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Abstract
Policy access biases worry social policy scholars because they generate Matthew effects that exacerbate socio-
economic divides. Yet, access biases in many social investment policies, like training during unemployment, remain
under-researched. Such access biases may be detrimental to a critical objective of social investment: to improve and
uplift workers with precarious economic prospects. We focus here on access bias in training provided by public
employment services against lower-educated workers. They are vulnerable to unemployment and fractured
employment and should thus be targeted for training. While there is burgeoning attention on access biases in
training against disadvantaged youths and non-citizens, fewer studies have focused on similar access bias against
lower-educated workers.We highlight that access bias against suchworkers may stem from their lower willingness
and demand for training, as well as policy design, informal eligibility criteria and caseworkers’ creaming practices.
We suggest, however, that greater availability of training opportunities may ease this access bias against lower-
educated workers. Using the Finnish Income Distribution survey data (2007–2012), we find evidence of training
access bias: primary-educatedworkers are significantly less likely to participate in training than upper secondary and
vocationally educated workers. Concurrently, our results show that availability of training is not significantly
associated with the extent of training access bias against primary-educated workers. With a Nordic welfare model
that prioritizes training to remedy labour market vulnerability and stresses that access to benefits and services is
based on need, Finland represents a least likely case to find such access bias in training.We therefore consider these
results worrying: if it is found here, it may be prevalent in countries with other welfare models.
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Introduction

Interest in social investment has grown substantially
among European academics and policymakers. It
seeks to achieve adaptability, flexibility, security and
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employability (European Commission, 2004), and
views social policy as a productive factor to attain such
outcomes. It also invests in the future by providing
equal opportunities to prepare workers for new risks as
economies and societies change (Busemeyer et al.,
2018; Hemerijck, 2017; Morel et al., 2012). Social
investment therefore departs from traditional social
protection by moving beyond ‘redistributive,
consumption-based social welfare centred around
benefits and rights, to one that, through investment in
human capital, enhances people’s capacity to partici-
pate’ (Cantillon, 2011: 442). In this regard, one key
policy instrument is early childhood education and care
(for example, Pavolini and Van Lancker, 2018). An-
other is training (Bengtsson et al., 2017; Hemerijck,
2017): it may improve vulnerableworkers’ low stock of
human capital and upgrade workers’ skills to strengthen
their previously weak labour market attachment.1

Social investment’s positive view of training is
supported by the evaluation literature which dem-
onstrates that training improves vulnerable
workers’ employment chances and wages (for ex-
ample, Card et al., 2017; Doerr et al., 2016). Despite
these positive effects, it remains unclear if training
will lead to more equal labour market outcomes in
the long run. Figure 1 illustrates that the effec-
tiveness of training in diminishing such inequalities
also depends on who gets training. If training access
is skewed towards better-off workers, the benefits of
training may be accrued at the expense of more
vulnerable workers. Access bias in training may
hence yield Matthew effects which exacerbate ex-
isting labour market inequalities rather than correct
them (Bonoli et al., 2017; Bonoli and Liechti,
2018), and thus undermine the aims of social
investment.

In fact, a substantial body of research demon-
strates that the use of social investment policies is

socially stratified (Cantillon, 2011; Cantillon and Van
Lancker, 2013; Ghysels and Van Lancker, 2011). For
instance, Ghysels and Van Lancker (2011) find that
higher income groups utilize early childhood edu-
cation and care, which are policies that enable the
accumulation of human capital to prevent subsequent
labour market disadvantages (Vandenbroucke et al.,
2011), more than lower income groups. Likewise,
Cantillon (2011) notes that social expenditures that
incentivize labour market participation such as in-
work benefits, subsidies and tax credits are inadver-
tently used more by work-rich households composed
of individuals with stronger labour market attachment
than work-poor households composed of individuals
with weak labour market attachment (p. 441). In short,
disproportionate access and thus unequal accrual of
benefits from social investment policies may worsen
prior socially stratified inequalities (Cantillon, 2011;
Cantillon and Van Lancker, 2013).

Despite these concerns about social investment,
there are surprisingly few studies to date which focus
on access biases in training provided by public
employment services (PES) (for example, Auer and
Fossati, 2020; Bonoli and Liechti, 2018; Pisoni,
2018). It contrasts with the voluminous evaluation
literature focusing on the effects of training (see
Card et al., 2017). The few studies on this issue find
that training access may be biased against unem-
ployed workers with poorer labour market prospects,
even though they ought to be targeted for training
from a social investment perspective. We contribute
to this discussion by focusing on lower-educated
workers who frequently suffer labour market dis-
advantage. Among the few studies which explore
access biases in PES-provided training, only Bonoli
and Liechti (2018) to our knowledge focus on lower-
educated workers, albeit with an emphasis on dif-
ferences across welfare regimes.

Figure 1. Pathway between unemployment, training and labour market outcomes.

