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M A I N  M E S S A G E

Even where jobs are scarce, workers have preferences —

and act on them

1. Despite high unemployment, urban jobseekers still turn down offers that do not suit them.

2   They want what workers everywhere want:

• Pay

• Flexibility

• A feasible commute

• Jobs whose tasks they like and are good at  

3   Plus concerns particular to these markets: physical safety and avoiding scams and coercion.

4   Seeing all this needs new data beyond standard labour-force surveys and job-platform records.



T H I S  T A L K  D R A W S  O N

Work in progress

Barker, N., I. Amit, A. Andrew, R. Garlick, K. Orkin, C. Nekesa. Flexibility versus 
Performance: The Determinants of Labour Contracts in Nairobi, Kenya.

Cahill, A., R. Garlick, L. Hensel, J. Kades, K. Orkin, A. Zhou. Safety in Job Search.

Orkin, K., J. Kades, L. Hensel, R. Garlick (random order). Soft Skills and Hiring.

Malmendier, U., K. Orkin, M. Ridley, M. Craske, J. Himle, R. LeBeau. Understanding Mental 

Health in the Workplace: An Experimental Investigation.

Caria, S. and K. Orkin. 2024. Barriers to Search and Hiring in Urban Laborr Markets. 

VoxDevLit, 10(1). Editors: A. Andrew, R. Garlick, R. Heath, N. Singh.

Carranza,  E., R. Garlick, K. Orkin and N. Rankin 2022. American Economic Review.  112: 

11. 3547–3483

Plus platform data from SAYouth.mobi, South Africa’s largest entry-level job platform.

Older papers



DATA

What workers want from jobs is surprisingly hard to see

Jobseekers get very few offers
— so refused offers are revealing 0.8 offers/month  Joburg

from 9.3 applications 0.28 offers/month  Nairobi

from 4.3 applications

Captures offers, refusals & reasons

Worker preferences (vignettes / 

incentivised)

Firm data on the whole workforce

SAYouth platform

South Africa

Govt platform; 1.35M users; 

12,700 invited to interview

Matching study

South Africa

~35,000 shortlisted, ~1,000 

vacancies; 5,937 invited to 

interview

Firm-worker panel

Kenya

601 firms (5,687 workers) + 

1,076 jobseekers, Nairobi

Mental-health RCT

Kenya

~480 jobseekers; six-week 

"job"; CBT vs placebo; 

incentivised tasks

Orkin et al., Soft Skills and Hiring  ·  Barker et al., Determinants of Labor Contracts, Kenya  ·  Malmendier, Orkin, Ridley et al., Understanding Mental Health in the 

Workplace



M O T I V A T I O N

Even where jobs are scarce, workers don’t just take jobs

5,943 candidates invited to interview (1,008 vacancies, South Africa)

100%  invited to interview
3.93 invited to 

interview per vacancy

76%  attend the interview 3.00

43% receive an offer 1.68

34%  accept the offer 1.32

22%  start the job 0.86

17.5%  in job after 3 

months

Orkin et al., Soft Skills and Hiring (1,008 vacancies, control means)  ·  SSA 2022  ·  Barker et al., Determinants of Labor Contracts, Kenya

79% of those offered accept

65% of those who accepted start

Johannesburg:  40.5% of young adults unemployed Low-income Nairobi:  54% worked full-time, past two weeks



M O T I V A T I O N

Job quality drives interview attendance, not demographics

Orkin et al., Soft Skills and Hiring — matching study, 5,937 invited candidates, South Africa. Bars are marginal effects on interview attendance (pp), Model 5.

Job quality dominates
Mid-range salaries lift attendance ∼+16pp; sector 
matters — but the top salary quartile gives no 
premium.

No competitiveness effect
More openings (# positions) doesn’t raise attendance 
— easier-to-get jobs aren’t chosen more.

Dependents, by gender
Dependents raise men’s attendance +9.3pp but 
women’s only +2.7pp (gap p=0.055) — care constrains 
women.



M O T I V A T I O N  ·  R O A D M A P

Workers care about pay, commute, job conditions, safety, 
match

51
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22

Other

Commute

Conditions & flexibility

Pay

SA: Orkin et al., Soft Skills and Hiring.  Kenya: Barker et al., Determinants of Labor Contracts (labour-force survey).

12%

7%

13%

14%

6%

10%

10%

13%

15%

Other

Need documents

Offer cancelled

Personal circumstances

Better offer / poor match

Safety

Commute

Conditions & flexibility

Pay

South Africa  (% of job offer refusals) Kenya  (% of job offer refusals)

This talk:  ① Pay & conditions ② Match quality ③ Safety

Pay Conditions & flexibility Commute Safety Other / situationalMatch



1
Pay and conditions



1  ·  P A Y  A N D  C O N D I T I O N S

Many jobs have poor conditions

19% of regular workers have a written contract 20%
of regular workers get government-

mandated benefits (4% of casual "on-

need" workers)

Conditions are one of the top reasons Nairobi jobseekers refuse offers. 

