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Abstract

Stereotypes and stigma associated with living on welfare or a low income can be a psycho-

logical threat that hampers performance and undermines aspirations. Our paper explores

the potential of a novel self-affirmation intervention to mitigate such adverse impacts. The

intervention comprises a verbal self-affirmation exercise for applicants during their first

meeting with a caseworker. We conduct a cluster-randomised trial among a sample of 174

applicants for social assistance benefits in a Social Services office in Maastricht, the Nether-

lands. We measure outcomes on feelings of self-worth, stress, societal belonging, job

search behaviour self-efficacy and cognitive performance immediately after the meeting. In

our full sample, the intervention has a negative impact on feelings of societal belonging, but

no effect on other outcomes. Effects, however, vary by subgroups. Our treatment increases

negative feelings of self-worth and negatively affects societal belonging, but also improves

cognitive performance among the group that had paid work in the previous two years. By

contrast, self-affirmation positively impacts job search behaviour self-efficacy and cognitive

performance for individuals who face increased challenges to (re)integrate into the labour

market, proxied by lower levels of education or social assistance receipt in the previous two

years. Since our intervention gives rise to testing more than one null hypothesis, we control

the false discovery rate using the Benjamini-Hochberg approach. Our findings are sobering.

Effects only remain significant for negative feelings of self-worth and improved cognitive per-

formance for one particular subgroup: individuals with paid work in the past two years. This

suggests self-affirmation may have reminded them of the time they still had a job, hence cre-

ating a backlash effect on feelings of self-worth. At the same time, they may have felt a need

to distinguish themselves from others on social assistance benefits resulting in better cogni-

tive performance. These interpretations are consistent with theory and empirical evidence

on social identity and self-categorisation. We discuss the implications of our results and out-

line avenues for future work.
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Introduction

The threat of being judged or treated negatively in light of stereotypes is a situational predica-

ment termed “stereotype threat” [1–3]. Members of stigmatised groups feel at risk that their

behaviour is assessed against the backdrop of these stereotypes. Stereotype threat can induce a

disruptive state, hampering self-esteem, cognitive performance, effort levels, and undermining

aspirations [4, 5]. Individuals may thereby be more or less susceptible to feelings of stigma

depending on their personal history and background [6–8].

People living in poverty or receiving welfare benefits find themselves regularly confronted

with stigmatising terms such as welfare dependency and underclass, or categories of moral

worth such as “the undeserving poor”. Living on a low income and claiming benefits has been

portrayed in stereotypical ways in the media or the political discourse, referring to characteris-

tics or attitudes such as being lazy, incompetent, or free-riding on society [9–11]. The literature

on welfare stigma demonstrates its prevalence and persistence across many societies, for exam-

ple in the United States, United Kingdom, Norway, or the Netherlands [9, 10, 12–21].

Indeed, welfare stigma has been well documented and may originate from negative social

attitudes instigated by what Besley and Coate [22] refer to as statistical discrimination. That is,

society values certain characteristics like willingness to work and independence, and perceives

welfare recipients to possess on average less of these desirable characteristics than non-claim-

ants. An alternative explanation is taxpayer’s resentment [22]. Taxpayers may have stigmatised

perceptions of recipients as opportunistic free-riders who compete for and exploit scarce socie-

tal resources [22, 23] in cases where welfare is tax-financed, such as social assistance benefits.

Such perceptions may elicit emotions of contempt and disgust and can result in active (harass-

ment) and/or passive (neglect, exclusion) harmful behaviour against this group [24].

Consequences of welfare stigma can be dire. Contini and Richiardi [25] show theoretically

how welfare stigma can act as a deterrence to benefit take-up as individuals anticipate lower

employability. Yet, it may also lead to welfare entrapment once benefits are received due to

negative psychological consequences, such as discouragement that affects job search intensity

and employment probability. Empirical research demonstrates that decisions to completely

refrain from using or applying for social benefits can indeed be utility-maximising due to

stigma, leading to significant levels of non-take-up [26–29].

However, living on a low income and welfare receipt is associated with many more socio-

economic and psychological consequences than stigma alone. Scarce resources, stress, and low

social standing are also likely to play a role. Over the past decades, evidence has accumulated

that these conditions are associated with distinct patterns of how individuals think, behave, or

navigate their lives [7, 30–33]. Living on a low income is associated with lower feelings of self-

worth, less favourable perceptions of self-efficacy, avoidance-based behaviour, a lower sense of

societal belonging and withdrawal from public activities [31, 34]. Apart from seriously affect-

ing well-being through the psychological and relational aspects of reduced feelings of self-

worth and social inclusion, this can lead to biased information processing, reduced cognitive

performance and low self-efficacy beliefs that inhibit activities such as job search efforts.

Self-affirmation theory [35] has been proposed as a tool to maintain a global sense of per-

sonal integrity by affirming an important aspect of the self related to values or attributes not

under threat, thereby curbing these adverse effects [36, 37]. In this paper we examine the effec-

tiveness of a self-affirmation exercise for individuals who are unemployed, live on a low

income, and are in the process of applying for social assistance benefits at a Social Services

office in a cluster-randomised trial. We conduct our study in a novel setting where the poten-

tial impact of a stereotype threat is particularly high: a Social Services office where applicants

for social assistance have to physically come and meet with caseworkers to receive income
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support and discuss their job search strategies. A visit to the Social Services office is arguably a

situational cue that triggers a stereotype threat, both by raising concerns about being associ-

ated with stereotypes that have been internalised, thereby undermining self-identity, and for

fear of being treated poorly (see [7, 38] for evidence and a discussion of this phenomenon).