4 Journal of European Social Policy 32(1)



We posit here that access to training may be biased
against lower-educated workers for both demand and
supply-side reasons. On the one hand, lower-
educated workers may be less willing to partici-
pate or demand training (see related Fouarge et al.,
2013). On the other hand, training may be targeted at
better-educated workers by policy design (see related
Pisoni, 2018), informal eligibility requirements to
attend training may be disadvantageous to lower-
educated workers (Bonoli and Liechti, 2018), and
caseworkers may cream better-educated workers for
training. In this context, creaming refers to the
tendency of caseworkers to allocate unemployed
workers with better chances of completing training
courses and gaining reemployment to such pro-
grammes to meet their performance targets or ease
their workload (Auer and Fossati, 2020; Bonoli and
Liechti, 2018; Brodkin, 1997; Pisoni, 2018). We
further suggest that the availability of training op-
portunities may shape the extent of training access
bias. Namely, when there are more training oppor-
tunities available, caseworkers may feel less pres-
sure to apply overly stringent selection to ration
their allocation (Brodkin, 1997: 17), and access bias
against lower-educated workers may hence be
smaller. We conduct our analyses on Finland using
the Finnish Income Distribution Survey data (2007–
2012), which contains register-derived individual-
level data on personal income and transfer payments,
and combine it with regional data on expenditures
on training, unemployment rates and gross do-
mestic product at the regional level. According to
Bonoli and Liechti (2018), the Nordics, such as
Finland, are least-likely cases to find access biases
in training. If they are found in Nordic welfare
states such as Finland, they may be found else-
where. Furthermore, we consider access bias in
training to be a major worry, as welfare states spend
less on social protection to spend more on social
investment (Cantillon, 2011). As social protection
offers less compensation for economic disadvantage
to vulnerable social groups such as lower-educated
workers, access bias in training and other social
investment policies against these groups would set
them back even further.

In the subsequent sections, we first describe the
importance of training to the social investment

strategy and its impact on labour market outcomes
for lower-educated workers. We next briefly review
various access biases in training before elaborating
on potential sources of bias against lower-educated
workers. We then expound on how the availability of
training opportunities may influence the extent of this
access bias before describing the Finnish case.
Thereafter, we elaborate on our data and methods.
The penultimate section presents the results, and the
final section discusses them.

Training and labourmarket outcomes

Social investment adopts a life-course perspective
and seeks to prevent risks from accumulating and
materializing into actual disadvantage (Hemerijck,
2017). Social investment policies may thus enable
policymakers to uplift the most vulnerable in society.
Although training is frequently classified as an ac-
tivation policy (Bonoli, 2013), it may also be viewed
as a social investment policy (Bengtsson et al., 2017).
From a social investment perspective, training may
develop the stock of human capital among workers
and prevent risks from materializing into actual
disadvantage among vulnerable workers by updating
and improving workers’ skills (Hemerijck, 2017).

It is imperative to pay attention to lower-educated
workers because lower education frequently corre-
sponds with greater labour market disadvantage. In
addition, they are vulnerable to recent labour market
transformations such as workplace automation and
economic globalization. Labour market outcomes
today are increasingly determined by workers’ skills
(Acemoglu and Restrepo, 2018; Fernández-Macı́as
and Hurley, 2017): higher-educated workers tend to
possess skills that are in demand in contrast to lower-
educated workers. Social investment scholars hence
view training as an important policy to help lower-
educated workers reduce their labour market dis-
advantage (Bengtsson et al., 2017; Hemerijck, 2017).
It allows vulnerable lower-educated workers to up-
grade their skills and progress into better jobs or
acquire new skills that are demanded by the labour
market.

Evaluation studies affirm social investment
scholars’ positive view of training (for example, Card
et al., 2017; Doerr et al., 2016): training participation
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improves workers’ reemployment probability, re-
employment duration and wages. For instance, after
three to four years of being locked into attending
training, Doerr et al. (2016) showed that German
workers without vocational degrees and who re-
ceived training were 5% more likely to be employed
and earned about €110 more than their counterparts
who did not receive training. Crucially, the authors
find that the effect of training on employment
probability and income is greater for lower-educated
workers than for higher-educated ones. Likewise,
Card et al. (2017) conducted a metareview of 200
recent evaluation studies on active labour market
programmes (ALMPs) and found that training yields
a large improvement in employment probability in
the medium and long term after an initial lock-in
period in the short term owing to training partici-
pation, whereas the initial positive effects of other
programmes such as job search assistance decline
over time.2 The contrast in effects between training
and job search assistance suggests that improving
human capital is instrumental to better labour market
outcomes in the long run. The authors also find that
public sector and private sector employment pro-
grammes have negligible and duration invariant ef-
fects, respectively, on labour market outcomes. The
long-lasting positive effects from training thus re-
inforces its importance to the social investment
strategy of reducing labour market inequalities in the
long run.

