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Abstract

Context: In this study, we attempt to contribute to the scarce evidence about the relation-
ship between perceived labour market insecurity and worker training investments. Drawing 
on existing research into framing in decision-making, we investigate whether framing the 
labour market as insecure increases the willingness of workers to invest in training. We also 
investigate whether this effect is larger when training contract terms are favourable, such as 
when training is done mostly in an employer’s time, or when no payback clause is included.

Approach: Data are gathered through a vignette-study under a sample of senior Dutch stu-
dents, with experimental manipulation of frames.  Respondents are given a questionnaire 
in which they are asked to imagine themselves working for a fictitious firm (but presented 
to them as real). The security/insecurity frames are elicited by randomly stressing either the 
positive or negative side of a series of events related to the labour market position of people 
working in this firm. Respondents are then asked to respond to five vignettes, each of these 
a randomly generated combination of training contract terms. For each vignette, respon-
dents are asked to state whether or not they would be willing to go along with the specified 
training program under the conditions outlined in that vignette. Data are analysed with 
multilevel logistic regression.

Findings: The willingness to train is not invariably greater under an insecurity frame. 
Instead, we find a crucial interaction:  the willingness to train is greater under an insecurity 
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frame when training-contract terms are favourable (e.g when no payback clause is inclu-
ded), but smaller when training-contract terms are unfavourable. Since the positive and 
negative effects are approximately equal in size, in a balanced design such as ours they cancel 
each other out, resulting in a close to zero overall effect for the frame variable.

Conclusion: Our results suggest that, when workers are aware of the insecurity in their si-
tuation, this only makes them more willing to follow training when the risk of losing their 
investment is low. 

Keywords: VET, Vocational Education and Training, Further Training, Training Invest-
ment, Employability, Employment Security, Perception

1 Introduction
Can workers be brought to invest more in training when they are aware of the vulnerability 
of their jobs? And what role do the formal terms of the training contract play for this wil-
lingness? These are the questions we set out to investigate experimentally by use of a vignette 
design. As will become clear, the questions are highly relevant for implementing training 
policy in a context where lifelong learning is still making too little progress.

The issue of lifelong learning has been on national and international agendas for quite 
some time. The beginning of the international debate on lifelong learning can be traced back 
to the 1970s, when it became a policy priority for the Organisation for Economic Co-opera-
tion and Development [OECD] (Bengtsson, 2013). Lifelong learning is seen as all learning 
activities, during an individual’s life, aiming to improve knowledge and competencies (Orga-
nisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2001, p. 10). The promotion 
of lifelong learning is seen as essential for countries and citizens, for example to keep up with 
increased digitalisation (OECD, 2019a, p.3).  Accordingly, many reports have addressed the 
obstacles to lifelong learning and many countries adopt policy measures aimed at stimulating 
it (e.g. OECD, 2001, 2016; Panteia, 2019; Wetenschappelijke Raad voor het Regeringsbeleid 
[WRR, Scientific Council for Government Policy], 2013).

A few years ago, the Dutch Council for Education (an advisory body for the govern-
ment and parliament) commissioned a study into the question "why isn’t the growth rate of 
lifelong learning in The Netherlands higher, despite the many advisory reports addressing 
this matter?" The researcher who tried to answer this question found that this was not be-
cause the recommendations of those reports were not followed. Many policy measures have 
actually been implemented, but lifelong learning participation figures have not increased 
significantly as a result (Golsteyn, 2012). In 2010, 16,7% of the population aged 25-64 had 
followed some form of education or training in the previous 4 weeks, which fell short of the 
Dutch Government’s goal of 20%. In the period 1998-2010, participation figures showed an 
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increase till 2001, but remained stable after that (Golsteyn, 2012, pp. 3–4). A similar picture 
arises in a more recent report, for the period 2015-2017 (Maslowski, 2019, p. 16). Also the 
number of training activities in which Dutch adults participate over the previous 2 years 
seems stable over time (Maslowski, 2019, p. 18). Non-formal learning activities may of course 
compensate for this standstill, but although these are important, the Netherlands is not out-
standing in this regard (Maslowski, 2019, p. 149). Moreover, the groups that participate the 
least in formal training also profit the least from informal learning (van Echtelt et al., 2016, p. 
10), so both types should not be regarded as substitutes. Unsurprisingly, the Dutch Scientific 
Council for Government Policy characterised its country’s situation with regard to lifelong 
learning as being in a ‘deadlock’ (WRR, 2013, pp. 312–315). 

The issue of participation figures falling short of policy goals is not limited to the Nether-
lands. For example, average participation figures for the European Union seem to have sta-
bilised around 10% from 2005 till 2010, whereas the goal set for 2010 was 12,5% (Golsteyn, 
2012, p. 4). Also, around 60% of adults in surveyed countries of the OECD do not participate 
in formal or non-formal job-related training in a given year (OECD, 2019b, p. 30).

Thus, it is clear that, despite the attention lifelong learning has received in policy circles 
and advisory reports for many years, reality still lags behind of what is considered necessa-
ry and desirable. This explains why a lot of research is done into training motivation (e.g. 
Burchert et al., 2014; Kyndt et al., 2014; Sutha et al., 2016). Dutch researchers Fouarge et al. 
(2013) conclude that the (lack of a) willingness to train is an autonomous factor explaining 
training participation. The OECD country report on the Netherlands puts it even more shar-
ply: "(D)espite many years of talking about the importance of developing a learning culture 
and the introduction of a series of policy measures aimed at making it a reality, the country 
is still far from realising this aim, as evidenced by the low ‘readiness to learn’ of Dutch adults 
when compared with their peers in other OECD countries" (OECD, 2017, pp. 24–25).

Considering an explanation, the Social and Economic Council of the Netherlands sugge-
sted that workers (and their employers) have "an insufficient sense of urgency" of the impor-
tance to invest in their development (Sociaal-Economische Raad [SER, Social and Economic 
Council of the Netherlands], 2017, p. 36). Time inconsistency (efforts have to be made in 
the present, potential benefits lie in the distant future) is supposed to play a major role in 
this (Centraal Planbureau [CPB, Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis], 2016, 
pp. 287–289). Elaborating on this argument, one might assume that workers often are insuf-
ficiently aware of the importance of ‘training’ and of ‘staying up-to-date’ in their profession. 
Once assured of a permanent job, they feel secure and cease to worry about the rapid chan-
ges in the economy and the labour market outside of their firm. Studies have shown that 
people are indeed often over-optimistic about things such as their own abilities, chance of 
entrepreneurial success, risk of accidents or disease, chance of winning lotteries, or risk of 
getting fired from a job (Sunstein, 1998). Sure enough, most Dutch workers on permanent 
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contracts actually consider their jobs to be relatively secure (van Vuuren & Smulders, 2018), 
and arguably, do therefore not experience a need to enhance their employability. This leads to 
the possibility that workers would be more willing to train if they were to perceive more job 
insecurity. To find out whether this might be true, is the aim of the present study.