Our contributions are twofold. First, we link the literatures on self-affirmation and living in

poverty and on welfare by using a self-affirmation exercise in the context of a Social Services

office, a new domain that has not been explored previously. Second, we test the applicability of

a low-cost, non-intrusive and easy-to-implement intervention to improve social and psycho-

logical impacts for social assistance applicants that ultimately may also affect labour market

outcomes for this group.

Our findings are as follows. We find limited evidence of an average effect. Self-affirmed

applicants report weaker feelings of societal belonging than non-affirmed individuals, but

there is no impact on the other outcomes. Yet, self-affirmation may not affect everyone equally

and in the same way, and social assistance applicants are a diverse population in terms of

unemployment duration or education level. We therefore also report outcomes for relevant

subgroups.

The heterogeneity analysis reveals that treatment causes a 0.3 standard deviation increase in

negative feelings of self-worth among those who had no social assistance benefit in the past

two years and 1.1 standard deviations for those who had paid work in the previous two years.

Also, treatment reduces feelings of societal belonging by about 0.4 standard deviations espe-

cially among this group, suggesting that self-affirmation may act as a prime for the domain

under threat rather than distracting from it. Treatment increases job search behaviour self-effi-

cacy by about 0.5 standard deviations among respondents with lower levels of education. It

also improves cognitive performance by 0.4 to 0.6 standard deviations for those who had paid

work in the past two years as well as individuals who previously received social assistance

benefits.

Our effects are sizeable but only two results hold up to correcting for multiple inference

using the Benjamini-Hochberg procedure to control the false discovery rate (FDR): increased

levels of negative feelings of self-worth and higher cognitive performance among people who

had paid work in the previous two years. We believe that the self-affirmation may have unin-

tentionally reminded them of their previous status as employee, thereby negatively affecting

feelings of self-worth. Also, this group may then have a stronger wish to distinguish itself from

other social assistance applicants by trying harder on cognitive performance tests—a phenom-

enon that has been observed in studies on social identity and self-categorisation. All in all, we

provide the first empirical evidence on the role of self-affirmation in the realm of welfare assis-

tance and come to the conclusion that self-affirmation may not work as intended in such a

context.

The article proceeds as follows. In the next section we discuss relevant literature and

develop a conceptual framework that details how self-affirmation may ‘work’ in the context of

welfare and activation; section three describes the intervention and context; we present the

empirical strategy in section four; section five comprises a discussion of the results and section

sets out our conclusions.

Conceptual framework

The basic premise of self-affirmation theory is that individuals have an innate need for main-

taining the integrity and worth of the self. By affirming values that are important to them, indi-

viduals have more psychological resources available to view a potential threat to their integrity

from a higher level of construal. This then helps to not let it affect their overall feeling of
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personal integrity to the same extent [39]. The self system thereby comprises different

domains, including roles, for example as student or employee; values, such as religion; group

identities based on race or nation; central beliefs, such as political beliefs; goals, for example

academic achievements or achievements at work; and relationships [40].

A psychological threat occurs when a person perceives that the environment challenges her

self-integrity. For instance, job loss can threaten someone’s role as a valued employee or reli-

able breadwinner. Such a threat sets in motion a number of interrelated mechanisms [41]: (1)

a physiological stress response, (2) suppression processes in order to avoid negative thoughts

and emotions, and (3) increased monitoring processes of the environment in relation to one-

self. Together, these three mechanisms consume mental resources, and the increased cognitive

load has negative repercussions on working memory, cognitive performance and problem-

solving abilities. Self-affirmation is expected to mitigate these threats by restoring or maintain-

ing an individual’s continued adequacy in face of a threat, and enable a more holistic perspec-

tive of the self.

Self-affirmation exercises differ in terms of affirmation domain (specific value or personal

characteristic), attainment of this value or characteristic (provided by the researcher or chosen

by the respondent), and procedure (respond to a scale, write an essay, or imaginary tech-

niques) [42]. A typical manipulation asks participants to rank a list of personal characteristics,

values, or skills. Subsequently, participants write a brief essay in which they explain why the

top-ranked value or characteristic is important to them. Participants in the non-affirmed con-

dition reflect on a medium- or bottom-ranking value or characteristic [43, 44]. McQueen and

Klein [42], Sherman and Cohen [40], Sherman [39] and Cohen [36] summarise the burgeon-

ing literature on self-affirmation theory and interventions. Earlier lab experimental studies

demonstrate that self-affirmation makes subjects less likely to change attitudes to reduce cog-

nitive dissonance than non-affirmed subjects, by maintaining or restoring self-integrity [45].