Access biases in training

Studies reveal access biases in certain social in-
vestment policies such as the use of childcare ser-
vices and higher education (Bonoli and Liechti,
2018; Pavolini and Van Lancker, 2018). They
show that advantaged and privileged segments of
society obtain such public services more readily than
disadvantaged and vulnerable segments of society
which yield Matthew effects that exacerbate existing
socioeconomic inequalities. Despite its importance
to the social investment strategy, few studies have
focused on access biases in training provided by PES
to date (Bonoli and Liechti, 2018: 895). If training is
biased against vulnerable workers, they will expe-
rience a persistent risk of precarious and interrupted

employment biographies and will remain in en-
trenched economic disadvantage. These few studies
unfortunately find that there are indeed access biases
in training. For instance, Auer and Fossati (2020)
show that immigrants in Switzerland are generally
assigned to ‘parking’ programmes, such as tempo-
rary employment, rather than training. Parking
programmes do little to improve participants’ human
capital and labour market prospects. Similarly, Pisoni
(2018) demonstrates that Swiss youths who suffer
from multiple disadvantages, such as drug use and
family problems, frequently receive less training.

Besides Bonoli and Liechti (2018), these studies
do not, however, focus on training access bias for one
critical social group: lower-educated workers. The
authors conducted a systematic review of existing
evaluation studies and assessed the degree to which
these studies show variations in the extent of training
access bias against lower-educated workers across
different welfare regimes. Country-specific evalua-
tion studies provide an overview on how the
(training) participant sample differs from the non-
participant sample on various sociodemographic
characteristics, including education.3 Using such
data, the authors find that training access bias is more
prevalent in countries with Continental welfare re-
gimes than in the Nordics. However, their country-
level data does not permit them to assess for an
individual-level phenomenon, namely, if individual
lower-educated workers experience a significantly
lower likelihood of obtaining training across these
countries, which is the focus of our study.

Potential sources of access bias against
lower-educated workers in training

Access bias against lower-educated workers in
training may result from demand- or supply-side
reasons. On the demand side, a handful of studies
find that these workers are less willing to participate
in continuous vocational training (CVT) provided by
employers (for example, Fouarge et al., 2013).
Exams or similar methods are typically used to assess
participants during training and to award their quali-
fication. Based on an observational study, Illeris (2006)
argues that lower-educated workers avoid training
because of exam anxiety (Fouarge et al., 2013: 2594)
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arising from scarring experiences related to their poor
educational performance during their youth.

In addition, lower-educated workers may be less
willing to participate in training if they expect little
economic return from training. Training typically
involves a lock-in period where participants suspend
their normal job search efforts, and thus lose out on
potential reemployment and earnings, to participate
in training. Training hence leads to worse labour
market outcomes in the short run, even if it yields
substantial gains later (Card et al., 2017; Doerr et al.,
2016). Lower-educated workers may feel that they
gain little from giving up on employment and
earnings to participate in job training schemes in the
short run. They may also feel that they benefit little
from training participation in the long run. They may
therefore view training as a burden and favour other
types of ALMPs which may be suggested by case-
workers at PES. Fouarge et al.’s (2013) study sup-
ports these propositions about such workers’ lower
willingness to participate in training through their
examination of CVT. They find that it is partly
explained by their perceptions that training is not
worth spending time and investing in for future
economic returns (p. 2594). Such perceptions may
compound fears that participating in PES-provided
training may result in stigmatization by employers
(Meager and Evans, 1998) and depress lower-
educated workers’ willingness to participate in
training.

In comparison to CVT, fewer studies examine
lower-educated workers’ demand for PES-provided
training. In this light, Garritzmann et al.’s (2018) recent
study on public opinion towards different welfare
programmes is instructive. They find that lower-
educated workers tend to demand social investment-
type policies such as training, early childcare and higher
education rather than workfare and passive compen-
sation such as early retirement. These findings suggest
that lower-educated workers may have a lower will-
ingness to participate in PES-provided training, even if
they stand to benefit from it (see Card et al., 2017;
Doerr et al., 2016). Theymay also reject training even if
it is offered to them by PES offices.

Access bias against lower-educated workers may
also arise from supply-side factors. First, training
may be targeted at other groups of workers by policy

design (Pisoni, 2018: 295). Policymakers may des-
ignate specific ALMPs to different types of workers
depending on their policy objectives. For instance,
policy may be designed to assign lower-educated
workers primarily to job search assistance or public
or private subsidized employment programmes, if
policymakers prioritize these workers’ reemploy-
ment rather than long-term labour market integration.

In addition, eligibility criteria for training may
also inadvertently exclude lower-educated workers
(see Heckman and Smith, 2004). Although formal
eligibility criteria are frequently favourable to dis-
advantaged groups such as lower-educated workers,
there are nevertheless additional criteria outside of
these formal requirements which may exclude these
workers (Bonoli and Liechti, 2018). These additional
criteria may include knowledge of ‘the local language,
a given level of cognitive and/or non-cognitive skills,
motivation’ (Bonoli and Liechti, 2018: 898); some of
these criteria are unfavourable to lower-educated
workers and may limit their access to training.