Despite the plausibility of this idea, the influence of job insecurity has received very little 
attention in research so far. In a systematic review of 56 empirical studies, as many as 117 
possible antecedents of the (intended) participation in work-related training were identified 
(Kyndt & Baert, 2013). However, only two studies addressed the influence of the likelihood of 
losing one’s job (Kyndt & Baert, 2013, p. 289). The first study (Sanders et al., 2011) assumed 
that "lower educated workers with a higher level of job insecurity will be more motivated to 
take up training activities in order to prevent job loss" (p. 406). However, the researchers were 
unable to confirm this assumption in their study. In the second study, Elman and O’Rand 
(2002) did find a positive relation, but this concerned mostly adult education in regular edu-
cational institutions rather than training within firms.

Two other studies that we came across did not produce convincing results either. Lee et 
al. (2003) report that during a recession employees were more willing to undergo training 
(and actually spent more time undergoing training). However, their results were distorted by 
a very disproportional distribution of Thai respondents (who were less inclined to train) and 
Singaporean respondents (who were more inclined to train) during and after the recession. 
Van Hootegem et al. (2018) also report that job-insecure individuals are more willing to par-
ticipate in both internal and external training. They are cautious about this result, however, 
because it was contrary to their own theoretical expectations.

A number of other studies have addressed the role of contextual factors for training in-
vestments (e.g. Evans & Kersh, 2014; Fuller et al., 2007; Leonard et al., 2018). However, we 
agree with the recent conclusion of Lebert and Antal (2016), who find that "concerning the 
influence of perceived job and employment insecurity on participation in further training, 
only little evidence is available" (p. 3). One would, however, expect such a relation to exist, 
based on what is known about the effects of training. Findings by Bassanini (2006), based 
on data of 15 European countries, suggest that workplace training foremostly increases the 
perceived job-security of vulnerable employees. A study of Dutch panel data by Picchio and 
van Ours (2013) seems to confirm that participation in firm-provided training significantly 
improves employment prospects, also for older workers. And a more recent German panel-
study by Kohlrausch and Rasner (2014) suggests a positive effect of workplace training on 
perceived job security, not only in the short term, but in the long term as well. The protective 
effect of following training reported in the literature leads Lebert and Antal to the explicit hy-
pothesis that "the higher the perceived employment insecurity, the more likely participation 
in further training" (2016, p. 5). In their Swiss study, Lebert and Antal did not find support 
for this hypothesis (they even found a slight association in the opposite direction). However, 
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this may have been due to the fact that they looked at actual training participation. In practi-
ce, the latter depends not only on workers’ willingness to train, but also on firm policy. For a 
strict test of the hypothesis, one would have to focus on the pure willingness to train (that is, 
unconfounded by practical obstacles and the co-operation of other parties).

Therefore, following Lebert and Antal, in the present study, we attempt to test their hy-
pothesis by focusing on an unconfounded measure of the willingness to train. To do so, we 
study this matter in an experimental setting. We set up a vignette experiment with a framing 
structure, where subjects are confronted with security versus insecurity aspects of the same 
objective situation. The choice for framing of the same objective situation is crucial. This is 
because there is little interest in showing that workers’ willingness to train increases when 
they are in an overtly insecure situation, such as when there are mass-layoffs or when firm 
bankruptcy is imminent. The practical relevance of such a finding is doubtful, since at that 
point there is not much to be rescued anymore. From a policy point of view, it is much more 
relevant to know if it matters for the willingness to train when people start to perceive a gi-
ven situation from an insecurity perspective rather than a security perspective. In ensuing 
research, therefore, people should be made aware of the insecurity inherent in their normal 
situation, rather than be placed in a situation of overt insecurity; and this explains our choice 
for a framing design (see section 2.1).

To these varying (in)security frames we added another variable, namely the division of 
investment costs between worker and employer as stipulated in the training contract. After 
all, when it comes to the decision to invest in training there are several relevant aspects that 
employer and worker need to agree to. For instance, they will need to agree on who will carry 
the financial costs of the training, and in whose time training will take place. They will need 
to agree if and how high a wage increase will take place after training, or if there are any limi-
tations for the worker after completion of the training, such as a pay-back clause. These are 
the so-called terms of the training contract. A number of studies suggest the importance of 
these (e.g. Künn-Nelen et al., 2018; Tuor Sartore & Backes-Gellner, 2014). Now, an increase 
in the perceived urgency of training that comes with an insecurity frame might stimulate 
training. However, if, for example, one has to pay a large share of the cost of training oneself, 
it is less likely that an increase in that perceived urgency will make a difference. The reason 
for this is that, under an insecurity frame, there is also a perceived increased risk of getting 
fired. If one is fired before one is able to recoup one’s investment with the current employer, 
there will always be some risk that one will not find a new job where the remainder of the 
investment can be recouped. Moreover, if one is fired before the training is concluded, one 
would not be able to recoup one’s investment at all. Therefore, as a further application of the 
role of insecurity versus security framing, we will also investigate how its effect on the decis-
ion to invest in training is moderated by the terms of the training contract (see section 2.2).
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2 Hypotheses

2.1 Framing: Security Versus Insecurity

On the basis of our discussion of the literature in the previous section, our question is if it 
matters for the willingness to invest in training when workers perceive their labour market 
situation from an insecurity, rather than a security perspective. This, in turn, leads us to the 
question how workers could be made more aware of the insecurity of their situations.

From experimental research on framing in decision-making we know that when people 
focus on different aspects of the same situation, different decisions may ensue. For example, 
given the choice between a sure outcome and a risky option, people seem to be willing to take 
larger risks when options are worded in terms of avoiding losses. This is the classical framing 
result as first introduced by Tversky and Kahneman (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979; Tversky 
& Kahneman, 1981). Moreover, often, stressing the gains of performing an act seems less 
persuasive than stressing the losses of not performing it (or put differently: obtaining a good 
seems not as valuable as avoiding its loss) (Levin et al., 1998).