Others use self-affirmation interventions to study whether self-affirmation attenuates biased

information processing or affects emotions or behavioural intention when subjects are pre-

sented with self-threatening health information (e.g. the risk of smoking or drinking) [4, 46,

47]. In recent years, self-affirmation interventions have extended to other evaluative domains

including education [48–50], the workplace [51, 52] and poverty [37, 53, 54]. While various

self-affirmation interventions have reported positive outcomes, others found results to be het-

erogenous, mixed or sometimes even negative, depending on selected outcomes, individual

differences, psychological factors and the social context [55–61].

Our contribution lies at the interface between the literature on self-affirmation theory and

evidence on the one hand and the psychological effects of living on a low income and welfare

stigma on the other hand. We investigate whether self-affirmation reduces stereotype threats

and its consequences in the context of welfare, in particular social assistance schemes. The

next paragraphs review the empirical literature on how self-affirmation may affect relevant

outcomes in this context, namely sense of self-worth, stress, societal belonging, self-efficacy,

and cognitive performance.

An individual’s sense of self-worth may be severely damaged by being deprived of a defin-

ing domain in one’s self system, such as being a valued employee or breadwinner. According

to Critcher and Dunning’s [43] ‘affirmation as perspective’ model, the damaged identity may

dominate one’s self-concept and narrow the scope towards the threatened domain, thereby let-

ting it loom disproportionately large. As a result, self-evaluations are more contingent on the

threatened domain than on a larger concept of the self. Self-affirmation has been shown to

affect self-worth [62] and some evidence also suggests that self-affirmative messages can have a

stress-buffering effect [55, 63, 64]. Moreover, feelings of social exclusion may be reduced

through self-affirmation as it buttresses a person’s self-integrity [43, 65].
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A large number of studies on self-affirmation explore its effects on self-efficacy. Perceived

self-efficacy refers to “people’s beliefs about their capabilities to produce designated levels of

performance that exercise influence over events that affect their lives” [66, p. 71]. Self-efficacy

is a prominent variable in the job search literature and hence of particular importance in our

context. Liu et al. [67] for example conduct a meta-analysis of 60 studies and conclude that job

search interventions that included an element to bolster self-efficacy (such as enactive mastery

of job search behaviours or verbal self-guidance) increased the odds of obtaining employment

considerably.

Evidence of self-affirmation on self-efficacy exists, for instance, in the context of caffeine

intake [47], healthy eating [68], or anti-smoking messages [69]. Affirmed participants had

stronger beliefs in their abilities to adjust their behaviours in health-promoting ways; on aver-

age, outcome measures were at least half a standard deviation higher than in the control

group. Such studies are typically based on the assumption that self-affirmation facilitates sys-

tematic and balanced processing of information, that affirmed participants are more open to

information, and that they assess information and the role of the context and themselves more

honestly –although see [58] for contrasting evidence. Alternatively, self-affirmation contrib-

utes to reducing stress, which, in turn, could enhance self-efficacy [68]. Or, self-affirmation

affects self-efficacy through its effect on self-regard and perceptions of ability and control [69].

Self-efficacy is thus plausibly both a direct outcome and a possible mediating channel affecting

some of the other outcomes. The distinction between job search behaviour self-efficacy and

job search outcome self-efficacy is important in this context [70]. While job search behaviour

is primarily controlled by the jobseeker, job search outcomes are the result of a multitude of

interrelated factors, for instance educational attainment, profession, age, and the labour mar-

ket situation. Hence, if self-affirmation allows for a more honest assessment of one’s circum-

stances and one’s own contributions, then it can be expected that self-affirmation enhances job

search behaviour self-efficacy. In contrast, the effect is ambiguous regarding job search out-

come efficacy, where less biased processing of information could lead to more positive or nega-

tive assessments depending on the individual situation in relation to the job market.

Finally, self-affirmation has been associated with changes in cognitive performance. Some

evidence suggests that self-affirmative interventions reduce achievement gaps based on race or

sex [2, 48, 49, 71]. Miyake et al. [49], for instance, find that two brief writing exercises (10 to 15

minutes) over a 15-week course increased women’s modal physics grade from the C to the B

range and thereby reduced the gender achievement gap considerably. Affirmation was espe-

cially effective for women who believed that men do better on physics than women. Other

research indicates that self-affirmation enhances problem-solving among chronically stressed

individuals with impaired problem-solving capacity [72]. Hall et al. [37] conclude that self-

affirmation had positive effects on cognitive performance (using Raven’s Standard Matrices)

among participants recruited at an urban soup kitchen. For participants in the affirmed condi-

tion, the increase in cognitive performance was comparable to the difference in performance

between an average 55-year-old and 45-year-old. The same study also demonstrated that an

oral affirmation could increase openness to potential threatening information, echoing results

from health-related studies. Affirmed participants were more likely to stop at a table where fli-

ers on Earned Income Tax Credits and Volunteer Income Tax Assistance were offered, and to

take a flier. Lastly, Banker and colleagues [54] show that affirmed participants—individuals liv-

ing on a low income in a slum in Mumbai—were subsequently more likely to choose a more

challenging task.

However, not all studies find strong and positive effects. Protzko and Aronson [60], for

example, are unable to replicate large and positive effects of Cohen and colleagues [73] on

reducing the academic achievement gap among Hispanic and Black students in schools where
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these negatively stereotyped groups comprise either the majority or minority. The impact of a

self affirmation exercise on these outcomes thus seems to vary with the context and the popula-

tion at hand turning it into an empirical question. We now turn to such an example.

