
the economic and sociological literature on the labour market. Not only has this blink- 
ered researchers to the real nature of the experience of unemployment and the amount of 
psychological distress that accompanies a reduction in the demand for labour, but it 
would also have serious repercussions if the psychological literature were to influence 
government policy towards labour market regulation. It is proposed that the most fruit- 
ful way forward for psychological research to go will be to enlarge its sphere of interest, 
perhaps by adapting the explanatory frameworks developed in the studies of unemploy- 
ment and psychological well-being to other labour market phenomena such as job in- 
security, promotions and demotions, stagnated careers or thwarted expectations. 

Even in severe economic recessions, the increase in the number of individuals registered 
as unemployed is relatively small in comparison to the number in the workforce as a 
whole. For instance, in Britain the official unemployment rate went from about 6 per cent 
in the late 70s to about 12 per cent in the early 80s.' Whilst we know very well from the 
accumulated evidence that a large number of those extra claimants were experiencing very 
unpleasant psychological states, nevertheless i t  is surprising that the 88 per cent of the 
workforce who were working at that particular point in time have been largely ignored. 
The recession would have caused stressful life-events, threatening environments or a 
reduction in the quality of life for many of them (it is impossible to put any meaningful 
estimates on the numbers involved) which may, in total, have caused a greater reduction 
in the mental health of the nation than that arising from the more acute suffering of the 
smaller number who were unemployed. Whilst the unequal sharing of the suffering may, 
in itself, be of political importance, in terms of the psychological burden on the nation, 
' Even allowing for the fact these counts of claimants underestimate the number of people who would like to be working 
if there were more suitable jobs available, and that this underestimation has become successively more acute with the 
Conservative government's numerous changes in the method of measuring unemployment, the general argument remains 
the same. 
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the effects of recession to those in jobs has been largely ignored. This paper starts with 
some suggestions as to why the psychological literature has been so narrowly focused 
on unemployment, whilst ignoring other labour market phenomena. Second, several 
examples will be given of ways in which the literature’s obliviousness to labour market 
processes has led to flaws both: (a) in our understanding of the plight of the unemployed; 
and (6) the research designs used to investigate unemployment. Third, useful theoretical 
frameworks for studying the labour market are proposed, and, fourth, a few examples of 
the sorts of labour market phenomena which might be studied for their psychological 
impact are discussed. Finally the potentially adverse policy impact of the narrow focus on 
unemployment is discussed. 

Why the preoccupation with unemployment? 

There are a number of reasons, to do with the history of our discipline and with the nature 
of the labour market, which may have contributed to the narrow focusing of the psycho- 
logical literature on unemployment rather than more general phenomena that occur 
when there is a fall in the demand for labour. 

First and foremost, unemployment is much more readily visible, and easily defined, 
than other forms of disadvantage in the labour market. Governments readily (but not 
unproblematically) delimit who is employed or unemployed for us, and even if we reject 
that definition as being over- or underinclusive, alternative definitions are readily avail- 
able. This makes for relatively easy categorization into ‘treatment’ and ‘control’ groups of 
the ‘classic’ quasi-experimental or non-experimental design (the control group being 
either the reemployed or predismissal individuals in the case of longitudinal designs, or 
judiciously chosen employees in cross-sectional designs). By contrast, trying to oper- 
ationalize other types of labour market experiences would be far more complex (imagine, 
for instance, the problems that would arise in attempting to define a demarcation between 
individuals with successful careers and those with careers that started well but then stag- 
nated). At least with studies of unemployment, some comparisons are possible between 
different studies (albeit taking account of the differing demographic characteristics and 
unemployment environments in disparate studies) which has led to a moderate level of 
cohesiveness in the field. Whilst it is unlikely that the same theoretical headway would 
have been made in the relatively early days had the focus of study been less tightly defined, 
this restriction has now outserved its purpose. 

A second, related reason for the narrow focus on unemployment might again be found 
from within the roots of the discipline. Jahoda (1988, 1989) criticizes the nature of psy- 
chological theories as being concerned with the cognitive processes of the individual 
rather than the nature of the social environment which shapes our behaviour or well- 
being. Similarly, a training in psychology consists of giving students an understanding of 
those cognitive or intra-psychic processes, and how to further explore them, but not an 
understanding of how to explore social environments. In addition to this limited focus on 
the human mind, however, applied social research should also require an understanding 
of the nature of the particular environments in which people are being studied; for 
instance, applied developmental psychologists often require a knowledge of the family or 
school environment. However, the studies of unemployment have not shown the same 
detailed understanding of the nature of the labour market. 
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There are several reasons why this might be the case. In the first instance, the labour 
market is one of the most complex socially constructed phenomena that psychologists 
have to deal with. It is influenced by numerous institutions (e.g. employers, government 
legislation, trade unions, pressure groups, the education system, the family system, etc). 
If that were not enough, it has been further shrouded in mystery by the economic ana- 
lyses and jargon that are used to describe it. Conceptually, there is a lot more work to be 
done before economic theories and models (which generally seek an understanding at a 
highly aggregated level) can be used to understand the experiences of the individual. 
However, until that sort of understanding is displayed in the psychological literature, 
there will be severe limits on the extent to which we can locate the link between employ- 
ment and mental health in a wider perspective than the simple dichotomy of employment 
and unemployment. 

