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Reducing search barriers for job seekers
Last updated: April 2018
Programs focused on reducing job search barriers often improve job seekers’ employment outcomes. These programs can help
job seekers identify where and how to look for jobs, encourage increased search effort, and help communicate qualifications to
employers.
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Summary
High youth unemployment is a critical issue in many countries. As of 2016, there were 71 million unemployed youth globally [1], .
While job seekers face many barriers to quality employment, several commonly cited issues are that they do not know where or
how to search for jobs efficiently, searching requires a lot of effort, and job seekers often do not understand their skills well in
relation to what skills employers want [2]. These barriers are often magnified for youth, who lack both experience searching for
jobs and the work experience that could help employers gauge their abilities.

A review of nineteen randomized evaluations of interventions aimed at reducing search barriers shows that job search assistance
helped job seekers look for jobs in better places and increased their search efforts. Helping job seekers communicate their
abilities often benefitted the job seekers and firms who hired them. In the few cases where it was measured, some of these gains
came at the expense of job seekers who did not receive the programs, implying that job search assistance may have merely
reshuffled who got the limited number of available jobs. While many studies showed positive impacts on outcomes such as
interview offers, job offers, employment, and quality employment, not all of the studies measured or showed sustained benefits
to earnings, total employment, or well-being [3].

Supporting evidence
Job search assistance has been largely successful at improving employment outcomes for job seekers. One early review of
job search assistance programs in the United States found that a variety of programs decreased the time it took for participants
to find a job [4], . Since then, many evaluations from developed countries have confirmed those findings [5], [6], . However,
there is less evidence from developing countries. Who provides the program (government, NGO, or private firm) can influence
the program’s impact. An evaluation in France, that compared publicly- and privately-provided search counseling found that
both programs increased employment, but the public program was more effective when comparing similar participants [6].
Especially in developing country contexts where information about job opportunities can be costly to acquire, reducing
barriers to this information can have large effects on job outcomes. In Ethiopia, giving transportation subsidies to youth,
which increased their mobility and allowed them to commute to the city center where job boards were located, increased their
chances of finding formal employment by 32 percent [7], . The commuting funds allowed youth to more actively pursue
opportunities and increased the likelihood that an application they submitted would result in a job offer. In a rural part of the
Philippines, giving people vouchers for a job fair that gave information on job opportunities in the city increased both the
likelihood that someone would look for work in the city and their chances of working in the formal sector [8], . In India, , giving
villages information about city-based business process outsourcing jobs for women, and offering placement services, increased
the likelihood that young women were working outside of the home [9].
Some job seekers underestimate the benefits of job search. Motivating them to invest more in their search and helping
them identify where and how to look can improve employment outcomes. Evidence suggests that job seekers often
procrastinate in their search efforts and underinvest in searching for work [2], [10], . Motivating job seekers to increase and
improve their search effort can help. Linking job search activities to unemployment insurance for adults increased the number of
employers that job seekers contacted and the time they spent searching for jobs in the United States [10], , and increased
employment rates in Denmark [5], .Encouraging youth to create a plan for their job search in South Africa (in addition to a basic
career-counseling workshop) increased job offers by 30 percent and employment by 26 percent, in part by helping youth engage
in more intense search activities [11], . Job seekers also tend to search too narrowly. The program in South Africa likely helped
job seekers diversify which channels they used to search for positions [11], . An online job platform in Scotland that showed
nearby job openings in alternative careers broadened the types of jobs that job seekers considered and increased the number of
interviews that they were offered [12].
Helping job seekers better recognize their skills and communicate them to potential employers can improve their job
outcomes and can help firms hire more qualified candidates. In Ethiopia, CV and interview workshops increased youth’s
chances of getting an interview and job offer, which increased the probability that they would enter formal or permanent
employment [7], . The benefits of the program were greatest for skilled job seekers who lacked formal qualifications, as they
were now better able to communicate their skills. In South Africa, encouraging youth to include a reference letter with their job