Intervention and context

We conduct our study in the Social Services office of the city of Maastricht, the Netherlands.

Our aim was to develop an affirmation that could easily be included in the standard work pro-

cess and implemented by caseworkers themselves. Applying for social assistance proceeds as

follows. The first step is to submit an application electronically. Within two working days after

submission, individuals have to appear in person at the Social Services office with a valid ID

card for a short eligibility screening. The subsequent process depends on the applicant’s age.

For applicants older than 27 years, an intake meeting is planned immediately. Applicants aged

18 to 27 have a compulsory job search period of four weeks during which they have to docu-

ment their job search efforts before they have their intake meeting. Furthermore, some of

these applications (based on the region) are processed by a caseworker of a separate team

(team youth). Characteristics beyond the applicants’ age range (that is, 18–27 and above 27)

are not taken into account when assigning applicants to caseworkers, making this essentially a

random process.

During the intake meeting, applicants have to provide all necessary documents to check

benefit eligibility. In addition, they are informed about their rights and obligations as social

assistance recipients, including job search requirements. Our intervention takes place during

the individuals’ intake meetings at the Social Services office. The intake meeting lasts approxi-

mately one hour and aims to get to know the applicant and informs them about their rights,

obligations and job search activities. We hence believe that this meeting lends itself better to

the inclusion of a self-affirmation intervention than the very first initial screening which is

only a formal and quick procedure.

The verbal affirmation procedure we used was developed based on Cohen and Sherman

[36], Hall et al. [37] and McQueen and Klein [42] as well as principles of motivational inter-

viewing [74]. We developed a protocol stipulating that: (i) the caseworker should seek citizens’

permission to talk about personal values; (ii) the affirmation should be conducted at the begin-

ning of the meeting; (iii) the self should be affirmed in a domain chosen by the participant that

is outside the threat; and (iv) the affirmation should be introduced in descriptive and not in

psychological terms.

The meeting would proceed as follows: The caseworker welcomed the applicant and then

continued to introduce the study if the following eligibility criteria were met: Applicants had

to be (i) older than 17 years and (ii) legally competent. Moreover, caseworkers did not intro-

duce the study if (iii) language skills were seriously deficient, they had (iv) doubts about the

individual’s mental capacity to provide informed consent, or if (v) the atmosphere was emo-

tionally loaded or aggressive. Caseworkers were also asked to keep track of the cases when they

decided against introducing the study and the reason for doing so. Unfortunately, this was not

implemented in a consistent manner so that we have incomplete information on the majority

of these cases.

If eligible, the caseworker introduced the study and explained its aims in very general

terms, the paper-based survey participants were asked to fill in after the meeting, and the

voucher of EUR 5 that participants would receive upon completion of the survey to thank

them for their participation. Caseworkers also informed participants about the anonymous

treatment of their personal survey data. Participants were then asked to sign a consent form
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they later returned with the survey. Caseworkers subsequently read out the following text to

study participants in the treatment group:

As you know, the aims of this meeting are to [explain the objectives of the meeting]. But

before we start with these topics, I would like to get an idea of who you are and what is

important for you—not related to work, but to you as a person. Is that okay?

[Participant answers. If he or she does not agree, the self-affirmation is not implemented.]

Can you describe to me an experience or event that made feel you successful or proud?

[Participant answers. If necessary, it is possible to give examples. For example: Some people
tell about values they find important, for instance their religion. For others, certain activities
or hobbies are important or they are proud of personal characteristics. Or they talk about rela-
tionships, for instance with their family or friends.]

Can you explain why that made you feel proud/why that felt good?

[Participant answers.]

Participants in the non-affirmed (control) condition were asked neutral introductory ques-

tions for example about the mode of transport they used to get to the Social Services office.

We pre-tested the self-affirmation exercise with two caseworkers, one from the regular

intake team and one from the team youth. Next, we trained caseworkers in a two-hour work-

shop that included a presentation on the intervention logic and hypotheses and various role

plays.

We conducted the experiment between October 2017 and December 2018. This was a

period characterised by economic growth and an improving labour market situation after the

economic downturn following the 2007/2008 economic and financial crisis. The crisis had led

to rising numbers of unemployment benefits and social assistance recipients. In 2017, the

unemployment rate in Maastricht was still 5.6 per cent, and 4.7 per cent in the province of

Limburg, roughly equal to the national average [75]. From May 2017 onwards the number of

social assistance applicants decreased continuously. These developments had implications for

the implementation of our study. Participants were recruited on a rolling basis and the

improved economic and labour market situation meant that the average number of weekly

intake meetings and hence potential participants was considerably lower than foreseen during

the design phase of the experiment—an issue to which we return in the description of the

sample.