A final reason for the neglect of the effect of labour market phenomena (other than 
unemployment) on mental health is that it has fallen uncomfortably between the two 
principal levels of analysis that have been used in studying the economic determinants of 
psychological health. Whilst surveys of individual symptoms of poor mental health have 
generally compared those with and without jobs, the aggregate studies correlating men- 
tal health (normally psychiatric admissions, stress-related mortality or suicide rates) with 
economic indicators have had the potential to look at the wider effectsof economic cycles. 
And whilst these studies might allow one to calculate the social Cost of economic reces- 
sion (e.g. Brenner, 1973, 1979) they give little indication of the exact causal paths in the 
link between the economy and the individual, and are thus of little value in formulating 
theories which attempt to understand processes at the psychological level. There are 
almost no studies that attempt to relate psychological symptoms manifested by em- 
ployees to the rate of unemployment in their local labour markets (Catalano & Dooley, 
1983 and Dooley, Catalano & Rook, 1988 are notable exceptions to this). 

Ignorance of labour market phenomena and psychological research 

In this section several examples are given where psychological research has been based on 
a rather simplistic conception of the nature of labour markets, leading to results that are, 
at best, peripheral to gaining an understanding of unemployment which may lead to an 
alleviation of its damaging psychological effects. It is not the intention here to pick out 
specific examples of ‘bad’ studies, but rather to highlight general assumptions that under- 
lie much of the literature in the field but which bear little relationship to the reality of 
the labour market. 

Take, for instance, the way in which redundancy and unemployment are taken to be 
practically synonymous in the unemployment literature. Yet a recent survey of unem- 
ployment flows in Britain found that only 37 per cent of the unemployed sample reported 
being made redundant from their last job-exactly the same proportion as those claim- 
ing to have left their last job of their own accord (Daniel, 1990)! It is not as if redundancy 
is a rare event-recent studies ofBritish labour markets (Burchell, 1990) have shown that 
involuntary job quits are both fairly common (accounting for approximately 22 per cent 
of all men’s transitions between organizations, and 13 per cent of women’s transitions). 
Neither would they seem to be particularly traumatic in most cases; in 58 per cent of 
those cases for men, and 52 per cent of cases for women, the next job after the involun- 
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tary quit was better paid (measured by self-report) than the one that they had left. It seems 
to be the case that, for many employees, involuntary quits are the normal way that they 
leave jobs, particularly in seasonal employment and in the construction industry, and in 
the majority of cases employees seem to be able to cope with that without economic (and 
presumably with little psychological) cost. 

A study of unemployment flows shows that, rather than unemployment being started 
by a dismissal and lasting until reemployment, a more typical scenario may be of the 
worker who repeatedly takes unsatisfactory jobs, and leaves them again as the financial 
andlor psychological benefits of working are not appreciably better than being unem- 
ployed. This is illustrated well by Daniel’s (1990) data on flows again. For instance, of the 
48 per cent of the men and women who found initial jobs within five week3 of becoming 
unemployed, they went on to spend an average of nearly six of the next 20 months fol- 
lowing unemployment out of work. 

Not only has this sort of career been largely ignored in the psychological literature, 
where the much smaller number of individuals with longer continuous spells of unem- 
ployment have more typically been targeted, but the way in which unemployment is 
described in the literature overlooks these types of unemployed careers. 

Take, for example, the literature on stage theories of unemployment (see Fryer, ,1985, 
for a critique and Feather, 1990, for a recent review). Almost all of the theories that have 
been proposed report that individual workers go through a set of stages such as periods of 
shock, optimism and pessimism. Whilst this may be true of individuals who had not pre- 
viously experienced unemployment, i t  seems a case of gross overgeneralization. 

The nature of the initial jobs which the unemployed take to re-enter employment has 
also been somewhat ignored. A very high proportion of those jobs are temporary, seasonal, 
casual or fixed term (Burchell, 1992; Daniel, 1990), and there is evidence (for men at 
least) that there is little or no psychological benefit from reemployment in insecure jobs 
(Burchell, 1992). Yet studies of those individuals with complex patterns of repeated 
unemployment highlight the psychological and financial problems of the transitions into 
employment as well as the transitions back into unemployment (e.g. McLaughlin, Millar 
& Cooke, 1989). In a psychological literature that focused on unemployment as it is actu- 
ally experienced, such studies would be central rather than peripheral and rare. 

Daniel also criticized psychology researchers directly as being a group whose ignorance 
of the very high flows backs into employment, particularly in the early stages of unem- 
ployment, makes them incapable of designing a feasible research programme: 

The present author is still asked to referee research applications, most commonly from psychologists, it 
seems, who propose to monitor the experience of unemployment among 100 people over the year after 
they lose their jobs. It is hardly surprising that so much policy towards the unemployed is unsatisfac- 
tory if such basic misconceptions remain so widespread (Daniel, 1990, pp. 7-8) 

An interdisciplinary theoretical perspective 
It would be too great a task to develop a new perspective for psychologists in under- 
standing the labour market in this paper, so discussion will be limited to giving a few 
thoughts as to where a fruitful search for enlightenment might start. Mainstream eco- 
nomic theories are unhelpful for a number of reasons. In the first instance, most economic 
theories of the labour market are more interested in explanation at the macro level, 
whereas a psychological interest will be more interested in phenomena at the individual 
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and small-group level. And whereas economists are more interested in the effects of the 
human psyche on economic behaviour, the study of psychological well-being is more con- 
cerned with the opposite relationship, the effect of the economy on the individual. 

