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Episode 115: "Reducing Unemployment with BI"

with Faraz Haqqi, Principal Behavioral Designer at ideas42

Even highly skilled workers can struggle to find work. Faraz Haqqi provides a snapshot of ideas42's projects
tackling this challenge from Rwanda to Jamaica to Malaysia to the US. The projects approach the problem
from a number of different angles, including helping employers provide apprenticeships and internships,
helping training programs synch their curricula with market needs, and helping jobseekers complete job
placement programs.

Transcript:

HOST: Welcome to this edition of Calling DIBS. I'm your host, Kirstin Appelt, Research Director with UBC
Decision Insights for Business and Society, or DIBS for short.

Today we're Calling DIBS on Faraz Haqgi. Faraz is a principal behavioral designer with ideas42, and he has a
background in policy and behavioral research.

At Ideas 42, he focused on projects related to global health and development, including employment
outcomes, which is a topic I'm really looking forward to chatting about today. So without further ado,
welcome to the podcast. FARAZ HAQQ,

GUEST: Thanks so much for having me.

APPELT: And | like to start episodes by asking people about their journey to Bl because it seems like we all
have different journeys. So how did you get to BI?

HAQQI: Thanks. So | came to ideas42, which | guess | should explain is an organization specializing in
behavioral design. And we find ways to apply insights from behavioral science research. To the actual
products, programs, and policies of governments, NGOs, and the different types of implementing
organizations we partner with.

And | work, as you said, | guess within our global development team. And to get back to your question, | came
here after having been a research assistant in a couple of impact evaluations.

So I'd studied political science and some economics in college. And at that time, there had been this big
philosophical debate between William Easterly and Jeffrey Sachs about the right ways to approach
development. And people like Esther DeFlo were putting out these incredibly compelling TED Talks and things
saying it's all very well to talk in hypotheticals, but you can actually run experiments and find out what works.
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So | fell in with the randomista crowd at that time. And maybe coincidentally, the first couple of projects |
worked on were quite behavioral. At their core, they were fundamentally about understanding the factors
that shape people's preferences and behavior, finding ways to help them do things that they might want to or
need to do, but would struggle to do for some reason.

So | came to ideas42 with that background thinking that | had a pretty solid base in behavioral economics. And
of course, quickly found out that there are entire bodies of literature in all these other disciplines like
psychology, management and design that | was just completely unaware of. So it's been a learning journey
ever since.

APPELT: But | think that's what's so wonderful about the field is because it's so interdisciplinary, we each have
our little slice and then everyone else brings in other slices and then the conversations we get to have based
on that and the way we approach projects from all those different perspectives is so rewarding.

HAQQI: Absolutely.

APPELT: And so you've been at ideas42 for 10 years now. Can you tell us a little bit about your decade with
ideas 427?

HAQQI: Yeah, well, it's been a while. | guess when | joined ideas42, behavioral science was still this relatively
new thing that people were really excited and curious about. And | think in the 10 years, it's become much
more mainstream.

Many more people are at least conversant in it. And | had, for example, a partner bring up the Denning-Kruger
effect on a call the other day, which wouldn't have happened 10 years ago. And | think some of the ways that
we've evolved as an organization reflects that mainstreaming as well. So for instance, there are a lot more
conversations about what's next for behavioral science these days.

For example, how best to engage with and shape systems, which | think at least partly stems from a little bit of
a frustration about how we spend too much time trying to nudge people to work around flaws in the way
systems are designed, rather than designing systems to better fit people's needs. And | think we've also, you
know, we've transitioned from being a collection of generalists at ideas42 to increasingly being more thematic
specialists working within focus areas.

So within our global development team, for instance, | now primarily focus on our workforce development
portfolio, but I've previously worked on all kinds of other projects.

APPELT: That's really neat that there's now enough work. | mean, there's always enough opportunities, but to
actually have enough projects that you can do specialization within areas is just such a rewarding place for the
field to be in. So that's really neat. So you mentioned that you're in the employment space. | know you've
been looking at people in developing countries and how they find or don't find employment or keep or don't
keep employment. Can you provide some background context, kind of the big picture issues in that space?

HAQQI: Sure. | think the big picture is that a lot of people struggle to find and hold on to jobs, not because
they don't have the skills to perform in their role, but because they experience a host of other challenges for



which they actually have very little support. We know that productive employment opportunities are really
important for a host of reasons, for people to support themselves and their families, but also economic
growth, social stability.