Research method

Cluster-randomised trial

We use a cluster-randomised design with one treatment and one control arm. Social assistance

applicants are randomly assigned to caseworkers, following standard organisational proce-

dures of the Social Service office. Caseworkers therefore represent the clusters in which social

assistance applicants are naturally grouped. We had 15 caseworkers that could be randomised

into either the treatment or control group. Randomisation at the cluster level (the caseworkers)

was preferred over randomisation at the individual level (the social assistance applicants) after

weighing the trade-offs between statistical efficiency and the research setting [76–78]. We dis-

cuss these trade-offs in more detail below.
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Clearly, randomisation at cluster level is costly. Statistical efficiency is lost as individuals

within clusters tend to be more similar than individuals across clusters. The intracluster corre-

lation coefficient (ICC) ρ quantifies this similarity. ρ is defined as the share of between-cluster

variance s2
B in the overall variance σ2 (the sum of between- and within-cluster variance s2

B and

s2
W). Three main reasons for having positive within-cluster correlation are (1) clustering of

population characteristics; (2) variations in response to intervention; and (3) correlations due

to interactions between participants [77]. The first—clustering of population characteristics—

is unlikely to play a role in our setting. As new applicants are not systematically allocated to

caseworkers there is no reason to believe that applicants’ characteristics differ systematically

across caseworkers. Interactions among individuals is equally unproblematic as outcome vari-

ables are measured directly after the meeting and applicants who fill in the survey have no pos-

sibility to interact with other applicants in the meantime.

Variations in response to the intervention, however, are a likely source of within-cluster

correlation. Different characteristics of caseworkers may be responsible for variations in

responses across clusters. Possible distinguishing features that may interact with the interven-

tion are a caseworker’s general understanding of and approach to her work (e.g. strong empha-

sis on rule implementation and fraud detection vs. a focus on supporting services or

motivation). Caseworkers may also differ in their openness and commitment to experimenting

with new methods and learning and their skills, flexibility and perceived “bandwidth” to con-

duct the self-affirmation as outlined in the protocol may vary. Finally, with a small number of

clusters, randomisation may not ensure adequate balance between caseworkers in the treat-

ment and control condition [77, 79]. The possibility that caseworkers are on average not simi-

lar regarding potentially confounding factors enhances the concern that applicants’ responses

may to some extent vary depending on who implements the treatment. Finally, the small num-

ber of clusters also complicates data analysis although models for clustered data with very few

clusters have recently attracted more attention and several options are available to adequately

deal with this issue [80].

Consider individual-level randomisation as an alternative. Having caseworkers “switch”

between treatment and control conditions could lead to caseworkers mixing them up [81, 82].

Karlan and Appel [83] also caution that researchers should not underestimate the mental effort

and flexibility that it takes to implement even small changes with regard to familiar tasks and

routines. Moreover, even if caseworkers are willing to deliver the treatment and control condi-

tion as planned and ostensibly do so, it is possible that the way they conduct meetings in the

control group are unconsciously influenced by experiences they have had with the experimen-

tal group and the training in general [78]. Or, caseworkers that have positive experiences with

the self-affirmation exercise may consider withholding this treatment from the control group

as ethically wrong.

We are not able to assess the extent to which these situations actually occurred, nor control

for them if they did. We therefore decided to opt for a cluster randomised design, following

most experimental studies on activation in welfare organisations (see e.g. Malmberg-Heimo-

nen and Tøge [84] or Behncke et al. [85]). We take the clustered nature of the data into account

in both our sample size calculations and data analysis. Encouragingly, the ICC is low for all

outcome variables, as reported in S1 Table. The size of all coefficients is very moderate and in

most cases below the values assumed for the power calculations.

Sample size and randomisation

The number of participants per caseworker is based on efficiency considerations. A rule of

thumb is that further gains in power become modest as soon as the number of participants per
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cluster is larger than the reciprocal value of ρ. With an assumed ICC of 0.05, the optimal num-

ber of participants per caseworker is 20.

We used the PowerUp! tool for an ex ante power analysis calculating minimum detectable

effect sizes and minimum required sample sizes [86]. We had 15 caseworkers participating in

the study. We would have been able to detect effect sizes of approximately 0.49 standard devia-

tions (α = 0.05; two-tailed test; 1-β = 0.80) with a sample of 300 individuals distributed among

15 clusters. Due to Dutch labour market improvements in the course of 2018, however, our

final sample consisted of only 174 individuals, allowing us to detect effect sizes of approxi-

mately 0.57 standard deviations. This is in the same order of magnitude as effect sizes that

other affirmation studies found on feelings of self-worth, self-efficacy, or cognitive

performance.

Since several caseworkers only dealt with young applicants, restricted randomisation was

used to ensure balance based on team affiliation [77]. We employed the randomtreat com-

mand [87] in Stata (version 15) to randomise caseworkers into the treatment and control con-

dition, stratified by team affiliation (regular intake team and team youth). We set a seed for

replicability. Seven caseworkers were distributed to the treatment group and eight caseworkers

to the control group. Two caseworkers in the experimental and three caseworkers in the con-

trol condition exclusively worked with young people.

Outcome measures

Outcomes are measured at the level of the participant. Directly after the intake meeting, partic-

ipants were asked to fill out the survey in private. Our variables of interest were embedded in a

paper-based survey on participants’ satisfaction with the intake meeting:

Self-worth. We measured self-worth with 14 items based on Critcher and Dunning [43].

Participants rated items on nine-point Likert scales ranging from 1 (do not agree at all) to 9

(agree completely). We created separate indices for positive and negative feelings of self-worth.