Furthermore, research from street level bureau-
cracy (SLB) suggests that caseworkers at PES offices
may contribute to training access biases (for exam-
ple, Auer and Fossati, 2020; Brodkin, 1997; Pisoni,
2018; see also Caswell et al., 2017). Caswell et al.
(2017) note that formal policies may contain rules,
recommendations and regulations that are ambigu-
ous which then leaves caseworkers with some degree
of interpreting and applying them (see also Brodkin,
1997: 12). The authors note that caseworkers exer-
cise discretion when they classify unemployed
workers as part of their work, and then assign people
to welfare programmes and ALMPs, and dispense
sanctions.

Caseworkers may favour allocating training to
individuals who need them most, such as lower-
educated unemployed workers. However, they face
pressures that impinge on their decision-making
which may limit the extent to which they may al-
locate it to these workers. Both Brodkin (2017) and
Caswell et al. (2017) underscore that new public
management’s focus on efficient resource use and
means of organizational evaluation as well as
governments’ growing emphasis on swift labour
market re(integration) have affected caseworkers’
decision-making. They pressure caseworkers to
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meet performance targets which are typically re-
lated to the rate of benefit exits and labour market
(re)entries (Auer and Fossati, 2020: 391). This
pressure affects caseworkers because it may be part
of their individual work assessment. However, the
pressure to meet performance targets may also be
exerted at an organizational level: for instance,
funding for regional PES offices may be tied to their
fulfilment of performance targets, as in the Nether-
lands (Caswell et al., 2017: 193). Separately, case-
workers may also want to reduce their own caseload
by maximizing benefit exits and labour market (re)
entries, thus yielding similar outcomes as results
attained from meeting performance targets. In ad-
dition, Pisoni (2018) notes that political leaders may
desire results to justify expensive outlays (Koning
and Heinrich, 2013) which may in turn compel high
ranking civil servants to pressure caseworkers to
meet performance targets (Pisoni, 2018: 295).

These pressures allied with caseworkers’ scope
for discretion may lead to the practice of creaming
certain workers. Recent studies thus demonstrate that
Swiss caseworkers cream non-foreign workers (Auer
and Fossati, 2020), and non-disadvantaged youth
workers (Pisoni, 2018) over foreign workers and
disadvantaged youth workers, respectively. The
latter group of workers are instead ‘parked’ into
ALMPs (Auer and Fossati, 2020) that guarantee
short-run reemployment but offer little human capital
development or improvement on these workers’
long-run labour market outcomes (Card et al., 2017).
Likewise, it is plausible that caseworkers may cream
better-educated workers who are more willing to
participate in training, more motivated to complete
training (see Fouarge et al., 2013) and who have
better reemployment prospects to meet their per-
formance targets or ease their caseload. Caseworkers
may therefore act as gatekeepers: they select better-
educated workers over lower-educated workers, even
if a policy design such as eligibility criteria for
training does not exclude lower-educated workers
(for eligibility, see Bonoli and Liechti, 2018;
Heckman and Smith, 2004) and these workers stand
to benefit most from training (for example, Card
et al., 2017; Doerr et al., 2016). We formulate our
expectations based on these factors from both the
demand and supply sides.

Hypothesis 1. Lower-educated unemployed workers
are less likely to receive training than better-educated
ones.

Availability of training opportunities and extent
of training access bias

Concurrently, the availability of training opportuni-
ties may also influence the extent of training access
bias against lower-educated workers. To begin,
training is costlier than other ALMPs (European
Commission, 2017). Training opportunities may
thus be scarcer than those of other ALMPs. For
instance, an equivalent expenditure is likely to yield
fewer training opportunities than job search assis-
tance opportunities. If there is ample demand for
training and pressure on caseworkers to meet perfor-
mance targets, caseworkers may apply more stringent
selection to ration its allocation. They may then favour
candidates who are more motivated to attend training,
more able to complete training successfully, and more
likely to gain reemployment. For instance, Brodkin
(1997) noted that a caseworker in the United States
justified her stringent selection on the grounds that
training slots are ‘very precious […] I talk to my clients
and find out which ones are very serious about getting
an education… I’m being very choosy as to who I give
a slot in education’ (Brodkin, 1997: 17).

By contrast, greater availability of training op-
portunities may ease the need for excessively
stringent selection to ration its allocation, even if
caseworkers are still pressured to meet performance
targets. Caseworkers may then feel less compelled to
pass over lower-educated unemployed workers in
favour of better-educated ones. Furthermore, if
training opportunities exceed demand such that they
cannot be filled by better-educated unemployed
workers alone, it is plausible that caseworkers may
redirect lower-educated unemployed workers away
from other programmes and into training. We
therefore expect the availability of training oppor-
tunities to be associated with the extent of access bias
against lower-educated workers in training.