And that's why there are programs in many places to help people gain marketable skills and find employment.
But finding a job isn't just about having the skills employers want. And what we see is that the process itself is
challenging. There are typically many steps to getting a job. It can be a long and uncertain process and it can
be very emotionally taxing as well. And all of these things, of course, can be especially challenging for people
who are younger, women and immigrants who have to navigate additional barriers like expectations and
permissions from governments and employers, but also at home. A

nd so people's ability to navigate all of these barriers is often taken for granted. And our argument is that if we
can just provide some more support to people through all the decisions that they need to make and the
actions that they need to take. We might actually see fewer people dropping out of their skills building
programs and giving up their job search and even leaving their jobs.

APPELT: Yeah, it's a really powerful way to break it down. And I'm sure we've all had experiences of at least
feeling like we had the right skills for a position and then knowing we're just one resume in a stack of
hundreds or more. And then it's just so frustrating to navigate that process. And like you said, the emotional
side and all the supports you need for that.

Something that really struck me about this portfolio of work is how you've been tackling it from different
sides. In some of my background research for the episode, | noticed that there's projects focused on job
seekers and job training programs and employers. So maybe we can look at some of these different pieces and
hear a little bit more about the work. Maybe I'll start off by asking about one of the projects in Rwanda where
you focused on employers who had low participation rates and technical training and workplace learning
rates.

Can you talk a little bit about that project and some of the barriers for employers?

HAQQI: Sure. So in Rwanda, we were working with a government-affiliated program that was trying to
encourage employers to hire more interns. And the problem there was just that employers who seemed like
they could use help from interns and also seemed capable of providing internships still weren't actually taking
on interns. And we found a few different barriers at work.

So we realized after talking to different people that employers were wary of the upfront costs of participating
in the program, especially things like the amount of time that it took and keeping up with trainings, which was
leading some employers to drop out of the program. And so meanwhile, to entice employers to overlook the
upfront costs, the program had resorted to developing recruitment materials that emphasize the short-term
perks that they offered employers to actually attend.

But this in turn meant that employers would end up completing their obligation to the program and enjoying
their perks, but never actually hiring interns. In some cases they would, you know, it off until later and then
that never happened. So we recommended building in a little bit more flexibility in the way that the program



was organized and making it easier for people to catch up if they had to miss a training so that they wouldn't
feel the need to drop out if they missed something.

And then secondly, we were just recommended emphasizing the long-term benefits of the program and of
taking on interns instead of the short-term perks to help set expectations and build a sense of commitment to
actually going through and hiring interns.

APPELT: That is an interesting case of the present bias working its way in. And sometimes when you try to
tackle the present bias, you can, | don't want to say get it wrong, but you can, like you said, overemphasize
short-term benefits and then people reap those short-term benefits and then don't do the long-term work. So
| love how you tackled that one as someone who often hires students and there is that upfront, you know, a
lot of training needed, but then It's so rewarding for everyone once you get past that hump. So | love that you
were able to make some headway on this one.

HAQQI: Yeah | think it's interesting how sometimes our solutions can create a secondary set of problems.

APPELT: Yeah. And that's why we never say it's the silver bullet, right? It's the first pass and then we keep
learning and keep improving.

HAQQI: Of course.

APPELT: So in other set of projects, whereas in Southeast Asia and you were looking at how to align job
training curricula with the needs of the changing job market, which | think is particularly fascinating given how
dynamic the market is these days. Can you tell us about that project and what you did, what you found?

HAQQI: Sure. So in that case, we were working with an online skills building and job placement program. And
that program was intended to help more people find work in the digital space in Malaysia. The program had
actually already started in the Philippines and we were looking to see if we could suggest changes before they
adapted it to the Malaysian context.

So we started by just evaluating the program and its materials for likely behavioral barriers, and then we
propose solutions based on our findings for how to adapt the program. And we found a number of different
barriers to engagement in the program, including people not really feeling like they were the right fit for the
program because of the language that was used in marketing materials, which was really broad and included a
lot of jargon and people just didn't see themselves reflected in it. So this led us to redesign the registration
and intake forms and also the welcome kit that was used to help people see how the program could help
them.

We tried to break down the steps to onboard to the program, clarify what participants could expect from the

program, and also try to help participants visualize their pathway to program completion. | guess speaking of

visualization, another key barrier was that people would lose motivation over the course of their participation
in the program. And so to address that, we designed a scorecard that people could use to track their progress
visually through their program and sort of increase their persistence to keep going.

APPELT: That's really interesting. It's like the equivalent of a progress bar in some ways. | love that.



HAQQI: Basically. Yeah. And | do also think that the question of fit and belonging is really interesting. | know
that my colleagues have seen this emerge as a barrier in their work with college students here in the U.S.