Stress. The stress measure was based on three items presented by Creswell et al. [55], but

the wording was adjusted. Participants were asked to respond to statements on whether they

experienced the meeting as stressful, difficult, or threatening. All items were measured on a

five-point Likert scale that ranged from 1 (do not agree at all) to 5 (agree completely). We aver-

aged the scores to create a composite measure of stress.

Societal belonging. Societal belonging was measured on an ordinal, six-point scale that

ranged from 1 (low) to 6 (high). We adapted the inclusion of community in self scale [88]

which is a single-item cross-validated [89] pictorial measure that offers a simple account of

community connectedness (see Fig 1). The measure consists of six pairs of circles. The first

pair of circles does not overlap at all. In the following pairs, the overlap increases constantly

until the sixth pair of circles nearly overlaps completely. We replaced ‘community’ by ‘society’

in our survey. Respondents received the explanation that in each image, the left circle repre-

sents themselves and the right circle refers to society. We broadly defined society as “all people

together, and how they interact with each other”.

Fig 1. Adapted inclusion of community in self (ICS) scale. Source: Author’s own illustration based on Mashek et al. [88].

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0252268.g001
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Job search behaviour self-efficacy. Our job search self-efficacy measure was based on

Saks et al. [70] who explicitly distinguish between self-efficacy related to job search behaviour

and outcomes. We left out some of the items and adjusted others to better reflect the context.

We included nine items that referred to job search self-efficacy behaviour (for instance, belief

that someone can prepare a good CV, plan weekly job search activities, or find appropriate

vacancies). All items were measured on five-point Likert scales ranging from 1 (not confident

at all) to 5 (completely confident). These questions were only included for participants who

had no exemption from their job search requirements. Reasons for exemptions granted by the

caseworker include, inter alia, work incapacity, certain social circumstances, provision of

informal care, or caring for children younger than five.

Cognitive performance. Following Hall et al. [37], cognitive performance was measured

using Raven’s Standard Progressive Matrices (RSPM). RSPM are considered a non-verbal esti-

mate of fluid intelligence. We selected 12 out of 60 matrices based on Bilker et al. [90, Form A]

who used abbreviated forms of the RSPM that are highly predictive of the complete 60-item

RSPM scale.

Relevant covariates. We collected information on a number of relevant covariates includ-

ing respondents’ sex, age, origin, civil status, household composition, previous benefit receipt,

education, and work in the previous two years. These control variables served to test for bal-

ance from our randomisation procedure and were included in the regressions to reduce the

variance of the estimator of the treatment effect [82]. We also used some of these variables to

specify the relevant subgroups for our heterogeneity analysis. Finally, the participants were

asked to express their satisfaction with the meeting; a question of general interest to the Social

Services office.

We had an expert check the survey beforehand for functional illiteracy to maximise accessi-

bility to the survey. The research was approved by the Ethics Committee of Maastricht Univer-

sity (ERCPN 176 05_02_ 2017). The survey took about 15–30 minutes.

84.5 per cent of the participants who agreed to participate in the study during the meeting

also returned the survey. Our final sample consists of 174 individuals (104 in the treatment

group and 70 in the control group) in 15 clusters. Table 1 provides a summary of socio-eco-

nomic characteristics of our participants.

The average age is 38. The sample is evenly split between male and female participants.

Three out of ten participants have a foreign background. The majority has completed lower or

higher secondary education. Typically, individuals are single or single parents, or live with

their parents or other relatives. The large majority has never been married. Roughly one fourth

of applicants has had social assistance benefits in the last two years. Only one fifth had paid

work in the last two years. The majority of participants applied for social assistance in the final

quarter of 2017 or first quarter of 2018, consistent with the improved Dutch labour market sit-

uation after this period.

Table 1 also reports the results of a test of balance. Each covariate was regressed on a treat-

ment assignment variable and caseworker fixed effects. With the exception of age, being a sin-

gle parent, and application in the first quarter of 2018, none of the coefficients is significant at

the 10-per cent level. The result for age is driven by the fact that there had been an unequal

number of caseworkers in the youth team. With three of those caseworkers in the control and

only two in the treatment group, the average age of applicants is higher in the treatment group.

Analytical strategy

Our analyses are based on the intention-to-treat estimates of the effect of self-affirmation.

Take-up rates are, however, close to 100 percent as the self-affirmation exercise was
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implemented in 100 out of the 104 meetings in the treatment group. The identification strategy

takes into account the clustered random assignment. Failure to do so would lead to inflated

Type-I error rates for the significance tests of regression coefficients, as the assumption of

identically and independently distributed residuals would be ignored and standard errors

underestimated [77, 80]. All socio-economic variables are included as control variables in the

regression models.

The basic model is an ordinary-least-squares (OLS) regression with adjusted standard

errors to reflect independence of observations across, but not necessarily within caseworkers.

In order to appropriately model the small number of clusters and to understand the sensitivity

of results to different methods, we use two additional models that perform well with few clus-

ters [80]: multilevel and fixed effects models. In the multilevel models, we implement the Ken-

ward-Roger adjustment that is recommended when sample size is small, the covariance

structure is complicated and the data is unbalanced [91, 92] to avoid the inflation of Type-I

errors. In the fixed effects models, we include indicator variables for each cluster to account

Table 1. Baseline summary statistics and test of balance for covariates.