Concerns: long or night-shift hours, poor conditions, coercive bosses, irregular work, irregular payment schedule

Kenya: 601 firms (5,687 workers) + survey of 1,076 young jobseekers, low-income Nairobi.  Barker et al., Determinants of Labor Contracts  ·  Orkin et al., Soft 

Skills and Hiring (SA refusal reasons).

Method: survey of 601 Nairobi firms with 3+ workers covering 5,687 workers; vignettes test hiring under different demand scenarios

“The job required me to work for long hours (9am to 9pm)… I 

felt that sometimes I could spend more on transport and food 

than gaining more money on the job.”

WHY OFFER DISLIKED



1  ·  P A Y  A N D  C O N D I T I O N S

Two pools of labour — but workers want the regular one

How to read: Many more days worked in regular work. 

Cumulative share of workers by days worked last quarter. On-need (red) jumps up 

early — most workers work few days — while regular (blue) rises gradually.

FINDINGS

• Demand is volatile: the median firm’s sales s.d. ≈ 70% of mean sales

• Firms absorb swings through short-term “on-need” hiring, adjusting days 

and wages

• Firms offer stable contracts for roles where training times are longer; on-

need clusters in quick-to-train manual jobs

Barker et al., Determinants of Labor Contracts

Method: survey of 601 Nairobi firms with 3+ workers covering 5,687 workers; vignettes test hiring under different demand scenarios

REGULAR WORK

Expected in regularly; ~contract; 

45% paid monthly

ON-NEED WORK

Called in only when needed; 91% 

paid daily

60% of young workers are doing 

some on-need work



2
Match quality



2  ·  M A T C H  Q U A L I T Y

Workers have strong task preferences — and preference predicts 

performance

THE SETTING

• Lab-in-the-field RCT: ~480 young, low-

income jobseekers (Kibera, Kawangware)

• A real six-week "job" in a computer lab

• Work-related cognitive behavioral therapy 

applying CBT to work-related problems

INCENTIVISED PREFERENCES 

TO DO OPT - IN TASKS

• Each task rated 0–10 for how much they 

want it

• Incentivized - for 5% of sample, 

preference determines the chance you do 

the task

M EASURED PRODUCTIVITY

• Routine task (data entry) 

• Social task with analytical component 

(customer service)

• Opt-in managing, presenting, negotiating, 

competitive task, interviewing

Those who want  a  task 

more perform bet ter  on 

that  task

(only 4 /5  of  sample)

Example: the customer-service task

Control group only (N ≈ 106–181 by task); standardised performance on standardised preference. Controls for demographics; baseline task performance, mental 

health, cognitive and skills tests 

Malmendier, Orkin, Ridley et al.



2  ·  M A T C H  Q U A L I T Y

Work-focused therapy can modify worker preferences

WHAT WE FIND

(only 4 /5  of  sample)

• Therapy reduces social anxiety (though not other 

mental health measures)

• Therapy makes jobseekers more willing to put 

themselves forward

i.e. worker preferences for match with a task can 

change. 

If different tasks have different renumeration, this is a 

potential way to improve worker outcomes

Incentivised preferences, treatment vs placebo, in standard deviations. Interim results, ~4/5 of data. Malmendier, Orkin, Ridley et al.



3
Safety



3  ·  S A F E T Y

Perceived safety varies as much within cities as across 
them

Ward-average safety scores by municipality (each dot = one audited ward)

1,024 paired audits in 85 wards 

across 11 municipalities by 

trained male & female field 

officers, day and night.

Municipal averages range 1.14 

– 2.27 on a 0 (frightening) – 3 

(comfortable) scale — and the 

spread within a city is as large 

as the spread across cities.

Note: women rate the same places less 

safe than men, and the gap widens after 

dark

Cahill and Walker, Safety in Rural–Urban Migration (safety audit data, South Africa)



3 · SAFETY

Scams make jobseekers cautious

30%
personally victimised

38%
know a friend or family scammed

60%
personally OR know someone scammed

Own scam experience (among victims, most recent 2 experiences):

• 47% lost money (median R500; mean R1,033) – monthly jobseekers’ allowance is R370

• 47% experienced emotional stress

• 38% gave away personal information

• 9% felt unsafe / in physical danger

35
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Finding real jobs

Getting feedback

Staying motivated

Improving CV

Transport costs

Interview prep

Knowing which jobs

Single hardest part of job search (%, n=106)

43

28

22

12

4

2

High pay

Unverifiable employer

Upfront fees

Poor grammar

Urgency/pressure

Bank info request

Scam red flags people look for (%)

• "High pay" is the top red flag — consistent with the null attendance premium for top-quartile salaries (matching study)

Cahill et al., Safety in Job Search (survey of 106 SAYouth jobseekers; focus groups)  ·  Orkin et al., Soft Skills and Hiring

• Upfront "fees" for training, admin or uniforms

• Fake ads to harvest personal data



T A K E A W A Y S

What workers want

1 Workers in LMIC don’t just take jobs even in contexts of high unemployment 

2 Good pay and conditions are scarce — and refused over. Firms flex with on-need work but workers prefer 
stable regular contracts.