applications and providing them with a simple template letter increased employer callbacks [13], . This was particularly impactful
for women, who doubled their employment rates when they used reference letters. Reference letters provided employers with
more accurate information about workers’ skills and enabled them to hire higher-ability candidates. In Uganda, while both
vocational training and firm-supplied training increased employment rates and earnings for young job seekers, youth who
completed vocational training had higher job mobility [14], . Researchers suggest this is in part because the vocational training
provided more certifiable skills. In a study of a global online job platform, , giving inexperienced workers a 10-hour assignment
and publishing a rating of their work quality tripled their earnings on average in the two months after the assignment [15]. While
the overall effect was positive, workers who performed poorly on the assignment were hurt by the rating.
Programs that aim to help youth find jobs may not work if there are other prominent barriers. In Côte D’Ivoire, , adding
job search assistance to a public works program had no added benefit, likely in part because there were not many jobs available
in the labor market [16], . Increasing the frequency of counseling meetings for youth in Denmark reduced their likelihood of
being employed [17], . This was following the Great Recession, when few people were finding jobs. In the Philippines, , providing
information about job opportunities abroad did not increase international job migration, likely because of the high costs of
migrating [18], . A program in Jordan that matched college graduates to employers led to very few successful matches, largely
because youth were unwilling to take the jobs that were available [19], . Similarly, a job fair in Ethiopia did not improve
employment rates for young job seekers [20]. Firms reported that the candidates they met at the fair were less employable than
other applicants, and job seekers had unrealistic expectations of the wages firms would offer. More research is needed to test
programs that try to match firms and job seekers in developing countries.
Providing information sometimes made job seekers more selective. In two studies, one of a global online job platform [15],
and one among young workers in Uganda [21], providing high-performing workers with ratings of their skills increased the wages
that they requested or expected for future jobs. This increase in the wages they expect could prevent job seekers from receiving
or accepting certain offers, which could offset the benefits of having clearer signals of their abilities.
In the few studies that have measured displacement, program participants often got jobs in part at the expense of nonparticipants. One concern about these interventions is that job seekers who do not receive these services may be worse off
because of the program. In a study of a program in France, that provided counseling and placement services, job seekers who
did not receive the program had worse outcomes, implying that program participants benefitted at the expense of their peers
[22], . In this context, where job openings were scarce, the program may have merely reshuffled who got the limited number of
available jobs, rather than making firms hire more people. While little research has been able to capture such spillover effects,
there is a growing body of evidence on displacement effects from a broad range of labor market programs, including training
programs, transport subsidies, and matching programs. Programs that improve job seekers’ returns to their search or decrease
their search costs can create displacement, while programs that decrease the cost for firms to hire or improve the matches of
their hires could be less sensitive to displacement. For example, when firms gave a small monetary incentive for completing an
application to job seekers in Ethiopia, they attracted more talented applicants [23]. This was driven by high-ability, low-income
job seekers who otherwise may be unable to afford the cost of applying.
Sector chair(s)
Marianne Bertrand Bruno Crépon
Insight author(s)
Lisa Corsetto
Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab (J-PAL). 2018. "Reducing search barriers for job seekers." J-PAL Policy Insights. Last modified

April 2018. https://doi.org/10.31485/pi.2234.2018

1. International Labour Organization. 2016. World Employment and Social Outlook 2016: Trends for Youth. Geneva: International Labour Organization. Report