However, one theoretical perspective that might provide a bridge between psychologi- 
cal and socio-economic studies of the labour market is labour market segmentation 
theory (see, for an overview, Baron & Norris, 1976; Burchell & Rubery, 1990 or 
Osterman, 1988). Rather than starting from the mainstream economic premises that all 
‘agents’ in the labour market are essentially profit- or wage-maximizing decision makers, 
differing primarily in the education (or ‘human capital’) and intrinsic ability they bring 
to the labour market, segmentation theory attempts to understand the labour market as 
a social phenomenon, Within that paradigm the expectations and power that different 
individuals and groups bring to the labour market are seen as being of central importance. 
Some groups (a ‘primary segment’) obtain and retain powerful positions in the labour 
market because of their individual and collective (through trade unions, professional asso- 
ciations, etc.) behaviour. They are typically employed by firms in stable or expanding 
product markets, using economies of scale and modern mass-production techniques. Such 
firms actively seek to reduce labour turnover by creating ‘healthy’ employment environ- 
ments conducive to high levels of motivation and low levels of turnover. However, other 
groups of employees, because of the weaker bargaining positions that they come to the 
labour market with, tend to be employed by less profitable firms where lower wages, 
poorer conditions and worse job security and promotion prospects are the norm (women 
and ethnic minorities are sometimes held to be synonymous with the term ‘secondary seg- 
ments’). The forces that maintain these two groups as separate and essentially non-com- 
peting factions in the labour market are complex and varied, but the different 
expectations and psychological experiences of those individuals are seen as potential fac- 
tors. Early theorists in this tradition (e.g. Doering & Piore, 1971) suggested that, after a 
period of time working in the conditions of the secondary labour market, workers would 
internalize a more casualized attitude to work, thus perpetuating their exclusion from the 
primary sector. Whilst later theorists have tended to downplay these ‘feckless worker’ 
explanations, and emphasized instead the role of the demand side in structuring the 
labour market into segments where very different processes and rewards operated, never- 
theless it is still accepted that labour markets must be treated as multifarious phenomena 
where the psychological state of the workforce is potentially capable of structuring the 
system. Thus, within this framework, psychologists could not only investigate the effects 
of the labour market on the individual, but also the part played by those effects on the 
operation of the labour market. 

Such a theoretical framework could also add to a more theoretically informed treatment 
of the different ways in which unemployment affects different groups. By starting with 
the assumption that labour markets are socially constructed, it follows that they will be 
constructed differently by different groups. For instance, it has been assumed (Baron & 
Norris, 1976) and demonstrated empirically (Burchell, Elliott & Rubery, 1993) that gen- 
der is one of the main structuring supply-side variables. Furthermore, women’s work is 
itself very heterogeneous, with the women’s differing domestic circumstances being a cen- 
tral determinant of their diverse positions in the labour market. When considered against 
such a backdrop, the search for simple gender or ethnic origin differences in psychologi- 
cal reactions to unemployment can be seen to be far too reductionist. 



350 B. Brirchell 

Evidence that other labour market phenomena can affect mental health 
There is already some evidence that labour market phenomena other than unemployment 
can affect an individual’s mental health, but the literature is small and fragmented by 
comparison to that relating to unemployment. There has, of course, been a considerable 
amount of interest in the effects of differing employment environments on psychological 
functioning (and some attempts to use the same analytical tools to study that as to study 
unemployment, most noticeably Warr’s ‘vitamin’ model (1987)). Winefield, Winefield, 
Tiggemann & Goldney (1991) and Winefield, Tiggemann & Goldney (1988) found evi- 
dence that employed young people who expressed low levels of job satisfaction had psy- 
chological well-being scores as low as the unemployed group, considerably below the 
levels measured in the satisfied employed group. But, whilst studies such as these have 
usually focused on the nature of the work in jobs, they have tended to ignore labour mar- 
ket conditions per se. The literature on the psychological effects of job insecurity is a 
notable exception to this (see Hartley, Jacobson, Klandermans & van Vuuren, 1991), but 
that literature has been small by comparison to the bulk of psychological publication on 
unemployment. 

Aggregate studies of the economy and psychological health have, unfortunately, pro- 
duced little consensus, at least in part because of the differing statistical models used by 
different researchers, and because of the problems associated with the use of dependent 
variables such as suicides, psychiatric admissions or stress-related mortality figures. 
Furthermore, one cannot determine from those models how much of the effects were 
caused by unemployment, and how many were brought about by other economic and 
labour market phenomena. For instance, Dooley et af. (1988) found that the psychologi- 
cal health of both employees and of the unemployed was found to vary inversely with the 
aggregate level of unemployment in their local labour market, and Jackson & Warr 
(1987) found differing levels of psychological well-being amongst the unemployed in dif- 
ferent labour markets, with worse psychological health in the labour markets with higher 
aggregate levels of unemployment. It is little understood as to why this should be the 
case, but there are several studies that give us some clues to possible mechanisms: 

Fineman’s (1983, 1987) qualitative studies and follow-ups with white-collar males 
who had suffered redundancies have found some instances of men who seem to cope better 
with unemployment than with employment under very adverse labour market positions. 
For instance, in one telling quote, a mathematics graduate who had experienced a num- 
ber of poor, insecure jobs between spells of unemployment finally decided that life was 
less stressful in unemployment than in such unsatisfactory and unpredictable jobs: ‘I’ve 
done absolutely nothing about finding work. Since unemployment my life has been much 
more pleasant’ (1987, p. 273). Fineman also finds that even long after a redundancy there 
is a legacy effect, for instance some individuals continue to be very anxious about job secu- 
rity long after re-employment. 