Mean Test of randomisation balance N
Coefficient p-value

Age 38.35 21.38 0.064 174

Male 0.49 -0.38 0.467 86

Foreign background 0.28 0.31 0.501 48

Education

No/special 0.06 0.06 0.805 11

Basic 0.10 0.13 0.698 18

Lower secondary 0.37 0.25 0.622 64

Higher secondary 0.29 -0.75 0.108 51

Tertiary 0.17 0.31 0.418 30

Household composition

Single 0.47 0.63 0.215 81

Partner 0.09 0.00 1.000 15

Single parent 0.15 -0.75 0.033 26

Family 0.04 0.00 1.000 6

Other 0.24 0.13 0.761 46

Civil status

Never married 0.68 -0.31 0.481 118

Married 0.11 0.00 1.000 19

Divorced or widowed 0.21 0.31 0.449 36

PW benefit in previous 2 years 0.27 -0.60 0.197 47

Paid work in previous 2 years 0.20 0.25 0.545 34

Quarter of intake meeting

4/2017 0.39 0.31 0.527 68

1/2018 0.36 -0.75 0.057 63

2/2018 0.20 0.19 0.301 34

3/2018 0.04 0.25 0.614 6

4/2018 0.02 0.00 1.000 3

Source: Author’s own calculations.

Notes: All covariates are reported. The second column reports the sample mean. The third and fourth column report the coefficients and p-values from ordinary least

squares regressions of each covariate on assignment to treatment, controlling for caseworker fixed effects. N = 174.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0252268.t001
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for the nested nature of the data and recover the treatment effect by linear contrasts of the clus-

ter affiliation variable coefficients. It is not possible to directly estimate the effects of Level-2

predictors, including the treatment effect, because of perfect multicollinearity of these predic-

tors and the cluster affiliation predictors. Since the software does not accommodate the fact

that there needs to be a distinction between variance at Level-1 and at Level-2, we multiply the

standard errors of the output with the square root of the unconditional design effect (see [80]

for more details). We report the results for these two models in the supplementary materials.

Multiple hypotheses testing

We use data from a single experiment to test several null hypothesis arising from multiple out-

comes of interest and subgroup analyses. Not correcting for multiple inference increases the

likelihood of falsely rejecting the null hypothesis [93]. We use the Benjamini and Hochberg

procedure to control the FDR. This means, in contrast to the family wise error rate (FWER)

that reduces the probability of making any Type-I error but at the cost of greater power, we are

willing to accept some Type-I errors in exchange for greater power [94]. Whereas the FWER is

the probability that the number of false rejections is larger than 0, the FDR is the expected

share of all rejections that are Type-I errors. As a result, p-value adjustments may be less strict

when controlling the FDR at a given level, which in turn results in greater power [94]. This

seems appropriate in the context of an exploratory study like ours that tests a newly designed

intervention in a setting where self-affirmation has never been tested before.

The Benjamini-Hochberg procedure first puts all p-values in ascending order and ranks

them from 1 to m, starting with the smallest p-value. For each individual p-value at rank i, the

Benjamini-Hochberg critical value is calculated as (i/m)�Q, whereby Q indicates the chosen

FDR. In the final step, the original p-values are compared to the critical values. The highest p-

value that is smaller than the critical value, as well as all p-values that are smaller than this

value, are considered significant. The analyses are carried out with Stata, using the qqvalue
package [95]. In the supplementary materials we also report the results of the Romano-Wolf

correction [96, 97], using the rwolf package in Stata.

Results and discussion

Fig 2 presents non-parametric estimates for all outcome variables. Job search behaviour self-

efficacy and cognitive performance are higher in the treatment group, whereas societal belong-

ing appears to be higher in the control group. The difference is however only significant for

feelings of societal belonging (t(134) = 1.789, p = 0.076).

We now turn to our multivariate regression analysis. We find little support for an average

effect of the affirmation exercise, except for a moderate negative effect on societal belonging.

We therefore proceed with the subgroup analysis as average results may mask heterogeneous

effects (see Figs 3 and 4 showing the OLS estimation results).

Indeed, the subgroup analysis reveals that the self-affirmation exercise increased negative

feelings of self-worth among individuals who had not received social assistance in the past two

years and for those who had paid work in that period. Also, the negative effect on feelings of

societal belonging in the full sample seems to be driven by the group of individuals who had

not received a social assistance benefit in the previous two years. Negative feelings for this

group increase by approximately 0.4 standard deviations. We find positive impacts on cogni-

tive performance for two groups: a 0.4–0.6 standard deviations increase for individuals that

received benefits and for those who had paid work in the previous two years. Finally, self-affir-

mation boosted job search behaviour self-efficacy among individuals with lower levels of
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Fig 2. Histograms and kernel density of outcome variables, by treatment and control group. Source: Author’s own

calculations.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0252268.g002

Fig 3. OLS estimation results, full sample and by subgroups: Positive and negative feelings of self-worth and

stress. Source: Author’s own calculations. The markers indicate the point estimates and the extending lines the 90-per

cent confidence intervals. In all models, control variables are included. The graph is created in Stata with the coefplot
command developed by Jann [98].