Hypothesis 2. Training access bias against lower-
educated workers is conditioned on the availability of
training opportunities.
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The Finnish case

We examine training access bias in Finland between
2007 and 2012. The Finnish welfare model resem-
bles those in other Nordic countries such as Sweden
and Norway (Blomberg et al., 2018), which are
viewed as leading examples of the social investment
approach (Kvist, 2015). They seek to reduce and
prevent socioeconomic disadvantages from materi-
alizing. Such disadvantages, when they materialize,
may threaten the welfare model’s ability to finance
generous and expansive social benefits and services
(Blomberg et al., 2018), and reduce solidarity and
public support for the Nordic welfare model. The
Nordic models spend heavily on training (Bengtsson
et al., 2017) because they view it as an important tool
to address entrenched economic disadvantage es-
pecially within vulnerable segments of society.
Nordic countries like Finland hence represent the
least likely cases to find training access bias (Bonoli
and Liechti, 2018).

Unemployed workers in Finland are managed by
local PES offices (Työ-ja elinkeinotoimisto: TE-
palvelut) which are supervised by the Centres for
Economic Development, Transport and the Envi-
ronment (ELY-Keskus) in 15 regions, which them-
selves come under the administrative branch of the
Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment of
Finland. These PES offices have leeway in choosing
training programmes, allocating funding to different
training programmes and selecting training partic-
ipants (Duell et al., 2009). The total budget ac-
corded to these employment offices is, however,
decided by the Centres for Economic Development,
Transport and the Environment at the regional level.
Although Finland spends less on ALMPs than the
other Nordic countries, it nevertheless earmarks a
substantial share of its expenditure on ALMPs for
training, as do the other Nordic countries (Duell
et al., 2009) which then dictates the availability of
training opportunities.

Workers first register as a job seeker with their
local PES office when they become unemployed and
formulate their employment plans (Kangas and
Kalliomaa-Puha, 2015). Caseworkers follow up on
these employment plans after their submission but
pay less attention to cases whose unemployment

duration is shorter than 3 months (Duell et al., 2009).
Once this duration elapses, caseworkers review and
revise these employment plans jointly with unem-
ployed workers to provide the unemployed with
individualized support that is tailored to their indi-
vidual needs (Duell et al., 2009: 71; Kangas and
Kalliomaa-Puha, 2015). Employment plans typically
include various ALMPs including training. Case-
workers themselves may also propose training to
unemployed workers, and training includes both
shorter preparatory and longer vocational pro-
grammes. Although unemployed workers may make
a request for training, their requests are subject to the
approval of caseworkers. Caseworkers triage these
requests when there are limited places for training.

Unemployed workers are obliged to implement
their jointly agreed employment plans or face
sanctions (Kangas and Kalliomaa-Puha, 2015).
However, as unemployed workers who attend
training as part of their jointly agreed employment
plans receive a daily allowance in Finland, sanctions
meted out for absence from training are infrequent
(Duell et al., 2009).

Data and method

Data

We use microdata from the Finnish Income Distri-
bution Survey (2007–2012). It contains information
on respondents’ incomes, benefits and taxes. It is
conducted annually based on a rotating-panel design:
each household remains in the data for four con-
secutive years and new households replace some of
the respondents each year. It is therefore possible to
trace changes in respondents’ employment status.
The survey data also contains some sociodemo-
graphic information and a limited amount of register-
derived information on usage of different social
benefits such as the total amount of daily allowance
for training which an individual received each year.
We supplement this dataset with regional-level data
provided by the Finnish PES and Statistics Finland. It
contains a limited amount of information on regional
PES offices such as the total annual budget of re-
gional employment offices and the number of
training participants.
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We are interested in access bias in PES-provided
training offered to adults during unemployment, and
not access bias in youth training. We thus excluded
observations of those who are below 25 years old,
who are not unemployed and who have been un-
employed for less than 3 months. We excluded ob-
servations of those who have been unemployed for
less than 3 months because they are unlikely to be
targeted for training (Duell et al., 2009). Further-
more, we omitted observations of those who have
educational qualifications equivalent to a bachelor’s
degree or higher. We consider them to be highly
educated with good labour market prospects. They
are thus unlikely targets of training because they may
find reemployment readily and easily without help.
Even if their unemployment duration stretches be-
yond 3 months, they may not require substantial
assistance from caseworkers or need training to
obtain reemployment. Our final sample consists of
6275 observations which are nested in 90 region-year
clusters.

Variables

Our outcome variable is training participation. We
distinguished participants by identifying whether
they received a daily allowance for attending train-
ing. If they received it, we considered them to have
participated in training. Training here excludes self-
study but includes both short and long training
courses. We could not reliably distinguish between
participation in shorter and longer training. Training
participation is a binary variable for which 1 indi-
cates participation, and 0 indicates non-participation.