Another example of individuals suffering a worst threat to their psychological health 
in employment than in unemployment comes from Kasl& Cobb’s (1982) classic study of 
a redundancy, where they found that the threat or anticipation of unemployment was as 
harmful as unemployment itself; once the employees that they were studying had been 
given notice of redundancies, the period before the actual lay-off was, on average, more 
stressful than the unemployment that followed. However, like many studies of plant clo- 
sures, Kasl & Cobb’s research was conducted during times of relatively low levels of unem- 
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ployment; Gordus, Jarley & Ferman (1981) warn that plant closures that eject workers 
into sluggish labour markets may have much worse aftermaths. 

Evidence from a number of cross-sectional, longitudinal and qualitative designs have 
found a link between job insecurity and a number of psychological and psychosomatic 
variables (see Burchell, 1992 or Hartley et al., 1991 for a review of these studies). These 
findings are consistent with the Agency theory advanced to account for the psychological 
impact of unemployment (Fryer, 1986; Fryer & Payne, 1984). Fryer & McKenna (1989) 
found that short, finite spells of unemployment with guaranteed reemployment can actu- 
ally be experienced positively. Jobs that do not allow individuals the opportunity to rely 
on and plan for their future provide an alternative support for a ‘frustrated Agency’ per- 
spective. 

Another link between labour market conditions and psychological health has been 
described by Elder (see, for example, Elder & Caspi, 1988). Using cohort studies started 
in the 1920s and 1930s, they found a link between the psychological well-being of chil- 
dren and the extent of the economic losses that their families suffered during the Great 
Depression, caused at least in part by the worst parenting styles in cases of more extreme 
loss of family income. However, whilst that programme of research was unusual in the 
details collected from different sources (such as interviews with parents) the exact nature 
of the economic causes and correlates of the loss of income were not recorded for analysis. 
Other studies of families afflicted by unemployment have also found clear evidence that 
the psychological effects of unemployment go beyond the workforce. Fagin & Little 
(1984) found depression in wives of unemployed men, particularly if they did not work 
themselves, and also found some evidence of psychological problems amongst the chil- 
dren including disturbed feeding habits, minor gastrointestinal complaints, sleeping 
difficulties, proneness to accidents and behavioural disorders. Allatt & Yeandle’s ethno- 
graphic study (1992) reports on the problems that confront families with a young person 
who is unemployed. Moser, Fox & Jones (1984) demonstrated convincingly, using the 
OPCS longitudinal study, that the wives of unemployed men also suffered increased 
levels of mortality. This serves as a reminder that even those who are not in the workforce 
or on the claimant count will be victims of economic recession. It is interesting to note at 
this point that, if employees suffer lower levels of psychological well-being in times of 
higher unemployment, then it  is also likely that families could suffer greater stress in 
times of higher unemployment, even if no member of that family were to experience 
unemployment directly. 

One study that comes close to understanding the link between economic change and 
psychological health tested several models, each making different assumptions about the 
link between the economy, the experience of good and bad life-events and psychological 
health (Catalan0 & Dooley, 1983). The strongest fit was for a model which assumed that 
economic downturns brought about negative life-events which in turn caused increases in 
reported symptoms. Not surprisingly, however, for early attempts to understand complex 
phenomena, the pattern of results was not entirely straightforward. When tested on dif- 
ferent socio-economic groups the model only held for the middle of the three groups.’ 

Detailed studies of the nature of the economic lives of individuals in times of economic 
recession and boom are needed to understand the processes involved. One could 

, 

* It should also be mentioned in passing that this is one of the few studies that could have detected negative psychological 
effects of economic booms as well as recessions, another underresearched domain. 
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hypothesize what sort of effects one would expect to moderate economic change and men- 
tal health-loss of income, reduced opportunity for skill use and promotion (both within 
an enterprise and by moving to better jobs in other organizations) and redundancies. But 
these sorts of labour market phenomena need to be understood at a more detailed level 
than is currently the case, particularly in the psychological literature. 

As argued in an earlier section, the relationships between these processes are not as 
simple as the psychological research often assumes. Furthermore, little is known of the 
psychological correlates of such processes. It is unlikely, though, that the research methods 
relied upon by psychologists in the study of employment, or the research methods 
employed by other disciplines in studying labour markets, can be used straightforwardly 
in this new challenge. For instance, whilst the objective behaviour of individuals in the 
labour market are routinely studied through retrospective techniques such as work-his- 
tory analyses, i t  is unlikely that one could quantify or integrate psychological health into 
such designs with any accuracy; psychological health is simply not amenable to retro- 
spective measurement. New methods will have to be brought into play if we are to inves- 
tigate the manner in which economic events threaten individual’s mental health within a 
framework that reflects the very real but intricate and sometimes enigmatic nature of 
labour markets. 