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0252268.g003
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education (lower secondary and below) by approximately half a standard deviation (Fig 4),

bringing them on par with average levels among individuals with higher levels of education.

The results are consistent across different specifications (see S1–S4 Figs). While point esti-

mates are typically the same order of magnitude, the level of uncertainty differs across meth-

ods. Yet, with multiple outcomes and subgroups, it is pertinent to correct for multiple

inference. Table 2 shows the adjusted p-values based on the Benjamini-Hochberg procedures

for the whole sample for illustration. None of the results in the full sample remain significant,

but results hold up to controlling the FDR (but not the FWER correction (see S2 Table)) for

individuals that had paid work in the past two years.

Overall we find little evidence that self-affirmation has beneficial effects for our target popu-

lation. If anything, the results suggest self-affirmation had a negative impact on certain groups.

For individuals with better labour market perspectives—indicated by being in paid work in the

previous two years—for example, their personal past might influence their present experience

of relative deprivation [99] and the affirmation might unintentionally be task-relevant. This is

consistent with informal feedback on chosen self-affirmation topics that we received from

caseworkers, stating that a substantial group of participants talked about a work-related experi-

ence. Although the protocol explicitly stipulated that participants should choose a domain

unrelated to work, the mentioning of “work” may have acted as a negative prime for some peo-

ple, reminding them of their (recent) past as employees and thereby negatively affecting their

self-worth.

The observed increase in cognitive performance for this group is possibly induced by an

urge to prove and distinguish themselves from other applicants. Rather than restoring a “dam-

aged identity”, the self-affirmation exercise might make it loom larger and emphasises the

salience of their new identity as social service applicants—a group that is threatened by nega-

tive stereotypes and stigma in society [43]. We know from studies on social identity that status

Fig 4. OLS estimation results, full sample and by subgroups: Feelings of societal belonging, job search behaviour

self-efficacy and cognitive performance. Source: See Fig 3.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0252268.g004
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differences between groups may indeed influence efforts in response to salience of identity,

threats to the hierarchy status quo and distinctiveness [100–102]. Or, they have not yet come

to terms with this new identity and still perceive themselves as a representative member of

their old and arguably higher-valued “in-group”, that is, being part of the the labour force. If

this type of self-categorisation comes under threat, we may then also see increasing efforts

when individuals feel at risk of being classified as a member of a lower-status or less valued

group, especially when group boundaries are highly permeable [100, 103, 104].

Conclusion

Self-affirmation has been promoted as a low-cost and easy-to-implement effective tool for

restoring personal integrity situations where this is challenged by stigma and stereotype

threats. We provide the first evidence on the role of self-affirmation in the realm of welfare

assistance. We developed a new verbal self-affirmation intervention and tested it among a sam-

ple of 174 social assistance applicants in Maastricht, the Netherlands. Overall, the self-affirma-

tion has no average impact on individuals’ feelings of self-worth, stress, job search behaviour,

self-efficacy or cognitive performance, but negatively affects feelings of societal belonging in

our full sample.

Subgroup analyses suggest heterogenous treatment effects, depending on individual’s per-

sonal past and education. However, only two results hold up to multiple hypothesis testing.

These results suggest that self-affirmation in this context may even be harmful, testified by

increased negative feelings of self-worth among people considered closer to the labour market.

Table 2. OLS estimation results, full sample and by paid/no paid work in previous two years: Multiple inference

adjustments using Benjamini-Hochberg procedure.

Effect Naive p-value FDR q-value: Benjamini-Hochberg

Full sample
Positive feelings of self-worth -0.412 0.202 0.606

Negative feelings of self-worth 0.252 0.415 0.830

Stress -0.004 0.981 0.981

Societal belonging -0.448 0.077 0.462

Job search behaviour self-efficacy 0.015 0.917 0.981

Cognitive performance 0.188 0.642 0.963

Paid work in previous two years
Positive feelings of self-worth -1.396 0.165 0.267

Negative feelings of self-worth 1.846 0.022 0.084

Stress -0.061 0.863 0.871

Societal belonging -0.920 0.178 0.267

Job search behaviour self-efficacy 0.249 0.871 0.871

Cognitive performance 1.366 0.028 0.084

No paid work in previous two years
Positive feelings of self-worth -0.460 0.213 0.594

Negative feelings of self-worth 0.275 0.368 0.594

Stress -0.011 0.943 0.943

Societal belonging -0.331 0.178 0.594

Job search behaviour self-efficacy 0.151 0.396 0.594

Cognitive performance 0.356 0.516 0.619

Source: Author’s own calculations.

Notes: Control variables are included in all models.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0252268.t002
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Our results are sobering and at odds with the overwhelmingly positive findings of self-affirma-

tion interventions in other studies. This cautions against using such an exercise for specific

groups in the context under study. An interesting question for future studies could be to exper-

imentally investigate whether threats to social identity and self-categorisation mechanisms

may indeed be at work, and whether using another type or procedure for self-affirmation may

perhaps make it easier for people to self-affirm in a positive way and generate desirable impacts

on beliefs, attitudes and behaviour. This is left for future work.
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