One particularly relevant kind of study of framing effects is the study of what Levin et al. 
(1998) deem attribute framing. These studies show that people are, for instance, more likely 
to evaluate gambles favourably when these are described in terms of winning rather than in 
terms of losing. Similarly, people are more likely to rate policies favourably when described 
in terms of its success rate than in terms of its failure rate. Likewise, they are more prone to 
rate goods favourably when the positive rather than the negative side of the same attribute 
is highlighted. The explanation that is given for this phenomenon is that when either the 
positive or negative outcomes are made salient, selective attention is promoted to only the 
positive or negative outcomes. This, in turn, leads people to evoke favourable or unfavourable 
associations (Levin et al., 1998).

In line with the general idea of framing behind such experimental studies, our idea is that 
the employment context which people focus on makes a difference for the decision to invest 
in training. Specifically, we propose that whether attention is focused on the insecurity (or 
volatile) aspects of the job or on the security aspects of the job makes a difference for the 
willingness to train. Take, for instance, lay-offs in the firm where a worker works. Attention 
can be focused on the percentage of workers that have left the firm during a certain period, 
but attention can also be focused on the (complementary) percentage of workers that are 
still in their jobs.1 When attention is focused on the former we expect this to make training 
investments seem more urgent, and when attention is focused on the latter we expect this 

1 A similar perspective is taken by Vishwanath (2009), in a study on the effects of framing on the adoption of new technologies. 
In that study, for some participants it was, for example, highlighted that a majority of persons who tested the technology 
found it to be invaluable and that the technology worked well most of the time (positive frame). For other participants, it was 
highlighted that a minority found it to be worthless and that it failed some of the time (negative frame).
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to make training investments seem less urgent. Why is this? When emphasis is laid on the 
percentage of employees that have stayed with the firm – the security frame -, it is in fact the 
positive outcomes of the labour market situation that are highlighted. We therefore expect 
that this will promote the selective attention of workers to such positive outcomes and lead 
them to judge the situation more favourably. When the situation is judged more favourably 
in terms of labour market prospects, training investments (as a means to deal with insecurity 
on the labour market) will seem less urgent. Conversely, when emphasis is laid on the per-
centage of employees that have left the firm – the insecurity frame-, it is in fact the negative 
outcomes of the labour market situation that are highlighted. We therefore expect that this 
will promote the selective attention of workers to these negative outcomes and lead them to 
judge the situation less favourably. Training investments will, correspondingly, seem more 
urgent. A similar line of reasoning applies to, for instance, the percentage of workers leaving 
the firm that found a new job promptly versus the percentage of workers that did not. When 
workers focus on the latter, we expect them to judge the situation less favourably, making 
training investments seem more urgent. This reasoning is in line with the explanation Levin 
et al. (1998) offer for framing effects in the evaluation of objects, when the same attribute is 
positively or negatively formulated.

Following this reasoning, and in accordance with Sanders et al. (2011) and Lebert and 
Antal (2016), we state our main hypothesis:

H1: The willingness of workers to invest in training is higher when the context is framed as in-
secure rather than secure.

2.2 The Moderating Role of Training Contract Terms

When it comes to the decision to invest in training, it is the distribution of costs and risks 
that employer and worker need to agree about. The specific configuration of these costs and 
risks can be said to constitute the terms of the training contract. Based on existing literature, 
we have selected those provisions of a training contract we believe are the most important:

1. Who will carry the financial costs of the training. In the case of work-related training 
the employer may carry all financial costs associated to the training, or the costs may 
be differently shared by the two. Examples of such costs are programme fees, books and 
other study materials and travelling costs. A study by Künn-Nelen et al. (2018) suggests 
the importance of this factor.

2. In whose time training will take place. Work related training may be carried out in work 
time, or it may be spread over both the employer’s and worker’s time. Findings by Künn-
Nelen et al. (2018) and by Tuor Sartore and Backes-Gellner (2014) suggest the impor-
tance of this factor.
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3. If and how high a wage increase will take place after training. Since the productivity of 
the worker due to the training might increase, it is possible that he receives a wage incre-
ase afterwards. In an overview of studies into the returns of training for workers given by 
Groot and Maassen van den Brink (1998), wage increases between 4 and 16 percent are 
cited, with a large variation within this range.

4. If a payback clause is included. When training concerns transferable skills, there is a risk 
that, after completion of the training, a worker will leave the firm to work for another 
firm. In such a case, the firm is unable to recoup its investment. The firm may therefore 
wish to implement a so-called payback arrangement. Such a payback arrangement sti-
pulates that a worker must refund the employer with a percentage (usually decreasing 
over time) of the training costs incurred, if the worker prematurely leaves the firm. In 
the Netherlands, the arrangement is usually limited to a certain period, for example two 
years after completion of the training, after which it no longer applies (Arbeidsrechter, 
2018). Künn-Nelen et al. (2018) found this to be a factor affecting the willingness of 
employers to invest in worker training. It seems plausible, however, that this will also be 
important for the worker’s willingness to train.

The influence of these contract terms on a worker’s willingness to accept a training offer is 
obvious and the corresponding predictions are, accordingly, somewhat trivial. Neverthel-
ess, they can be seen as controls for the validity of our data (to exclude, for example, that 
questions were misunderstood, or answered in an unserious and random way). The control 
hypothesis thus reads:

H(Control): The willingness of workers to invest in training is greater (a) the larger the share of 
the financial costs of training taken up by the employer; (b) the more the time spent 
on training is in the employer’s time; (c) the higher the offered post-training wage 
increase; and (d) when a payback clause is not included in the training contract.

However, these training contract terms become particularly interesting when we look at how 
they can influence the effect of the perceived insecurity of the labour market on the willing-
ness to train. An increase in the perceived urgency of training is expected to stimulate the 
willingness to train but, under this insecurity frame, there is also a perceived increased risk 
of getting fired. If one is fired before one is able to recoup one’s investment with the current 
employer, there will always be some risk that one will not find a new suitable job where the 
remainder of the investment can be recouped. Moreover, if one is fired before the training is 
concluded, one would not be able to recoup one’s investment at all. Now, when the worker 
has to pay only a small amount of the financial costs, this will most likely not be an issue. 
In that case we expect an uninhibited stimulating effect of the perceived insecurity on the 
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willingness to train. However, if the worker has to pay a substantial amount of the costs, we 
expect this to make the stimulating effect of the insecurity frame smaller. A similar reasoning 
applies to the amount of time spent on training that is done in the worker’s own time. In ad-
dition, under the insecurity frame, the perceived insecurity inside the current firm makes it 
attractive to leave one’s current job for a more secure job if one comes along. Without a pay-
back clause in the training contract, leaving is not a problem, and in such case we expect an 
uninhibited stimulating effect of the perceived insecurity on the willingness to train. With a 
payback clause, however, leaving voluntarily might be especially burdensome, and we expect 
this to make the stimulating effect of the insecurity frame smaller. 