Policy implications 

Taken as a whole, the research on unemployment emphasizes the psychologically harmful 
nature of unemployment per se compared to employment, Because of the widespread 
acceptance of these arguments amongst the voting public, it has become common for gov- 
ernments to use the reduction in unemployment as part of their political rhetoric in jus- 
tifying harsher labour market legislation. For instance, in Britain the 1985 White Paper 
on employment heralded changes such as relaxing health and safety standards and unfair 
dismissal protection to offset ‘the severest disadvantage of them all-the lack of a job’ 
(White Paper on Employment, 1985, p. 20). It may well be the case that the use of such 
rhetoric is selective and manipulative. For instance, in the run-up to the 1992 election the 
UK Conservatives hardly mentioned unemployment except to make compassionate refer- 
ences to the plight of the unemployed when alleging that the UK Labour Party’s planned 
minimum wage legislation would increase unemployment. Analogous arguments have 
also been used by the British Government in opposition to European Community 
attempts to raise labour standards through the Social Charter. Yet, in Norman Lamont’s, 
the Chancellor of the Exchequer, own words, uemployment was ‘. . . a price well worth 
paying . . .’ (Treasury Questions, Hansard, 1991), referring to i t  as a tool to manipulate 
the level of inflation. 

As a result of the changes brought about by the UK Conservative government’s labour 
market legislation, there has been a rise in the number of individuals in insecure jobs in 
Britain (Rubery, 1989). If these labour market changes worsen conditions for a large num- 
ber of employees then it  is quite likely that the net effect on the psychological health of 
the workforce will be negative even ifthey were to be effective in reducing unemployment. 
Whilst in these cases i t  could be argued that the levels of unemployment were more of an 
excuse than a reason for instituting those changes, nevertheless the psychological litera- 
ture has indirectly lent its support to those interventions. There is no guarantee therefore 
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that a more widely focused literature on the psychological effects of government attempts 
to control the economy through bringing about a reduction in the demand for labour 
would have a noticeable impact on government policy, but: at least psychologists might 
not lend themselves so readily to being used to justify the worsening of employment con- 
ditions. 
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Abstract 

The goal of this white paper is to bring greater attention to the issue 

of youth employment, and, through reviewing research, identify ways 

that current practice can be enhanced. We accomplish this objective 

by highlighting why youth employment demands more focused at-

tention, outlining the key research findings, reporting on international 

similarities as well as differences, and sharing a list of best practices. 

Introduction 
  

Young people are the future for any economy, not only as consumers and clients but 
also as workers. Current evidence from around the world indicates that young workers 
are facing particular problems and challenges in gaining access to the labor market 
and finding secure employment. Indeed current evidence from different countries 
around the world shows that youth unemployment rates are most often double those 
of adult workers. In this report we consider the evidence regarding the issue of youth 
employment and identify why the situation might be different for young job seekers 
compared to older counterparts. Youth has been defined by the United Nations and 
the International Labor Organization (ILO) as those between 15-24 years. We summa-
rize the specific challenges and make the case for why greater attention needs to be 
paid to the role of context for young job seekers. We outline the significant economic 
and psychological impact of failure to encourage and develop young workers and 
highlight how work psychology has important insights into the type of preparation for 
work and the development of career decisions and job search skills. Based on current 
research, we outline how employers, educators, and young job seekers themselves 
can adopt a more effective approach that will have dividends for organizations and our 
wider society. We make the case for more care and focus on young employees with-
out whom we will be unable to build and develop our economies. We seek to chal-
lenge some assumptions and offer some new perspective on this growing problem. 
Without attention we risk endangering both their individual futures and that of society 
at large.  
 
Our report begins by looking at the international context of youth labor market engage-
ment. We then look at the benefits and challenges for young job seekers, focusing first 
on capital management. We then consider the difference for human and social capital 
for young people before turning our attention towards the issue of career identity and 
adaptability for youth cohorts. Next, we examine the consequences of underemploy-
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ment, which seems to be a growing problem for young workers, and then summarize 
current insight into coping strategies for young people but also their wider family and 
community networks. Finally, we consider equality of opportunities and the potential 
of entrepreneurship, which is increasingly being seen in some contexts as the only 
option for young people to access paid employment. We conclude with some recom-
mendations for employers, psychologists, young people, and educators.  

 
Youth and Labor Unemployment: A Regional Analysis 

 
The position of youth in the labor market across different regions of the world is really 
complex and its understanding is far from comprehensive because data are not al-
ways available, and where comparisons are possible, it is difficult to generalize given 
the different realities and macro and micro context. Recently, a number of reports 
have been produced on the subject of unemployment from either a global perspec-
tive for the general population (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Devel-
opment [OECD], 2013b) or focused more directly on the issue of youth unemploy-
ment (International Labor Organization [ILO], 2013a, and b). The information provid-
ed in those reports may help us to draw some general trends of youth unemployment 
and to identify relevant specificities that occur within different regions.  

 
Since 2007, in most industrialized countries, the current economic and financial crisis 
has produced a sharp rise in unemployment rates. Data from the Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD, 2013b) show an increase in unem-
ployment rates for the overall population as well as for youth ranging from 15-24%. 
By 2012 global unemployment had risen from 28.4 million people in 2007 to a total of 
more than 197 million. In contrast, the youth unemployment rate in 2013 stands near 
its high at 12.6% with 73.8 million young people estimated to be unemployed (ILO, 
2013b). Thus, overall youth unemployment is considerably higher than global popula-
tion unemployment rates. In addition, during this period of economic crisis the dura-
tion of unemployment has also increased; while in 2007 28.5% of unemployed youth 
remained in this situation for more than 6 months, by 2012 this figure has risen to 
35%.  Another relevant change is in the status of young people, with a significant 
percentage (12.7% out of the overall youth) by 2012 not in education, employment, 
or training (so called NEETs). This latter situation generates severe subsequent diffi-
culties for finding employment in the future. However, it is important to highlight two 
important facts: 

 
 Youth unemployment rates were increasing even before the financial 

crisis, challenging the effectiveness of government policy and organiza-
tional actions towards young workers.  