,
2. Babcock, Linda, William J. Congdon, Lawrence F. Katz, , and Sendhil Mullainathan, . 2012. "Notes on Behavioral Economics and Labor Market Policy."
IZA Journal of Labor Policy 1 (2): 1-14. Research Paper,
3. McKenzie, David. 2017. “How Effective Are Active Labor Market Policies in Developing Countries? A Critical Review of Recent Evidence.” The World Bank
Research Observer 32 (1): 127-154. Research Paper,
4. Meyer, Bruce D. 1995. "Lessons from the U.S. Unemployment Insurance Experiments." Journal of Economic Literature 33 (1): 91-131. Research Paper,
5. Maibom, Jonas, Michael Rosholm, , and Michael Svarer. 2017. "Experimental Evidence on the Effects of Early Meetings and Activation." Scandinavian
Journal of Economics 119 (3): 541–570. Research Paper, | J-PAL Evaluation Summary,
6. Behaghel, Luc, , Bruno Crépon, , and Marc Gurgand, . 2014. "Private and Public Provision of Counseling to Job Seekers: Evidence from a Large
Controlled Experiment." American Economic Journal: Applied Economics 6 (4): 142-174. Research Paper, | J-PAL Evaluation Summary,
7. Abebe, Girum, Stefano Caria, Marcel Fafchamps, Paolo Falco, Simon Franklin, and Simon Quinn. “Anonymity or Distance? Job Search and Labour Market
Exclusion in a Growing African City.” GLM/LIC Working Paper No. 34, September 2017. Research Paper,
8. Beam, Emily A. 2016. "Do job fairs matter? Experimental evidence on the impact of job-fair attendance.” Journal of Development Economics 120: 32-40.
Research Paper,
9. Jensen, Robert, . 2012. "Do Labor Market Opportunities Affect Young Women's Work and Family Decisions? Experimental Evidence from India."
The Quarterly Journal of Economics 127 (2): 753-792. Research Paper, | J-PAL Evaluation Summary,
10. Decker, Paul T., Robert B. Olsen, Lance Freeman, and Daniel H. Klepinger. 2000. Assisting Unemployment Insurance Claimants: The Long-Term Impacts of
the Job Search Assistance Demonstration. Washington, DC: Mathematica Policy Research. Report,
11. Abel, Martin, Rulof Burger, Eliana Carranza, and Patrizio Piraino, . “Bridging the Intention- Behavior Gap? The Effect of Plan-Making Prompts on Job
Search and Employment.” World Bank Policy Research Working Paper #8181, September 2017. Research Paper, | J-PAL Evaluation Summary,
12. Belot, Michele, Philipp Kircher, and Paul Muller."Providing Advice to Job Seekers at Low Cost: An Experimental Study on On-Line Advice." Working
Paper, July 2016. Research Paper,
13. Abel, Martin, Rulof Burger, and Patrizio Piraino, . "The Value of Reference Letters." Working Paper, December 2017. Research Paper, | J-PAL Evaluation
Summary,
14. Alfonsi, Livia, Oriana Bandiera, , Vittorio Bassi, Robin Burgess, , Imran Rasul, , Munshi Sulaiman, and Anna Vitali. 2017. "Tackling Youth Unemployment:
Evidence from a Labor Market Experiment in Uganda." Working Paper, December 2017. Research Paper, | J-PAL Evaluation Summary,
15. Pallais, Amanda. 2014. "Inefficient Hiring in Entry-Level Labor Markets." American Economic Review 104 (11): 3565–3599. Research Paper, | J-PAL
Evaluation Summary,
16. Bertrand, Marianne, , Bruno Crépon, , Alicia Marguerie, and Patrick Premand. “Contemporaneous and Post-Program Impacts of a Public Works
Program: Evidence from Côte d’Ivoire.” World Bank Working Paper, May 2017. Research Paper, | J-PAL Evaluation Summary,

17. Maibom, Jonas, Michael Rosholm, , and Michael Svarer. "Can Active Labour Market Policies Combat Youth Unemployment?" IZA Discussion Paper
#7912, January 2014. Research Paper, | J-PAL Evaluation Summary,
18. Beam, Emily A., David McKenzie, and Dean Yang, . 2016. "Unilateral Facilitation Does Not Raise International Labor Migration from the Philippines."
Economic Development and Cultural Change 64 (2): 323-368. Research Paper, | J-PAL Evaluation Summary,
19. Groh, Matthew, David McKenzie, Nour Shammout, and Tara Vishwanath. 2015. "Testing the importance of search frictions and matching through a
randomized experiment in Jordan." IZA Journal of Labor Economics 4 (7). Research Paper,
20. Abebe, Girum, Stefano Caria, Marcel Fafchamps, Paolo Falco, Simon Franklin, Simon Quinn, and Forhad Shilpi. “Job Fairs: Matching Firms and Workers
in a Field Experiment in Ethiopia.” World Bank Policy Research Working Paper #8092, June 2017. Research Paper,
21. Bassi, Vottorio and Aisha Nansamba. "Information Frictions in the Labor Market: Evidence from a Field Experiment in Uganda." GLM/LIC Working Paper
No. 29, April 2017. Research Paper,
22. Crépon, Bruno, , Esther Duflo, , Marc Gurgand, , Roland Rathelot, , and Philippe Zamora, . 2013. “Do Labor Market Policies Have Displacement Effects?
Evidence From a Clustered Random Experiment.” The Quarterly Journal of Economics 128 (2): 531–580. Research Paper, | J-PAL Evaluation Summary,
23. Abebe, Girum, Stefano Caria, and Esteban Ortiz-Ospina. "The Selection of Talent: Experimental and Structural Evidence from Ethiopia." Working Paper,
November 2017. Research Paper,