Our first explanatory variable is individuals’
highest educational qualifications. We distinguished
between the following categories: (1) primary, (2)
upper secondary, (3) vocational education. Our
second explanatory variable attempts to capture the
availability of training opportunities. Without an
indicator of the number of training slots available at a
given year and region, which is typically available in
administrative data, measuring this availability be-
comes a complex task. We opted to proxy it as the
ratio of unemployed training participants to unem-
ployed jobseekers by region and year. It is worth
pointing out that these two indicators are only

moderately correlated (r = 0.480) when averaged
over regions and years.4 Furthermore, changes in the
number of unemployed jobseekers and the number of
training participants by region averaged across years
do not always mirror each other.5 Even if they do,
their magnitude of change differs. Overall, the
number of training participants appears to be influ-
enced by other numerous considerations of which the
number of unemployed workers is only one of them.
Others may include the overall budget devoted to
training, cost of training, and demand for training.
We therefore consider the ratio of the number of
training participants to the number of unemployed
jobseekers to be an appropriate albeit imperfect
measure to tap into the availability of training op-
portunities. Higher values on this measure show that
more unemployed workers had been accepted for
training, which may also indicate that there are more
training opportunities available.

We also included the following individual level
sociodemographic controls: age, gender, marital status,
if respondent has children at home, household income
(in deciles), trade union membership, if respondents
received basic income support, and domicile. Basic
income support (Toimeentulotukikuukaudet) is typi-
cally given to individuals who cannot participate fully
in the labour market. These individuals typically
suffer from health or social problems (Farchy and
Immervoll, 2020). We used the receipt of basic in-
come support to purge this group of workers because
they may receive training for reasons that differ from
workers who are able to participate fully in the labour
market.6 At the regional level, we included logged
annual gross regional domestic product (GRDP),
annual regional unemployment rate, and annual
public expenditure on training divided by the annual
total expenditure of a regional PES office. These
variables are summarized in Supplementary Table
A1 found in the appendix.

Method

We utilized a fixed-effects model approach that ab-
sorbs all region and year variance to assess
individual-level effects, and a random-effects models
that relaxes such region and year variance to assess
contextual effects.
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We evaluated the individual-level association
between educational qualifications and training
participation with a pooled fixed-effects model and
applied logit estimation.We also applied robust wave
(panel)-clustered standard errors to minimize cor-
relation between observations that belong to the same
unit (respondent) and included region and year
dummies (Model 1).

We then examined the contextual impact of the
availability of training opportunities by using
random-effects models which nest individuals within
region-years in Models 2 to 5. In total, we have 90
region-year clusters that contain a minimum and
maximum of 29 and 166 observations. We applied
logit estimation with random region-year intercepts
and conducted our analyses in a stepwise manner. In
Model 2, we included only individual-level co-
variates. We next added the region-year variable of
interest, availability of training opportunities in
Model 3, and then controlled for regional unem-
ployment rates, and GRDP in Model 4. In Model 5,
we added a cross-level interaction term composed of
respondents’ educational qualifications and avail-
ability of training opportunities.

Finally, we conducted two sets of robustness
checks. In the first check, we replaced our variable
measuring availability of training opportunities with
the ratio of unemployed training participants to the
number of unemployed jobseekers from the previous
year. We lagged the number of unemployed job-
seekers to consider the possibility that the availability
of training opportunities may be determined by the
previous year’s unemployment rate. This lag may
occur when policymakers plan and lock in their
budgets based onmacroeconomic indicators from the
previous year. In the second check, we replicated the
first check and replaced unemployment rate with its
1-year lagged unemployment rate.

Results

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics on the per-
centage of unemployed workers who received
training for different education groups and at dif-
ferent availabilities of training opportunities. Among
these three education groups, we consider unem-
ployed workers with vocational education to suffer

least labour market disadvantage. Vocational edu-
cation in Finland matches trends in labour market
demand to provide students with skills that are rel-
evant on the labour market (Helms Jørgensen et al.,
2019). It also offers students qualifications that allow
them to work in specific occupations or sectors. By
contrast, workers who only completed upper sec-
ondary or primary education may lack relevant skills
or qualifications. All things being equal, they may
face greater labour market risk than workers with
vocational education.

Table 1 shows that most unemployed workers do
not receive training regardless of their educational
background. The percentage of unemployed workers
who received training is highest among those with
upper secondary education, and lowest among those
with vocational education. The percentage of unem-
ployed workers with primary education who received
training straddles these two groups. Table 1 thus sug-
gests that theremay be some training access bias against
one vulnerable segment of society, namely unemployed
workers who only have primary education. If there were
no access bias, they should have the highest percentage
of unemployed workers who received training.

The bottom half of Table 1 explores whether the
percentage of unemployed workers who received
training varies according to the levels of education
and availability of training opportunities. To ease
interpretation, we categorized region-years into two
groups by the median level of available training
opportunities. The table shows that differences in
frequencies of training participation are marginal at
different availabilities of training opportunities and
across all education groups. In addition, patterns for
frequency of training for different education groups
remain similar to the patterns observed in the top half
of the table.