And we've also seen echoes of this in one of our ongoing projects in Jordan, where in many cases, you know,
people's tenure and their jobs is low, again, not because they're unable to perform, but because they face
various demands from employers to be more present at work, but also from family members to be more
present at home. And that makes them doubt themselves and their choices.

And again, like people just don't typically receive a lot of support in navigating some of these conflicts,
especially when | think when they come up outside of the workplace or when they reflect people's own self-
doubt.

APPELT: Yeah, the piece, the belonging piece is something where | feel like, fortunately, it's been an issue that
so many organizations like ideas42 are working on. And so we're making a lot of inroads there, but it's
definitely one that was historically a bit of a, | guess, like a silent problem | describe it as. Was a massive
problem for a long time, but it's only more recently been recognized how big a barrier that is.

So | love that that's something that you're working on and then finding ways to apply to all these different
projects in different contexts. In another project, just skipping around here from project to project, in Ethiopia,
you found that employment programs weren't succeeding because the job seekers weren't enrolling in and
completing the programs.

And some of these other ones, it feels like there's a lot of classic Bl elements. It's a program that people might
design with the idea of like once we have the program, people will obviously sign up, but uptake is often low
even for really great programs.

So what barriers were present? What did you do? How did you overcome them?

HAQQI: Yeah, you're right. Think we do have a few projects like that. But in Ethiopia, we were partnering with
the World Bank and the government of Ethiopia to incorporate some insights into an apprenticeship and job
search program. And some of the barriers we found included just the mental models that people held about
what a good opportunity actually looks like.

So in that context, people were very wary of scams and they had had, you know, experiences in the past with
similar programs. And there was also lot of fatalism. So people believing that there was nothing that they
could do, that real opportunities would only come through their connections. And all of that, again, | guess,
made the upfront cost of participation just way more heavily on people.

They would have to navigate lost wages from day labor, responsibilities at home, childcare. And so our
solution in that project was to develop a journey notebook that could be used in reference during the
different life skills trainings and peer mentoring meetings that were a part already baked in as a part of that
program.



And they included exercises such as sort of goal setting and planning, progress tracking, again, within
particular emphasis on endowed progress or, you know, showing people that you've already come so far,
you've done all these things, so it's worth it to keep going, and providing checklists and other tools to keep
actions clear.

And so, you know, and we've sort of seen similar barriers, you you mentioned that sort of more typical. We've
seen similar barriers in projects in Egypt and Jamaica, where again, in Egypt, we saw that helping people
prepare for interviews by providing them with a checklist for preparation and sort of helping them manage the
disappointment of rejection sort of resulted in people being almost twice as likely to keep interviewing after
not succeeding in their first interview and also more likely to ultimately find placement in a job.

APPELT: That's so interesting. | think It's a really interesting space of you've got the employers, the job seekers,
and | think having third party support is so helpful because it's really hard for the employers and the job
seekers to do all the perspective taking. So having someone else who translates the, you know, rejection isn't
often about the job seeker. It's about the role or someone else.

So dealing with that rejection, as you said, and having things like checklists would be so helpful. So I'm curious,
we've already, | think, started to identify some of the commonalities across some of these projects, but these
projects are stretching across different actors in the space and different countries and different years. What
do you see as some of the common takeaways?

HAQQI: Yeah, I think there's a few takeaways that I've been thinking about. So first, you know, | think that soft
skills really matter to people's job market success. It's not just the hard technical skills that | think both job
seekers and workforce development programs sometimes prioritize.

And second, | think that the soft skills that we're seeing mattering. Things like persistence and the ability to
navigate conflicts and advocate for oneself aren't always included or at least prioritized in soft skills curricula,
which tend to cater more to the types of soft skills that are valued by employers like leadership and verbal
communication and time management and organization.

And | guess a lot of that is in line with Angela Decker's argument in grit, given that these barriers exist, if we
can just help people in these contexts navigate them, they might have more job market success.

APPELT: Yeah, | really like that. And | think it's interesting, as you mentioned, that employers often focus on a
few soft skills. And they're often a bit maybe nebulous, like leadership is a whole set of skills, right?

And it includes things like persistence and managing conflict, but we often don't break it down to like, these
are the sub pieces. So | love calling out the need for persistence and self advocacy and managing conflict. Are
there things that you have noticed are really different between projects or the way you tackle projects?