Regarding the size of the post-training wage increase, it is less clear-cut if this moderates 
the stimulating effect of the insecurity frame. An essential difference with the other three 
contract terms is that a wage increase will at its worst be zero, and this does not entail a finan-
cial investment that needs to be recouped. From this viewpoint, therefore, there is no reason 
to assume that the stimulating effect of the insecurity frame will be any smaller under lower 
wage increases than under higher wage increases. 

In addition, our assumption is that the overall effect of the perceived labour market inse-
curity on the likelihood of training will be positive. This is because we expect that, even with 
unfavourable training contract terms,  the effect of an increase in the perceived urgency of 
training on the willingness to train will still be positive (albeit smaller, as explained). This 
seems reasonable, since, in a context marked by general job insecurity (in- and outside the 
current firm), training in transferable skills, if concluded, increases one’s job-chances. In fact, 
the choice facing a worker is that  between a chance of no job at all when one opts not to train, 
and an increased chance of a job when one does, with some risk that the investment was in 
vain or brings with it a residual payback obligation. In such a situation, training would seem 
to be the preferable option. Moreover, as pointed out before, people are especially willing to 
take risks to avoid losses (Levin et al., 1998). In this consideration, training will thus still, 
more often than under a security frame, be seen as the most rational strategy to pursue.

This reasoning can be summarised in our second hypothesis, comprising an interaction 
effect:

H2: The increase in the willingness to invest in training under the insecurity frame is larger with 
favourable training contract terms than with unfavourable training contract terms.

As stated, we believe this interaction to hold for three of the four contract terms we included 
in the research.
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3 Method

3.1 Research Design

The willingness to invest in training has been the subject of numerous empirical studies, both 
with regard to the motivations and behaviours of the workers and/or their employers. In 
recent years, the method of vignettes has been introduced into this field of research (Fleisch-
mann & Koster, 2017; Karpinska et al., 2015; Lazazzara et al., 2013). A vignette-study (also: 
factorial survey or conjoint analysis) is a quasi–experimental approach in which respondents 
are presented different situations (the vignettes). Each of these is a randomly generated com-
bination of characteristics which they are asked to judge. In our case, each of those situations 
corresponded to a specific configuration of contract terms. Our study elaborates on this ap-
proach by adding the manipulation of frames to the experimental design.

In this study, respondents were 196 senior (third and fourth year) students from two 
universities in The Netherlands. Respondents were given a questionnaire in which they were 
asked to imagine themselves working for a fictitious firm. The security/insecurity frames 
were elicited by randomly stressing either the positive or negative side of a series of events re-
lated to the labour market position of people working in this fictitious firm. Each respondent 
was then asked to respond to five vignettes, each of these a randomly generated combination 
of training contract terms. For each vignette, respondents were asked to state whether or not 
they would be willing to go along with the specified training program under the conditions 
outlined in that vignette. The data are analysed using multilevel logistic regression.

Asking respondents to make choices in a fictitious situation represents an important re-
ason to opt for students rather than actual workers. Recall that we are not interested in the 
effect of objectively different labour market situations, but rather, in the effect of framing a 
given same situation as insecure versus secure. To study the effect of the insecurity/security 
frames these conditions have to be manipulated experimentally. An important advantage of 
using students is that the situation defining the frames can be presented as real, which may 
be important for a successful manipulation. This would be impossible for actual workers 
with some knowledge of their sector (about, for example, actual figures of workers that were 
laid off from the firm or that could not find a job soon after leaving the firm). In such case, 
presenting the situation as explicitly fictitious would demand from workers that they abstract 
from their actual situation, which might be an impossible request. Therefore, students are a 
good alternative, especially since most of them already have work-experience. In the Nether-
lands, the vast majority of students have part-time jobs next to their studies, typically in jobs 
requiring little educational qualifications (e.g sales-assistant, cleaning, cashier) (van der Meer 
& Wielers, 2001).2 Moreover, part of all the studies our respondents followed is a work place-

2 So, not in the type of job portrayed in the questionnaire (see 3.2).
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ment (internship) of six months or more. By picking just senior students who are about to 
graduate and enter the labour market, we are confident that they will have sufficient affinity 
with the worker role. Of course, doubts may be raised as to how representative this group is 
for workers in general. We cannot answer these doubts, but our theoretical predictions, if 
correct, should also hold for this particular group. This is in line with the view that theory-
testing implies deduction from theory to experiment, rather than induction from sample to 
population (Willer & Walker 2007, pp. 131–132). In the following sections, we will explain 
each of the aspects of our approach in more detail.

3.2 Independent Variables

Frames

Respondents were given a questionnaire in which they were asked to imagine themselves 
working for a fictitious firm. The security/insecurity frames were elicited by randomly stres-
sing either the positive or negative side of a series of events related to the labour market posi-
tion of people working in this fictitious firm. Specifically, respondents were either presented 
with the percentage of workers who had fared well over the last five years (security frame), 
or the complementary percentage of workers who had fared less well (insecurity frame). In 
studies on attribute framing effects, such effects seem to be less likely when dealing with ex-
treme outcomes (e.g. extreme chances of losing or winning in a gamble) (Levin et al., 1998). 
Also, according to Festinger (1971), it is difficult to produce variables in an experimental 
setting that are strong enough to induce a measurable effect. Therefore, in order to maximise 
the strength of the frame variable, we opted for a construction where the percentages are ap-
proximately in a 50-50 relation to each other. To increase realism and to maximise the chance 
that respondents indeed adopt the frames, the frames were presented in the form of a short 
newspaper article about the firm, that had supposedly appeared in a national paper. The firm 
type was also carefully chosen to reflect the type of work that the respondents might do in the 
future, given their educational background. Specifically, the firm was a consultancy firm that 
advised organisations in the social sector on how to optimise the provision of their services  
(see also 3.4). Great care was taken to assure that each newspaper article described exactly 
the same situation, and that they only differed in the way the information was presented.3 The 
events chosen to define the frames were:

 – Percentage of workers that have stayed with versus left the firm over a 5 year period

 – Percentage of workers that have left voluntarily versus were laid off

3 The original newspaper article in Dutch and an English translation are available upon request from the authors.
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 – Percentage of workers leaving the firm that did find versus did not find a job within 
six months 

 – Percentage of workers leaving the firm that did find versus did not find a job similar 
in content

 – Percentage of workers leaving the firm that now earn similar or higher incomes versus 
lower incomes.