Estimates from our fixed effects model (Model 1)
in Table 2, shows that respondents’ educational
qualifications are significantly associated with
training participation. When compared to unem-
ployed workers with primary education, unemployed
workers with upper secondary and vocational edu-
cation are significantly more likely to receive
training. Crucially, the gap between unemployed
workers with primary education and unemployed
workers with vocational education is greater than the
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gap between unemployed workers with primary
education and unemployed workers with upper
secondary education. It thus seems that unemployed
workers with vocational education, who arguably
suffer less labour market disadvantage than the two
other groups of unemployed workers, are most likely
to participate in training.

Results from Model 1 also highlight other access
biases. Older, male, unionized, unemployed workers
who have higher household income and did not receive
basic income support are less likely to receive training
than younger, female non-unionized unemployed
workerswho have lower household income and received
basic income support.

We now turn to our estimates from our random
intercept models (Models 2 to 5). The intraclass cor-
relation values across Models 2 to 5 suggest that there is

more variance to be explained at the individual level
than at the region-year level. We turn our attention first
to our individual level parameters. Models 2 to 4
demonstrate that unemployed workers with primary
education remain less likely to receive training than their
better-educated counterparts. These results resemble
estimates from our fixed effects model (Model 1).

We next turn to estimates for our region-year
parameters. Crucially, the region-year intercepts in
Model 2 show that there is significant variation in
training participation across regions and years.
Model 3 highlights that this variation is not signif-
icantly related to the availability of training oppor-
tunities. By contrast, Models 4 and 5 demonstrate
that it is significantly related to regions’ unem-
ployment rate and logged GRDP. However, estimates
for the region-year intercept remains significant in

Table 1. Ratio of training participants to non-participants by education level, and education level and availability of
training opportunities.

Education No training Training Total

Primary 1603 290 1893
84.68 15.32 100.00

Upper secondary 2992 677 3669
81.55 18.45 100.00

Vocational 606 107 713
84.99 15.01 100.00

Total 5201 1074 6275
82.88 17.12 100.00

Education and training availability No training Training Total

Primary, training availability < median 763 140 903
84.50 15.50 100.00

Upper secondary, training availability < median 1466 327 1793
81.76 18.24 100.00

Vocational, training availability < median 296 53 349
84.81 15.19 100.00

Primary, training availability >= median 840 150 990
84.85 15.15 100.00

Upper secondary, training availability >= median 1526 350 1876
81.34 18.66 100.00

Vocational, training availability >= median 310 54 364
85.16 14.84 100.00

Total 5201 1074 6275
82.88 17.12 100.00

Training availability is calculated as number of training participants divided by the number of unemployed in a region per year.
Italicized figures are percentages.
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Models 4 and 5 which suggests that only some of this
variation is explained by these factors.

We then move away from the direct association
between education and training participation (Model
4) towards the association between these two vari-
ables conditional on the availability of training op-
portunities (Model 5). Model 5 shows that estimates
for the cross-level interaction between education and
availability of training opportunity do not reach
conventional levels of statistical significance. That is,
the availability of training opportunities does not
condition the extent to which primary educated
unemployed workers are less likely to participate in
training than vocational and upper secondary edu-
cated unemployed workers.

Finally, we conducted robustness checks where
we utilized an alternate measure of availability of
training and 1-year lagged unemployment rate. Us-
ing this alternate measure, and then utilizing it with
1-year lagged unemployment rate does not yield any
significant change in results.7

Discussion and conclusion

Social policy scholars are concerned about Matthew
effects that accrue from poorly targeted social pol-
icies. When social policies are directed away from
their targeted group towards better-off groups, they
may worsen existing socio-economic divides. Yet,
studies about access biases currently focus on a
narrow range of social policies such as childcare use
and parental leave uptake (for example, Pavolini and
Van Lancker, 2018). We fill a part of this gap by
contributing to emerging discussions about access
biases in training (Auer and Fossati, 2020; Bonoli
and Liechti, 2018; Pisoni, 2018) with a focus on
lower-educated workers.

We find that unemployed workers with the lowest
educational qualifications are least likely to receive
training in Finland between 2007 and 2012. By
contrast, better-educated unemployed workers with
vocational education, who arguably experience less
labour market vulnerability, are significantly more
likely to obtain training. We view this finding as
evidence of training access bias. We thus cannot
reject Hypothesis 1 (i.e. lower-educated unemployed
workers are less likely to receive training than better-

educated ones). We also find that the probability of
unemployed workers receiving training varies across
regions and years, and part of this variation is ex-
plained by differences in regional unemployment
rates and GDP but not differences in availability of
training opportunities. Differences in availability of
training opportunities also do not explain the extent
of training access bias against lower-educated un-
employed workers. We thus reject Hypothesis 2 (i.e.
training access bias against lower-educated workers
is conditioned on the availability of training
opportunities).