HAQQI: | think so a lot of them, you know, we know that, | guess the target refrain is that context matters. And
as you mentioned, you know, the context in each of these situations is wildly different. | think a lot of the
differences come from the particular organization that we're working with, the nature of the program and sort
of what it is that they're trying to change. All of our work does happen with partner organizations,



implementing partners, typically government programs or nonprofit programs that are helping people find
jobs. And oftentimes they have sort of a more nuanced outcome of interest than simply, know, placements.

APPELT: That makes a lot of sense. And imagine it's an interesting balance of using the same approach and
often finding similar barriers, but then also distinctions. And so what do you keep the same? What do you
customize? And that must be an interesting journey in each and every project.

HAQQI: Yeah, I think the process of investigating barriers is typically the most insightful and rewarding part of
our work. And so, and then really important to do in each new context. But it's helpful to have a sense of what
to look for as you sort of move from one context to another.

And so | think having done some of these projects, you know, it's almost never really feels like we can say, you
know, you can take the same approach and apply it to a different context, but you can sort of do a little bit of
digging to find out whether that or a similar approach might be relevant in this new context as well. And so it
helps not to have to start from scratch. And as long as you can be open, learning new things, it can help you
figure out what's going on lot quicker.

APPELT: So super interesting to hear about some of the projects you've done over the last several years. Are
there any upcoming opportunities that you see or places where you'd be really excited to apply Bl in the
space?

HAQQI: Yeah. So we have an ongoing project in Madagascar that's quite interesting. It's a little bit different
from what we've done typically. It's about looking at people in rural communities who are doing a little bit
better than their peers and trying to understand what it is that they're doing differently to come out ahead.
And then also to dig into why everyone else doesn't do those same things. I'm excited for that one.

APPELT: That's really interesting. | love that idea of not only focusing on kind of the target population, but
other populations and bridging learnings between those. That's really interesting.

HAQQI: Right. And the idea is kind of going back to that point of you know, there are people who are doing
things in context. So they're in a sense already proven approaches. If you can just find a way to help people
replicate those strategies.

APPELT: Yeah, that's really interesting. I'll be very curious to hear the learnings that come out of that one. And
| also always like to ask people because a lot of our listeners are newer folks to the field. Do you have a
message for people who are Bl practitioners in training or just newer in the space?

HAQQI: Sure. | think that simple, straightforward fixes can be quite powerful. So people shouldn't be
disappointed if that's where behavioral insights lead them. | sometimes feel that people expect every
behavioral solution to be a little bit like a magic trick, you know, something that's surprising and unexpected.

And | think that's partly, you know, our fault. | think it's because some of the studies and discussions that have
really caught people's attention are the ones that were most counterintuitive. You know, | think we tend to
emphasize those examples as well when we introduce behavioral science to new audiences. But | also feel like



most of the time when we work with partners, it's a lot more straightforward. You know, we tell them you
need to be more clear about what you're asking people to do.

You need to simplify what you're asking of people because it's too complex and you need to help people see
how these things are relevant to them. And so it's not always glamorous, but that doesn't mean it's not
valuable or the right thing to do to address a particular problem.

APPELT: Yeah, that's a really good point. For every like fly in the urinal project, there's like 15 reminder studies
where, hey, if you just remind people, it actually makes a really big difference. But even though they may not
be as kind of glamorous or eye catching, they can be so powerful. | think, yeah, regardless of whether the
solution is kind of one of the fun ones to write home about, just seeing the power of them is really, really
exciting.

HAQQI: Right.
APPELT: Any last thoughts, questions | should have asked and didn't?
HAQQI: No, | just thanks so much for having me on.

APPELT: Yeah, well, thank you. Ideas42 does such amazing work across the globe and it's just always
interesting to hear about what you're up to. And | love just how the project spans so many different countries
and contexts. Yet, like you said, we're seeing common takeaways and some of the familiar things like calls to
action and simple language really work regardless of where you're working. You have to contextualize, but
some of the underlying themes are the same.

So thank you for sharing your time and your insights today. We really appreciate it. And thanks to our listeners
for joining another episode of Calling DIBS.

Calling DIBS is recorded and edited on the traditional, ancestral, and unceded territory of the xwmaBkwayam
(Musqueam), Skwxwt7mesh (Squamish), and Salilwata?/Selilwitulh (Tsleil-Waututh) Nations. Calling DIBS is
edited by Rishad Habib, Siobhan Cook, Isabella Jaramillo, Parnian Ashrafi, Kashish Khatri, Ethan Lee, Olin
Becker, Yuan Lei, and Kirstin Appelt. Intro and outro music are excerpts from “resonance” by airtone (2020;
http://ccmixter.Org/files/airtone/61321), licensed under Creative Commons Attribution Noncommercial (3.0).