The resulting variable INSECURITY is a dichotomous variable measuring whether the res-
pondent was presented the security or insecurity frame.  

Vignette and training contract terms

After the newspaper article a text followed in which the respondent was told that he is wor-
king at the firm on a permanent contract and earning net monthly wages of 2000 Euros. At 
a certain moment he is offered to follow a training program leading to a recognised certifi-
cate, and of which the total cost (enrolment, books and other study material and travelling 
costs) is 2000 Euros and the required total time investment is 120 hours. Each respondent 
was then asked to respond to five vignettes, each of these a randomly generated combination 
of training contract terms. For each vignette respondents were asked to state whether or not 
they would be willing to go along with the specified training program under the conditions 
outlined in that vignette. The number of vignettes was kept low to maximise the chance that 
the relevant frame perspective remained active throughout the entire questionnaire.4 The 
following training contract terms were varied in the vignette:

 – Share of costs (enrolment, books and other study material and travelling costs) taken 
up by the employer (COST): 25% (€500), 50% (€1000), 75% (€1500);

 – Share of training done in employer’s time (TIME):  25% (30 hours), 50% (60 hours), 
75% (90 hours);

 – How large a wage increase will take place after training ends (WAGE): 0%, 2%, 4%, 6%;

 – Whether or not a payback clause was included (NOPAYBACK). If it was, it stipulated 
that 100% of the cost incurred by the employer is owed back if the worker decides to 
leave the firm within 2 years after completion of the training. 

4 An English translation of the text and of a vignette is available upon request from the authors.
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We can now look at how each of these contract terms is associated to the willingness to accept 
the training offer and how it interacts with the frame variable. Naturally, there is no guaran-
tee that a conveyed willingness also corresponds to actual behaviour in a real-life setting, 
although a number of studies have shown that responses to vignettes do resemble responses 
to actual situations (Taylor, 2006). A major advantage of this method is, however, that we 
can study very specific aspects of the decision-making situation that are difficult to grasp in 
a retrospective survey. In the latter case, measuring instances of training decisions and of 
associated training contract terms, especially when training did not take place, would open 
the door to all kinds of memory biases and rationalisations. The vignette approach may be 
less prone to bias due to social desirability and also gets around the problem of collinearity 
between variables that comes with conventional surveys (Taylor, 2006). 

Another argument in favour of the vignette approach is the fact that, in real-world labour 
markets, training contract terms may already be (partially) defined by collective labour ag-
reements. This is certainly very common in the Netherlands. Collective labour agreements 
may, for example, contain clauses dictating how the costs and time of training should be 
shared between employer and worker under different circumstances, causing a ‘restriction 
of range’ of major variables. A vignette study thus allows us to study the effect of a variety of 
training contract terms that are perhaps not usually found in real-life settings, but that are of 
theoretical interest nonetheless.

3.3 Dependent Variable

To measure the willingness to train (TRAIN), the respondent was asked, for each vignette, 
whether or not he would be willing to follow training under the stated conditions. Respon-
dents in the study stated that they were willing to follow training in 39 percent of the cases 
(380 out of 971 vignettes).

3.4 Pilot, Sample and Procedure

Respondents were senior (third and fourth year) students from two universities in The 
Netherlands, that were about to graduate and enter the labour market. Prior to the actual 
study, a pilot was carried out amongst 11 senior students (that did not follow any lectures 
anymore). Because there was a chance that these students would interact with the students 
in the actual study, and reveal the purpose of the experiment, only one frame was used. Time 
filling out the questionnaire was clocked and afterwards an in-depth interview with the par-
ticipant was carried out. The pilot revealed a few minor ambiguities in the instructions and 
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formulations of the questions, which were corrected5. For the most, instructions and formu-
lations seemed clear and participants seemed to have no problem making the decision-task. 

In the actual study, respondents were 196 senior students from two universities in The 
Netherlands, that were about to graduate and enter the labour market. Respondents were 
obtained by asking several lecturers if we could come by at one of their lectures, and ask 
students to fill out a questionnaire. Geographical proximity of the universities and existing 
contacts of the research group played an important role in this. The respondents in this con-
venience sample were from 15 different classes, from six different schools. Schools were cho-
sen so that the firm and type of work portrayed in the newspaper article (see 3.2) matched 
the type of work the respondents might do after their study (e.g. social work, legal studies, 
management). For a successful frame-manipulation it is vital that respondents, when filling 
out the questionnaire, are not aware of the purpose. To minimise the possibility of contami-
nation due to contact between respondents, efforts were made to administer questionnaires 
on the same day or at least adjacent days. Classes from the same school were always adminis-
tered the questionnaire on the same day, where possible at the same time.  Due to unforeseen 
circumstances, not all schools could be approached at the same time. To check for possible 
contamination due to communication between respondents, we looked at whether our re-
sults differed when only looking at those trials where contamination due to communication 
could be ruled out. These were the first two trials that were run parallel to each other, one trial 
3 months later that was the first on that day, and three trials 5 months later that were also the 
first on that day and also ran parallel to each other. We found no evidence for contamination; 
the ‘uncontaminated’ trials give the same results as the 15 trials in total.

Respondents were told that the questionnaire was part of a study into training investment 
choices of (future) workers. The frame was communicated in a text that preceded the ques-
tionnaire. Textual, rather than oral, communication was necessary to allow random assign-
ment to each frame, but also enabled us to avoid problems of inattention of respondents and 
of experimenter bias (Plutchik, 1974; Willer & Walker, 2007). The frame text and the questi-
onnaire were presented in two separate envelopes. Respondents were instructed to carefully 
read the contents of the first envelope (frame text) first and then put it back. Only then could 
they proceed with the second envelope (questionnaire). This was to minimise the chance that 
they would (partially) skip reading the frame text and go to the questionnaire straight away. 
It was also to avoid that neighbouring students got a good look at each other’s frame texts, 
which might then have revealed the purpose of the experiment. As a preventive measure, 
both newspaper articles were in any case constructed in such a way (in terms of headings and 
layout) that seeing the difference between them would require quite an effort.

5 For example, for some students in the pilot it was not clear that a payback clause only applied if they themselves decided to 
leave. For the final questionnaire, therefore, the formulation "if you decide to leave" was changed to "if you yourself decide to 
leave". 
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Respondents were not de-briefed afterwards. However, the experiment did not involve sensi-
tive matters that could in any way provoke harm. Very importantly, explicit de-briefing could 
have led to a greater chance of contamination due to contact between respondents.  Explicit 
de-briefing would mean that respondents would hear what the exact purpose of the experi-
ment was (i.e. frame them into either a security or insecurity frame), making this the object 
of their explicit attention. This could make it more likely that they talk about the purpose of 
the experiment to others, and that this information would reach people that had still to par-
ticipate in the experiment.