 These rates tend usually in most countries to be considerably higher 
than those of adult workers; indeed, the ILO report (2013) forecasts sus-
tained and high levels of youth unemployment above those of adults until 
2017. 



6 

SIOP White Paper Series 

The response of many governments in different regions of the world, specifically in 
developed countries, to the current economic crisis has been to introduce policies 
aimed at delaying the age of retirement, yet this creates further tensions with one in 
every four or five young job seekers who want to work being unemployed (Peiró, Tor-
dera, & Potocnik, 2012). Although the above statistics represent a depressing and 
perplexing overall picture, the figures depicted here need to be considered in a more 
sophisticated way, and exploring more subtle regional differences (ILO, 2013) in dif-
ferent geographic areas provides an overview into the different situations of youth un-
employment.  
 
In the past, remaining in full-time education created more opportunities for young 
people: however, the current recession has seen no differences between the employ-
ment levels of those with greater tertiary education than their less well educated 
counterparts. Such a trend is a worrisome development, as a larger nine country 
study reveals; these young people are the cream of their societies, and so their fail-
ure to progress into the labor market may create a greater breach of trust than those 
who did not comply with the societal conventions (Limonta, Manzini, Nastri,  Quarati-
no, & Searle, 2014). Yet those without education or access to further education have 
seen a rise in the precariousness of their employment opportunities. Thus, it is no 
longer sufficient for just education per se to insulate young people.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Regional Differences. Developed economies and EU countries show the worst gen-
eral picture during the recession. For example, in the EU between 2007 to 2011, 
more than 22% of young workers were unemployed; discouraged workers increased 
by 50% in the total labor force from 2007 to 2011, with more than 12% of NEET’s and 
33.6% of total job seekers remaining unemployed for 12 months or longer. Only in 
Austria, Germany, and Switzerland did unemployment rates remain lower, while in 
the Baltic republics and in the Mediterranean countries the picture has become espe-

“...young people are the 
cream of their societies, 

and so their failure to 
progress into the labor 
market may create a 

greater breach of 
trust…” 
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cially severe. In other contexts, such as Latin America and the Caribbean, improve-
ments in formal employment have created more positive prospects, while East Asia’s 
deceleration of growth has produced the opposite: an overall rise in unemployment 
levels. This can be contrasted with impact of oil on North and Middle West African 
context, which causes clear differences between oil exporting and importing coun-
tries. 
 
Central and South-East Europe (non EU) and the Confederation of Independent 
States (CIS) indicated slight economic growth between 2007 and 2012, with reduc-
tions in unemployment rates for both overall population and young workforce. These 
levels of unemployment are expected to remain high until 2017. In this area there are 
large differences between countries as well as variations by gender. In most of these 
countries employment had increased in recent years to 54.8% of the total population, 
yet youth unemployment rates are substantially higher, reflecting the difficulties for 
youth in both gaining and retaining jobs.  
 
In contrast, in Latin America and the Caribbean area, employment levels in-
creased indicating their resilience to the economic crisis. However, this is also in 
some part due to the ongoing transformation of informal economies into formal em-
ployment. The regional employment-to-population ratio increased from 58.7% (2002) 
to 61.9% (2012), with participation rates rising over the same period from 64.6% to 
66.3%. As a result, a larger number of workers gained new jobs, a trend that was not 
affected much by the crisis in 2009. Despite this increase, the youth unemployment 
rate is also more than twice the overall unemployment rate in this area.  
 
In East Asia the deceleration of growth had consequences for unemployment. De-
spite low overall rates, unemployment increased between 2007 and 2012 to more 
than 6 million people, representing an increase to 21.8% of the population. As with 
other contexts, the youth here has paid a special price with 9.5% of the young work-
force unemployed, with several countries (such as Taiwan and Hong Kong) experi-
encing levels above 10%. Indeed a young East Asian job seeker is 2.7 times more 
likely to be unemployed than their adult counterparts. In this region, unemployment 
rates for men are consistently worse than those of women.  
 
In South-East Asia and the Pacific, a similar resilience was shown to the global 
financial crisis, with unemployment rates decreasing to 4.4% in 2012 as participation 
in the workforce rose. Nevertheless, here too the youth-to-adult ratio of unemploy-
ment rate in 2012 was 5:2 as youngsters continue to face a difficult situation in this 
labor market. Economic growth in South Asia has started to weaken. Although un-
employment rates are lower than in other regions, informal employment is the rule 
rather than the exception. Thus, in general youth unemployment rate is twice those 
of adults.  
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North Africa and Middle West African countries revealed important differences in 
their economic and labor figures, with clear differences found between those countries 
who are oil exporters and oil importers in both the rates of growth and labor rates. 
Overall this region had an unemployment rate above the 10%, characterized by ongo-
ing instability and great variations. In 2012 the youth unemployment rate stood at 
28.1%, yet in some countries for those under 20, this level rose above 50%. Therefore, 
the unemployment rate for youngsters here is four times that for adults. North African 
countries have a particular problem as a result of the Arab Spring. Despite these coun-
tries’ potential for growth, unemployment rates and youngster’s unemployment remain 
amongst the highest around the world.  
 
Finally, in Sub-Saharan Africa despite demographic development, two decades of 
continued slow growth have produced low levels of unemployment (6% adult unem-
ployment, 7.6% overall unemployment during 2007-2012 period). However, the quality 
of work and the informal economy are key challenges, beyond that of mere participa-
tion in the labor market. Nevertheless, youth unemployment rates are near 12%, and 
show higher levels for women than men.  