3 Match quality is real — but malleable — wanting a task predicts doing it well, and work-focused therapy makes 
workers more assertive about pay and promotion

4 Safety is part of the wage  — Safety varies as much within cities as across them; scams tax search

We need to move beyond standard labor force surveys to capture worker preferences



A
Commute

Earnings net of transport — what a job pays after 

the daily cost and time of getting there



A P P E N D I X  ·  C O M M U T E

Commuting taxes the poor: money and time costs are large
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South African commuters, by transport mode (%)

Commute cost, % of monthly income (2013) Effective tax on hourly wage, incl. time (2003)

Money: public-transport commuters spend 

15–21% of monthly income getting to work; 

the mean rose from 10% (1993) to 13% 

(2013).

Money + time: value commute hours at the 

wage and deduct fares: the median public-

transport commuter faces a 27–39% effective 

tax on hourly earnings.

Nairobi: the average resident can reach only 

~7% of jobs within 60 min on foot, ~24% by 

matatu.

Effective tax = % gap between the hourly wage and the wage recomputed with commute time added to hours and fares deducted from pay (2003 National 

Travel Survey medians).

Wider literature: applications fall steeply with distance and workers — especially women — trade wages for shorter commutes; cutting commute costs shifts search to nearer jobs 
(Manning & Petrongolo 2017; Le Barbanchon, Rathelot & Roulet 2021; Banerjee & Sequeira 2023).   ·   Costs: Kerr (2017), Tables 9–10; Nakamura & Avner (2021).



A P P E N D I X  ·  C O M M U T E

Jobseekers weigh offers against the daily cost of getting 
there

“Salary was low — she was offered 

KSh 200 per day, which she didn’t like 

because she had to use fare. 

Distance to work was a bit long… time 

taken to get to work is 1 hour.”

WHY OFFER DISLIKED

“Transport, which was 140, was 

expensive on her side.” — on an offer 

paying KSh 350/day

WHY OFFER DISLIKED

“Transportation was cheap, which was 

70 per day to and from. The payment 

was good, which is 400 per day.”

WHY OFFER LIKED

Sample: job offers described by young adults in the Kenya labour force and guided-search samples, low-income Nairobi neighbourhoods 
(qualitative follow-up; midline phone survey N = 2,026 interviews — offers are rare: control mean 0.14 offers in the past month).

Barker et al., Determinants of Labor Contracts, Kenya (project data: offer narratives + phone survey)



A P P E N D I X  ·  C O N D I T I O N S

In workers’ words: punishing hours make good offers 
refusable

“She didn’t like the working hours, since she had to work 

from 6am to 10pm. Salary was a bit low.”

WHY OFFER DISLIKED

“She was not okay with the working hours since she was to 

work night shift from 7pm to 6am” — would accept a day shift

WHY OFFER DISLIKED

“Working hours were okay since she could just go to work 

anytime she wanted. No one could control her. She worked 

upon her own conditions.”

WHY OFFER LIKED

Barker et al., Determinants of Labor Contracts, Kenya (offer narratives)  ·  Orkin et al., Soft Skills and Hiring



A N N E X

Women rate the same locations less safe — gap largest at 
night

Safety ratings by time of day: female (pink) vs male (blue) field officers; p-values test the 

female–male gap at each time

Female field officers rate the same locations 

less safe; the gap widens after dark (p = 

0.049; p < 0.01 comparing matched male–
female pairs at the same audit point).

Women also face added scam risks (sexual 

assault or coercion at fake “interviews”) and 
report more scam concern.

Cahill and Walker, Safety in Rural–Urban Migration (1,024 paired audits)  ·  Cahill et al., Safety in Job Search



A N N E X

Salary × gender interaction in interview attendance

Salary (vs res. wage) Men Women Gap (p)

Q1 (lowest) +6.0pp −1.3pp −7.2pp (0.093)

Q2 (low-mid) +21.8pp +19.7pp −2.1pp (0.772)

Q3 (high-mid) +35.3pp +14.1pp −21.2pp (0.043)

Q4 (highest) +8.2pp −0.3pp −8.5pp (0.117)

Marginal effects of salary (relative to reservation wage) on attendance, by 

gender — matching study, Model 8 interactions (ref: no salary posted)

Orkin et al., Soft Skills and Hiring



A N N E X

Kenya offer refusals — every reason (not grouped)

1%

3%

3%

5%

6%

8%

9%

12%

17%

17%

22%

23%

30%

31%

37%

Asked for personal favours

Unsafe neighbourhood

Short-term / unstable

Pay infrequent / irregular

Potential scam

Poor match (sector / skills / growth)

Poor work conditions

Better job offer

Other

Need documents / equipment

Offer was cancelled

Working hours (long / night)

Personal circumstances changed

Commute / transport

Salary too low Pay

Conditions & flexibility

Commute

Safety

Other / situational

Kenya labour-force survey, low-income Nairobi; n = 205 offer refusals. Reasons are multi-select (shares sum to >100%); merged categories may double-count. Barker et 

al., Determinants of Labor Contracts, Kenya.
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