With 196 respondents and 5 vignettes per respondent, in total 971 observations were 
made. All students that were approached filled out the questionnaire, but 9 vignettes were 
left unanswered (all spread over different respondents). In an additional 6 cases (30 vignet-
tes) some of the control variables (section 3.6) were left unanswered. The non-response is 
quite small, so that it seems highly unlikely that this might have compromised the random 
assignment of experimental conditions (training contract terms and frames). Moreover, as 
expected, for the remaining 941 observations, there is essentially no correlation between the 
different training contract terms, between training contract terms and frames, and between 
these and measured background characteristics.  

Regarding the adequacy of the obtained sample size, it should be noted that our design 
is a multilevel design, with vignettes nested within individuals (see 3.5 ahead for a more de-
tailed explanation). In such a design, the  accuracy of  estimates and sufficient power to detect 
effects are dependent on both level 2 sample size (number of individuals) and level 1 sample 
size (number of vignettes per individual). Existent simulation studies suggest that our level 
2 sample size is large enough, but that our level 1 sample size is on the low side (e.g. Austin, 
2010; Schoeneberger, 2016). As stated before, the number of vignettes per individual was 
kept low on purpose, in order to maximise the chance that the frame perspective remained 
active throughout the entire questionnaire. However, this may have affected the accuracy of 
estimates and the power to detect effects, especially cross-level interaction effects (Schoene-
berger, 2016). 

3.5 Analytical Strategy

Since the vignettes might be seen as nested in individuals, there may be dependence bet-
ween observations from the same individual. Ignoring this multilevel nature of the data, by 
carrying out conventional regression analysis, may lead to incorrect standard errors of the 
regression coefficients. An appropriate technique to analyse the data is therefore multilevel 
logistic regression (Clarke, 2008; Snijders & Bosker, 1999). In this approach, the dependence 
between the answers to vignettes belonging to the same individual is explicitly taken into 
account. This is done by treating vignettes as so-called level 1 units, which are nested in 
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individuals (the so-called level 2 units). Furthermore, the logistic variant, rather than line-
ar regression, was called for because of the dichotomous nature of the dependent variable. 
Analyses were carried out in MLwin, a statistical program for analysing multilevel data. The 
data were analysed using the second-order penalized quasi-likelihood (PQL-2) estimation 
procedure. Of the standard estimation procedures available in MLwin, this procedure seems 
to produce the least biased estimates (Rodriguez, 2008). Since respondents are from different 
schools, there may also be dependence between individuals from the same school. Therefore, 
we also included dummy variables for the schools in the analysis.6

3.6 Control Variables

Due to the random assignment of vignettes and frames to respondents, effects of the trai-
ning contract terms and frames should be unconfounded by other variables. However, we 
measured a limited number of other variables that can be thought to influence the training 
investment decision, since including these in the analysis might enhance the power of the 
statistical tests for the variables of interest (Rossi & Anderson, 1982). The control variables 
are gender (a dummy variable indicating whether the respondent is FEMALE)7, year of birth 
(YEARBIRTH), and the extent to which one finds the kind of job described in the frame text 
attractive on a 4-point scale ranging from "not nice at all" to "very nice"  (JOBATTRACT). 
The role of gender and age when it comes to following work-related training is often studied 
and well-known (e.g. Bassanini et al., 2005; Evertsson, 2004; Grönlund, 2012). The variable 
JOBATTRACT is important because liking a job might be a pre-condition for even consi-
dering investing in training. Our respondents scored the described job on average 1.35 on 
a scale from zero to three. As could be expected from our framing effort, they liked the job 
better when its security rather than its insecurity was emphasised (r = -0.15, p = 0.00).

4 Results
Table 1 contains the second-order penalized quasi-likelihood (PQL-2) estimates for the mul-
tilevel logistic regression. The contract term variables COST and TIME and WAGE have 
been centered, and the NOPAYBACK and INSECURITY variables have been contrast coded. 
This is to assure interpretability of main effects in the presence of interaction effects and to 
minimize non-essential collinearity between the predictors and associated interaction terms 
(Cohen et al., 2003). 

6 Dependence at the level of the 15 classes is not very likely. In the third and fourth year, students follow mostly elective subjects 
and short specialisations, meaning that, in contrast to schools, classes in this stage are relatively short-lasting arrangements. 
An analysis with classes as level 3 units confirms this, yielding level 3 variance estimated at almost zero.

7 In the sample, 55% of respondents were female, and 45% were male.  Gender was not significantly associated to the willing-
ness to invest in training, nor did it enhance the statistical significance of the tests (see section 4 ahead).
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In the column under model 1 we see, firstly, that all contract term variables COST, TIME, 
WAGE and NOPAYBACK behave as expected and the associated coefficients are highly sig-
nificant: the worker’s willingness to train increases the more the employer takes up the cost 
of training (b = 1.23, p < 0.01), the more the time spent on training is in the employer’s time 
(b = 0.75, p < 0.01), the higher the post-training wage increase (b = 1.00, p < 0.01), and when 
there is no payback clause included in the training contract (b = 1.52, p < 0.01). All this is as 
should be expected, and validates our control hypothesis.

However, and in contrast to our main hypothesis, the willingness to invest in training is 
not generally greater when the context is framed as insecure. The coefficient of the variable 
INSECURITY is very close to zero and far from significant (b = 0.04).

Under model 2 we look into how the coefficient of INSECURITY differs for different 
values of the variables COST, TIME, WAGE and NOPAYBACK. We add random slopes for 
WAGE and NOPAYBACK (random slopes for COST and TIME are excluded, because the 
random slope variances for these were estimated at zero), and interaction terms of INSECU-
RITY with each of the contract variables.8 We find a statistically significant positive coeffici-
ent for the INSECURITY by NOPAYBACK interaction (b = 0.94, p < 0.05), and for the IN-
SECURITY by TIME interaction, though the latter is only significant at the 10 percent level 
(b = 0.41, p < 0.10). We do not find indications of an INSECURITY by COST interaction, 
however, nor of an INSECURITY by WAGE interaction (but, as explained before, this latter 
interaction was theoretically also not expected). Both the INSECURITY by COST and the 
INSECURITY by WAGE interactions are very close to zero and not statistically significant (b 
= -0.05 and b = 0.05, respectively). 