 
Although these data are informative about youth unemploy-
ment trends around the world, there are important differ-
ences in terms of the quality of employment in developed 
versus developing economies. Data from 10 developing and 
10 developed economies show that although in developed 
countries regular employment predominates, in developing 
countries irregular employment in informal jobs is the norm, 
with implications for the career development and salary pro-
spects of young people. Analysis of the differences in the 
qualitative features of such employment provides rich infor-
mation that must be considered when analysing the unem-
ployment and employment of youngsters in different parts of 
the world. 
 
Unemployment is often experienced by youth as a stressful 
situation, although its consequences may vary as a function 
of the context, its occurrence and duration, and the person-
al characteristics of the individual who experiences it. Stress 
has been characterized as an experience in which people 
are confronted by situations that tax or exceed their ability 
to manage (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Work plays several 
significant functions in a person’s life and fulfils important 
needs not only in economic terms, but also in psychological 
and social ones. Thus unemployment, regardless of the age 
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that it occurs, is often experienced as taxing and threatening because it may harm individ-
uals’ comfort, well-being, and psychological and physical health.  
 
Models of stress may contribute to a better understanding of how to improve these situa-
tions. In this context, it is important to take into account the meanings that individuals give 
to their unemployment as such appraisals influence their experiences of future situations 
and can determine the choice of coping strategies (Latack, Kinicki, & Prussia, 1995). We 
need to consider their circumstances and life context, and also their future projections for 
their lives. Individuals are not just positioned as reactive beings; instead, they are pur-
poseful beings with plans, intentions, and projections who make decisions based on those 
projections in order to build the life they want.  
 
Challenges of Younger Job Seekers: An Employability Perspective 

 
Although youth unemployment is directly connected to national unemployment rates, and 
therefore reflects the national context in which it emerges, young job seekers around the 
world also clearly share certain barriers and challenges regarding their employability. 
These challenges may be examined from a personal employability perspective, that is, by 
examining the “work specific active adaptability that enables workers to identify and real-
ize career opportunities” (Fugate, Kinicki, & Ashforth, 2004, p. 17). Employability is usual-
ly described as a multidimensional concept consisting of three to five relatively broad 
components centering around workers’ human and social capital, their work related identi-
ty, and their personal adaptability (Fugate et al. 2004). In the following, we will outline 
specific advantages and disadvantages that young job seekers may face in each of these 
domains.  
 
Human capital refers to the skill set of job seekers, including abilities, knowledge, experi-
ence and education. Human capital is a key component of employability. Recruiters seek 
out job seekers with greater human capital, with the expectation that human capital pre-
dicts ability to perform the job. Therefore, possessing human capital will affect the ability 
of job seekers to get and keep a job.  
 
Education is an important part of human capital, and young job seekers who have higher 
levels of schooling are at an advantage compared to early school leavers (Vallejo & 
Dooly, 2013). Although this is generally true for the workforce overall, it seems particularly 
true for younger people and in the context of an economic crisis (OECD, 2013b). The 
good news is that in many countries, levels of formal education have increased in the past 
decades (e.g. Levinson, 2010), and more people are participating in education than ever 
before. Thus, the rate of university level education across 36 OECD countries has in-
creased by almost 10% since 2000, with 25 to 34 year olds showing an increase of 15% 
in university-level education compared to workers 30 years older (OECD, 2013a); a simi-
lar pattern emerges with regard to upper secondary education, which is now attained by 
more than 80% of young workers in the OECD countries.  
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Yet, while college graduates tend to have higher employability, possession of a college 
degree is not necessarily a clear path to employment. A study shows that only 42% of re-
cruiters believe that college graduates are adequately prepared to enter the job market 
(McKinsey, 2012). This is likely due to the loose connection between educational institu-
tions and industry in many countries around the world. In fact, research shows that in 
countries where educational institutions send strong signals about job seeker skills and 
abilities, youth unemployment rates are lower (Breen, 2005). Furthermore, internships 
and work-based learning tend to provide more secure paths to employment (Shoenfelt, 
Stone, & Kottke, 2011). Both of these factors may also contribute to explaining why, dur-
ing the recent economic crisis, countries with a strong tradition of vocationally oriented 
programs (e.g., Austria and Germany) fared better in curbing unemployment among 
young adults with upper secondary education as their highest level of educational attain-
ment (OECD, 2013 a and b). 
 
In looking at the evidence, a mismatch is clear between what employers require and what 
vocational education is delivering (Bailey, Hughes, & Moore, 2004; Billett, 2009). Schools 
are repeating ineffective approaches that do not raise career-related competences and 
aspirations (Kuijpers, Meijers, & Gundy, 2011). Career guidance methods and instru-
ments coupled with conversations appear very useful in getting students to become more 
reflective, helping them identify meaningful actions and useful interactions.  
 