Separately, we also find some other access biases
in training. Some of these access biases may close
inequalities in the long run, whereas others may
worsen them. For instance, we find that training
appears to reach three groups of unemployed
workers who would benefit from it: women, low-
income workers, and workers in need of help and
thus requiring basic income support. Positive access
biases thus offer an opportunity to close the in-
equalities that beset these three groups of unem-
ployed workers. For instance, since women
frequently have more truncated employment biog-
raphies and suffer more human capital depreciation
than men (De la Porte et al., 2020), as they tend to
take the lion’s share of care responsibilities
(Duvander and Cedstrand, forthcoming), positive
access bias for women may improve their labour
market integration and prospects. By contrast, we
find that training participation appears biased against
older workers. Older workers may struggle to adapt
to a changing world of work, and thus suffer great
labour disadvantage. Access bias against them may
then entrench age-based labour market inequalities.

Additionally, we also find that unionized unem-
ployed workers are less likely to participate in
training, which may relate to Finnish unions pro-
viding extensive job information and occupational
training for their members (Shin and Böckerman,
2019). They may hence feel less need to participate in
PES-provided training. Furthermore, Finland has
operated a voluntary unemployment insurance
scheme where unions play an important role in
managing unemployment insurance. In this scheme,
most workers join both a trade union and an earnings-
related unemployment insurance fund concurrently
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which provided them with generous earnings-related
compensation for a maximum of 100 weeks.8 As
such, they may be disincentivized from participating
actively in training (see also Moffitt and Nicholson,
1982).

Overall, these findings have a bearing on social
investment’s objectives of closing existing socio-
economic inequalities by improving disadvantaged
workers’ human capital. As shown by the evaluation
literature, training is an effective instrument to
achieve these objectives. However, it needs to be
targeted efficiently at disadvantaged social groups.
Our findings show a mix of positive and negative
access biases which suggest that training may only
partly meet social investment’s objectives. Further-
more, negative access biases in training are worrying
from a life course perspective in which social in-
vestment is rooted: training is one of the last few
policies available to correct disadvantage accrued
from having a poor socioeconomic background,
especially when early childhood education and care
fails to remedy it initially (Ghysels and Van Lancker,
2011; Pavolini and Van Lancker, 2018). Our con-
tribution therefore lies in qualifying the positive view
of training provided by evaluations studies and
trumpeted by both policymakers: the positive effects
of training matter, if and only if, they reach the social
groups which need them most. Policymakers should
therefore pay attention to both access and effec-
tiveness of training policies. Otherwise, multiple
access biases in social investment policies against
vulnerable social groups across their life course
would entrench or exacerbate these social groups’
poor life chances.

To date, evidence of access biases in training has
largely been based on Switzerland (for example,
Auer and Fossati, 2020; Pisoni, 2018). Our results
show, however, that access biases in training also
occur in the Nordic countries where such biases are
expected to be minimal (Bonoli and Liechti, 2018),
because welfare is dispensed universally according
to need and not to status. We therefore contend that if
such access biases are present in one of the Nordic
countries, they may also be present in countries with
other welfare regimes.

Although our study reveals access bias against
lower-educated unemployed workers in training, our

data prevents us from identifying the source of this
access bias. It probably results from a combination of
both demand- and supply-side factors. Future studies
could therefore utilize analytical approaches that
distinguish which of these factors are dominant.
Next, we are unable to distinguish between different
types of training. Some training may yield more
human capital development than others. If lower-
educated unemployed workers are prioritized for
training that yields less human capital development,
it will still yield Matthew effects. Although our
survey-based dataset contains some register-linked
information about respondents’ income and taxes,
they do not provide details on the type and length of
training. Future studies could leverage more informa-
tive datasets and compare access biases for different
types of training. Furthermore, we lack a more direct
and accurate measure of training availability. Although
our proxy does capture aspects of training availability
and its variation across regions and years, future re-
search could nevertheless tap into administrative data to
directly capture it. Lastly, we focused on access bias in
one specific policy for one disadvantaged social group.
Aside from childcare use, parental leaves and education
(for example, Bonoli et al., 2017; Duvander and
Cedstrand, forthcoming; Pavolini and Van Lancker,
2018), access biases in these other policies and for
other disadvantaged social groups remain under-
researched. Future studies could explore access bia-
ses in other social policies and for other social groups.
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Notes

1. Training is an active labour market policy (ALMP) (for
example, Bonoli, 2013) and social investment policy.
Scholars on ALMPs and social investment agree that it
potentially improves human capital.

2. Card et al. (2017) find that disadvantaged participants
like those with low income or low labour market at-
tachment seem to benefit more from work-first pro-
grammes such as job search assistance than training (p.
924). However, these estimated differences are time
invariant. Work-first programmes may improve short-
run labour market outcomes but do little to improve
long-term prospects, unlike training (p. 910).

3. For example, they provide percentages of lower-
educated workers who participated in training, and
vice-versa.

4. More detailed correlation values are available in the
supplementary material (Supplementary Table A2).

5. See Supplementary Tables A3 and A4 in the supple-
mentary material.

6. For example, they may receive training to transit back to
work life. This training may focus on helping them
acclimatize to the demands and expectations of work life.

7. Regression results from the robustness checks may be
found in the supplementary material (Supplementary
Tables A5 and A6).

8. The benefit duration was reduced to 80 weeks from
2016.
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