In model 3 we add school dummies to control for possible dependence between obser-
vations at the school level. The results remain essentially the same. Enhancing the model by 
adding control variables FEMALE, YEARBIRTH and JOBATTRACT did not improve on the 
statistical significance of the tests, so, for reasons of parsimony, these are left out.9

Closer inspection of the interaction coefficients in model 3 reveals that when the training 
must be done mostly in one’s own time, the coefficient of INSECURITY is negative with 
-0.44, but when it must be done mostly in the employer’s time, it is positive with 0.34. Simi-
larly, when a payback clause is included the coefficient of INSECURITY is -0.48, but when 
this is not the case, it is 0.38. Apparently, INSECURITY has opposing coefficients for diffe-
rent values of both TIME and NOPAYBACK, resulting in a close to zero overall coefficient. 
Carrying out separate analyses for observations with and without a payback clause, we find 
mildly statistically significant coefficients for INSECURITY of -0.46 (p = 0.10, N = 189, Nn = 

8 Random slope variances of zero actually mean that they could not be estimated accurately, and it seems reasonable to assume 
that in this data-set they are, therefore, small enough to be left out (Twisk, 2006, p. 26). The rationale for still including all 
interaction terms, even though we did not find significant random slope variances for COST and TIME, is that power to 
detect the latter may be low (Snijders & Bosker, 1999, p. 96).

9 Only the (positive) coefficient of JOBATTRACT was statistically significant. 
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484) and 0.43 (p = 0.09, N = 186 Nn = 487), respectively (PQL-2 estimates for model 1 from 
table 1).10

Table 1: Results Multilevel Logistic Regression for Dependent Variable TRAIN (PQL-2 Estimates)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
∆ 

probability 
at mean y 

COST 1.23** 1.36** 1.39** 0.33

TIME 0.75** 0.78** 0.80** 0.20

WAGE 1.00** 1.12** 1.13** 0.27

NOPAYBACK 1.52** 1.70** 1.74** 0.39

INSECURITY 0.04 -0.07 -0.05

INSECURITY*COST -0.05 -0.05

INSECURITY*TIME 0.41† 0.39† 0.10

INSECURITY*WAGE 0.05 0.05

INSECURITY*NOPAYBACK 0.94* 0.85* 0.21

School (reference = Management)

Legal -1.01*

Social -0.85*

Facility Management -0.03

Marketing -0.51

Other -1.14*

Random intercept variance 1.21 1.37 1.24

Random slope variance WAGE 0.43 0.43

Random slope variance PAYBACK 2.00 2.31

Unstandardised regression coefficients; N = 196, Nn = 971.  
†P < 0.10; *P < 0.05; **P < 0.01 (one-tailed, except P for school = two-tailed).

The coefficients in table 1 represent the linear relations between the independent variables 
and the logged odds of the probability of accepting a training offer. To make the coefficients 
somewhat more interpretable, in the last column we present the change in the probability of 
accepting a training offer associated to a 1 unit change in each of the statistically significant 
independent variables, at the mean of TRAIN (0.39) (Pampel, 2000). With regard to the in-
teractions, the largest change in probability is associated with the interaction between INSE-
CURITY and NOPAYBACK: when no payback clause is included, the increase in probability 
under the insecurity frame is 0.21 higher than when a payback clause is included. Again, 
these changes in the probability of accepting a training offer are at the mean of TRAIN, and, 

10 Note that by splitting up the analysis, the average number of observations per respondent drops from 5 to 2.5. Since a lower 
level 1 sample size may negatively affect power in multilevel logistic regression (Schoeneberger, 2012), we might be slightly 
underpowered for detecting these associations. 
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due to the non-linear relation of the independent variables to the willingness to train, they 
will be larger or smaller at other points.

We did some further analyses to find out whether these results could be caused by some 
other hidden interactions in the data. A possible candidate for this lies in the finding that 
INSECURITY and JOBATTRACT (the extent to which one liked the job described) are ne-
gatively correlated. People who don’t like the kind of work to begin with might not care much 
about training, regardless of whether it seems less or more urgent. Since such dislike seems to 
be stimulated by the insecurity frame, this might result in a zero effect of the frame variable. 
We ran PQL-2 analyses to check for an INSECURITY by JOBATTRACT interaction on the 
willingness to train, but found no such confounding effect.

5 Conclusion

5.1 Interpretation of the Results

In this study we investigated whether framing the labour market as insecure increases the 
willingness of workers to invest in training, and whether this effect is larger when training 
contract terms are favourable. We find that when the labour market context is framed as in-
secure, the willingness to invest in training is greater when training contract terms are favo-
urable (e.g. when no payback clause is included), but is smaller when training contract terms 
are unfavourable. Since the positive and negative effects are approximately equal in size, in a 
balanced design such as ours they cancel each other out, resulting in a close to zero overall 
effect for the frame variable. 

Clearly, our main hypothesis has to be rejected. Strictly speaking, the second hypothesis 
is no longer relevant now, since it entails a moderation of the main effect. This conclusion 
might be premature, however, considering the intriguing pattern the data revealed.

Apparently, we have encountered a qualitative interaction effect instead of the more com-
mon quantitative interaction (moderation) that we had expected. In the literature, a qualitati-
ve interaction refers to the situation where the sign of the effect changes with different values 
of the moderator variable (in contrast to a situation where the sign remains the same) (e.g. 
Bayman et al., 2010). If the positive and negative effects are approximately equal in size, and 
the observations are evenly spread over the categories of the moderator variable, a qualitative 
interaction will lead to a close to zero overall effect of the main variable. In our experiment, 
these conditions clearly apply. 

Substantively, this suggests that perceived labour market insecurity is not irrelevant for 
the worker’s willingness to engage in training. Its relevance is embedded, however, in the 
kind of reasoning that has led to our second hypothesis. The perceived insecurity stimula-
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tes the worker’s willingness to invest in training when the risk to him is small, but actually 
deters him when that risk is large. This explains why the insecurity frame was associated to 
a greater willingness to train for favourable contract terms, and to a smaller willingness to 
train for unfavourable contract terms. We found this interaction for two of the three contract 
terms where this reasoning applies. As expected, it was not found for the fourth contract 
term (‘wage increase’) where the reasoning did not make sense. All in all, we believe human 
capital theory’s standard investment logic can account fairly well for these results, provided 
the risk distribution is added to the cost-benefit calculus.  If a worker thinks that he might 
lose his job (the insecurity frame), then a training investment becomes more attractive when 
the employer carries the costs. However, it becomes less attractive when the worker himself 
has to carry the costs, because in a situation of insecurity he runs a greater risk of losing his 
investment (cf. Greenhalgh & Mavrotas, 1994).