Despite the apparent importance of education combined with experience, young job seek-
ers often have limited or no work experience, presenting challenges to their employability. 
According to National Association of Colleges and Employers’ survey (2014), three out of 
four recruiters state that they prefer job candidates with relevant experience. Work experi-
ence is found to be a good predictor of later quality and stability of employment for young 
people (Ling & O’Brien, 2012). Although work experience is a differentiator, college stu-
dents often do not realize its importance. For exam-
ple, a study on Greek college students showed that 
more than half the participants had no interest in 
working while in school (Mihail & Karaliopoulou, 
2005). In fact, abstaining from work while in school 
is fairly common in many countries around the 
world, due to factors such as free education, living 
with parents while in school, parental encourage-
ment to focus on studies, lack of availability of part 
time work suitable to students, and the failure of uni-
versity schedules to accommodate work schedules. 
Although students have social permission not to 
work while in school, graduating with no work expe-
rience has consequences. A qualitative study on 
Australian graduates indicates that during their stud-
ies, college students hold the belief that going to col-

“In looking at the  
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employers require and 
what vocational education 

is delivering.”  
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lege and getting good grades is the path to a good job, and they only realize later that a 
college degree is simply the price of admission but by no means sufficient to acquire high 
quality employment (McKeown & Lindorff, 2011). Work experience is critical to the devel-
opment of a professional attitude and confidence and helps to secure and retain a job, in-
dicating it is an important gap in the human capital of youth. Nevertheless, the most effec-
tive way of developing human capital during the university studies differs as a function of 
the academic area. 
 
In research on a representative sample of 4,828 graduates from a Spanish university 
(graduated between 2002 and 2006), work experience during academic study was found 
to predict the quality of graduation employment, with academic area clearly moderating 
this relationship (Yeves, Gamboa, & Peiró, 2009). For example, work experience nega-
tively predicted the quality of the job placement after the graduation (up to 5 years later) 
for those studying health sciences, natural sciences, and technology, whereas those 
graduating from social sciences got better quality jobs if they had gained some work ex-
perience during their studies. This was also the case for graduates in education and so-
cial sciences, especially if this work was related to their academic subject, but also for 
those who worked part time. 
 
Social capital refers to the idea that who you know matters when looking for a job. It is 
the sum of relational resources a person has and includes both the size of one’s social 
network and its strength and quality. Through relationships, job seekers can find out about 
job opportunities, and one’s network can vouch for the job seeker’s abilities and fit with 
job requirements (Fugate et al., 2004). Personal connections are often the primary way in 
which job seekers access job openings, and in fact they yield faster entry to the job mar-
ket (e.g., Kogan, Matkovic, & Gebel, 2013). It is reasonable to expect that young job seek-
ers will have more limited social capital due to their limited experience and connections to 
organizational insiders. Although their family and connections through school will be part 
of their network, they are less likely to have access to actual decision makers, resulting in 
limited access to information about organizational opportunities.  
 
Parents can play a critical role for young people. Longitudinal research indicates the im-
portance of parents’ knowledge of the post 16 options available (e.g. Schneider & Steven-
son, 2000). Parental involvement is found to reduce young peoples’ indecision (Feldman, 
2003). However, parents’ own experiences of job insecurity can affect the levels of career 
indecision in their children. Therefore, it is important to explore options and their rejection 
to ensure the reasons are pertinent for that young person. Yet, how much knowledge do 
parents actually have about the current education options or employment training pro-
grams available? This is especially critical for migrants who may not be aware of the dif-
ferent opportunities available in their new country. Young people, however, require both 
knowledge but also an ability to navigate the diverse and complex array of options that 
might be available to them. Evidence from some developed contexts, such as the UK, in-
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dicates that those from higher socioeconomic groups and higher educational achievement 
are potentially more adept in negotiating these pathways, but this is not always the case, 
as recent examples from Southern Europe show.  
 
In contrast to parents, teachers have a significant role especially for those from lower so-
cioeconomic groups and can assist both young people and their parents become aware 
and understand better how best to go about achieving their concrete and obtainable goals 
(St. Clair, Kintrea, & Houston, 2013). In the absence of others’ support, they can offer a 
significant support for parents in helping to deliver the early promise of talented young 
people from less privileged backgrounds, in particular in better navigating subject choices 
and university options (Koshy, Brown, Jones, & Portman Smith, 2013). In a school career 
context, attention towards clarifying career goals can be especially effective in supporting 
young women from lower academic attainment groups into training (Haase, Heckhausen, 
& Köller, 2008).  
 
Limited social capital serves as a barrier to employment, and at the same time the deplet-
ing effects of unemployment on social capital of youth will be compounded over time. 
Zeng (2012), in an analysis of Chinese youth, showed how limited financial resources and 
face saving resulted in those who were unemployed being far more likely to limit their in-
teractions to others in a similar situation. Although this type of social network within unem-

ployed groups clearly provided invaluable emotional support, 
such contacts had a more limited value in supporting their 
job search process. This hints at the merit of proactive 
measures by young job seekers, which build and maintain 
their organizational connections.  
 
Identity. Relevant to employability is also a notion of career 
identity (see Gunz & Peiperl, 2007) whether it is the more 
self-centered career identity (Fugate et al., 2004) or the 
more employer-centered corporate identity (Van der Heijde 
& Van der Heijden, 2006). A central idea here is that people 
live by certain narratives defining “who I am” or “who I want 
to be” that enables them to integrate their past, present, and 
future, and provides them with personal goals and aspira-
tions (Fugate et al., 2004).  
 
On average, subsequent generations of younger workers 
have reported a somewhat lower centrality of intrinsic work 
values compared to leisure values than earlier generations 
(Twenge, Campbell, Hoffman, & Lance, 2010). Also when it 
comes to their aspirations, young workers are sometimes 
credited with expecting too much from their surroundings, 
demonstrating a strong sense of entitlement. Although re-
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