Recent literature suggests yet another explanation, founded in organisational psychology, 
that can be seen as complementary to the economic case. This explanation is based on social 
exchange theory. Within firms, an exchange takes place between the commitment of workers 
to the organisation and the organisational support offered to them by the employer. This ma-
kes it possible for a relationship based on reciprocity to emerge, in which the positive gesture 
of one party is answered with a positive action from the other. In the literature on training, 
this theory is used to explain why employers actually invest in general training of workers, 
despite the risk that the latter will (threaten to) leave for another employer after completion 
of the training. Employers invest in such general training if they expect reciprocity from the 
workers (Fleischmann & Koster, 2017; Kampkötter & Marggraf, 2015; Leuven et al., 2005). 
Conversely, workers will be more inclined to commit to training if they perceive that the 
employer supports them in this (Kyndt & Baert, 2013; Sanders et al., 2011; Sutha et al., 2016). 
This organisational support plays a central part in Sutha et al.’s (2016) ‘integrated theoretical 
model’ aimed at explaining the willingness of workers to participate in non-mandatory trai-
ning: "The considerate and positive treatment received from the company creates feelings of 
gratitude in the employee’s minds; this is likely to instill in them an attitude of loyalty and 
a sense of obligation . . . that will encourage them to put in greater effort into gaining new 
knowledge from both mandatory as well as non-mandatory training programs" (2016, p. 
142). Needless to say, this is a precarious relationship, especially if the workers already expe-
rience their position as insecure (as is the case in our experiment). They will, thus, be extra 
alert to signals conveying whether a reciprocal relationship exists or is being proposed. In 
this regard, contract terms stand out as a very clear and unambiguous signal. An employer 
offering favourable training contract terms in a situation of insecurity will elicit feelings of 
loyalty and obligation; an employer offering unfavourable training contract terms will, on the 
other hand, emit a clearly negative relational signal.
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5.2 The Framing Approach

The failure of our main hypothesis led us to consider some probable causes. The most likely 
cause would be that the manipulation we tried to accomplish with the frames was simply not 
effective; that is, respondents given the security frame text did not interpret the situation de-
picted any differently than respondents given the insecurity frame text. This cannot explain, 
however, why we did find the interactions as reported. It can neither explain the correlation 
with the job attractiveness we mentioned (section 3.6). Apparently, the manipulation did 
seem to work, because respondents under the (randomly assigned) insecurity frame found 
the type of work on average less attractive than those under the security frame. This is in line 
with our theory, which states that, under the insecurity frame, the negative aspects of the la-
bour market situation are highlighted, promoting the selective attention of workers to these 
negative aspects. This, in turn, leads them to judge the situation less favourably. Clearly, this 
is what they did with regard to the attractiveness of the job.

In sum, although our main hypothesis was not confirmed, we conclude that our manipu-
lation of frames seems to have been quite successful. We find support for the idea that secu-
rity and insecurity trigger distinct response patterns and that the details of the training con-
tract play an interesting and important role herein. Of course, our results might have been 
different if we had opted for confronting the respondents with straightforwardly different 
conditions (instead of different perceptions of the same conditions, i.c. frames). An example 
would be one situation where the fictitious firm could still make a profit, while in the other 
situation it might be in deep trouble. Perhaps, with such blatant insecurity, workers would be 
prepared to take more risks in order to enhance their employability. However, such a finding 
would be less interesting. That people wake up in times of emergency is fine, but from the 
viewpoint of labour market policy it would be preferable if they did so before it were (almost) 
too late. Therefore, our framing approach is more representative for the ordinary policies of 
trying to make workers more aware of the uncertainties of their employment.

5.3 Limitations

One important limitation of this study lies in the fact that respondents were senior univer-
sity students. As argued, the choice for students had the advantage of making it possible to 
present the frames as real, which may be important for successful frame manipulation. This 
would not be possible for workers with some knowledge of the labour market situation in 
their sector. Moreover, respondents were not far from entering the labour market and very 
likely to already have work experience.  However, the results are not necessarily representa-
tive of the behaviour of actual workers. A challenge for future research focusing on actual 
workers is, therefore, to get workers to abstract from their actual situation, and achieve a 
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successful manipulation into fictitious frames. Correspondingly, our conclusion, to which we 
now turn, should, at least for the time being, be seen as a tentative one.

5.4 Conclusion

As we already pointed out in the Introduction, the scarce research into the role of job in-
security has yielded contradictory results. For example, Sanders et al. (2011) were unable 
to confirm that a higher level of job insecurity is associated to a higher motivation to train. 
Similarly, Lebert and Antal (2016) could not confirm that a higher perceived employment in-
security was associated to a greater likelihood of training, even finding a slight association in 
the other direction. On the other hand, van Hootegem et al. (2018) did find that job insecure 
individuals were more likely to follow training, but this was contrary to their own theoretical 
expectations.

Now, our own results provide an explanation for this. The effect of insecurity is empiri-
cally unstable, because it interacts strongly with circumstances; in our case, the terms of the 
training contract. 

The existing literature even gives us reasons to expect such an interaction. Van Hootegem 
et al. (2018) discuss, in the context of the Conservation of Resources theory, two tenets that 
lead to contradictory predictions for the effect of job insecurity. Based on the ‘resource ac-
quisition tenet’, investing in training would actually be an instrumental activity for workers 
in a situation of insecurity. The ‘resource conservation tenet’, on the other hand, predicts that 
workers in an insecure situation become less active, because they need to employ all their 
mental capacity to survive in such a situation. The authors were more inclined to the latter 
prediction (which was then not supported in their study). Given the stated ambiguity, howe-
ver, such a prediction was not a very convincing one. According to an influential conceptual 
framework in evaluation research (Pawson & Tilley, 1997), especially in a situation where 
two forces operate against each other, it is usually a third contextual factor that is decisive. 

Continuing in this line of thought, this brings us to a conclusion regarding the point of de-
parture of our own study. Will workers be more willing to follow training if they are aware of 
the insecurity in their situation? The answer to this must be a qualified negative: No, in itself 
that is insufficient. Our findings suggest that workers can be made more willing to follow trai-
ning if they are made more aware of the insecurity in their situation and if training contract 
terms are favourable to them. So, in the end, the motivation for training appears to depend 
on a classical industrial relations variable: the division of risks between employer and worker.
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