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Roadmap

Today we will be considering workfare: the notion that work delivers social and
psychological benefits over income alone. Namely, we will investigate the value of
“being on the bench”: training with the team but ultimately not completing the
work itself due to random chance.

Research question: Can we deliver mental health benefits from work to labor
demand constrained populations simply through team training and
mission-alignment even for those not ultimately selected for work using an
employment lottery?
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Contributions

We hope to make the following contributions:

Extend current understanding of workfare e!ects and mechanisms

Gain understanding of vulnerable and under-studied Venezuelan forcibly
displaced population

Contribute to development engineering and social policy on work provision
and mental health
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Background literature

Mental health as a critical input to labor supply and productivity
Alloush (2023); de Quidt and Haushofer (2016); Stewart et al. (2003)

Mental health benefits from cash transfers
Wollburg et al. (2023); Haushofer et al. (2020); Haushofer and Shapiro (2016)

Mental health benefits from work?

MH selection problem

Income e!ect problem

→ lack of causal evidence

Novel experimental evidence from Hussam et al. (2022):

Selection problem: randomized o!er of employment with 100% take-up

Income e!ect: cash treatment arm for comparison

“Employment improves mental health at a magnitude four times greater
than cash alone” - Hussam et al. (2022)
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Team training

From working (“playing”) to eligible but (randomly) not selected (“on the bench”)

→ Can we deliver a sizable portion of mental health benefits from work to labor
demand constrained populations simply through team training and
mission-alignment even for those not ultimately selected for work?

‘I trained with the team and felt part of the mission, and only due to random
chance was not actually selected for working. I still feel good being part of
something larger than myself’ - hypothetical outcome
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Treatment arms

Randomizing work and team training:

Workers randomized into pure control (PC), cash transfer (CT), or lottery (L)

No-deception (full information) treatments for all arms

Recent UCD IRB approval (ID: 2322902-1) of design

Work lottery arm told they will face:

2-hour training session S with all others selected for lottery

Recorded weekend lottery to determine work in following week

Chance p(= .5) of being o!ered work all next week

Universal US$3/hour pay at the end of each day, conditional on working (if
assigned) and completing in-person MH survey

Small base payment B (US$1.00) at the end of the experiment
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Timeline of experiment

Baseline mental 
health questionnaire 

& treatment group 
randomization

2-week main experimental period

Work 
training

Work 
lottery

Work 
Period

Train

Win
50%

Lose
50%

Work 
4hrs / day

Earn 
US$12 / day

Daily MH 
survey 

Earn 
US$12 / day

Daily MH 
survey 

Earn 
US$12 / day

Daily MH 
survey 

US$1 
participation 

payment

Endline 
mental health 
questionnaire 

US$1 
participation 

payment

Endline 
mental health 
questionnaire 

US$1 
participation 

payment

Endline 
mental health 
questionnaire 

US$1 
participation 

payment

Endline 
mental health 
questionnaire 

EndlineBaseline

Lottery 
winners

n=132

Lottery 
losers
n=132

Cash 
transfer

n=75

Pure control
n=75

Weekday; repeated x5 days

Daily MH 
survey 

(virtual) 

2hr sessions Weekend

Beauregard & Brito (UC Davis) Benefits on the Bench October 17, 2025 7 / 20



Treatment arms

L = (ω, 0.5;¬ω, 0.5) L = ω L = ¬ω CT PC
Lottery winner Lottery loser Cash Control

Working ω Y
Training S Y Y

Daily payment M Y Y Y
Base payment B Y Y Y Y

Table: Treatment groups

Beauregard & Brito (UC Davis) Benefits on the Bench October 17, 2025 8 / 20



Treatment arms

L = (ω, 0.5;¬ω, 0.5) L = ω L = ¬ω CT PC
Lottery winner Lottery loser Cash Control

Working ω Y
Training S Y Y

Daily payment M Y Y Y
Base payment B Y Y Y Y

Table: Treatment groups

Beauregard & Brito (UC Davis) Benefits on the Bench October 17, 2025 9 / 20



Mental health outcomes

Daily mental health surveys:

Shorter, 0-10 indices

Target general wellbeing, depression, anxiety, stress, sociability, etc.

Deeper baseline/endline mental health questionnaires:

Psychologically validated inventories of depression, stress, anxiety, locus of
control, etc.

Augmented by economic and subjective wellbeing measures of individuals and
households
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Experimental setting

Venezuelan migrants in Roraima state, Brazil (Brito 2025)

City of interest Boa Vista near Venezuelan border

UNHCR shelter residency, avg. duration 5.8 months

High incidence of job-seeking (21.7% unemployed seeking work
2
)

High incidence of poor MH (52% seek psychosocial & emotional support
3
)

Improve migrant population mental health and promote self-su”ciency

Large informal labor market caveat (ITT)

Familiarity with ordeals to receive support

Key dimensions of heterogeneity: gender, indigenous status

2UNHCR (2021)
3Uniendo Voces (2023)
Beauregard & Brito (UC Davis) Benefits on the Bench October 17, 2025 11 / 20
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Experimental setting
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Experimental setting
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Experimental setting

Proposed work task: book binding page stacks

Rote and low-skill

Can train workers (S) quickly

Easily discretized/quantified

Appealing theme: children’s stories

O!ers variation in work purpose or meaning (next)
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Meaningfulness

Should this o!ered work be meaningful?

“Our results are likely to be moderated by the nature of the work we inter-
vene with: the employment intervention is clerical rather than heavy manual
labor, public rather than isolated, purposeful, engaging a low-stress em-
ployer, and part-time” (our bold) - Hussam et al. (2022)

→ What can make work meaningful?

The role of the mission, corporate social responsibility (CSR), prosocial impact

Beauregard (2025), Cassar and Meier (2018), Burbano (2016)
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→ What can make work meaningful?

The role of the mission, corporate social responsibility (CSR), prosocial impact

Beauregard (2025), Cassar and Meier (2018), Burbano (2016)
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Meaningfulness

We attempt to vary work meaning:

Half-group randomization: di!erent rooms

Worker signing book treatment (Y/N)

Book destination treatment (Charity/Profit)

Book language treatment (Spanish/Portuguese)

Combined treatments to maximize power:

ω ↑ {(N,Profit, Portuguese), (Y,Charity, Spanish)}

→ Do the mental health benefits of team training and work change when the
work provided is less meaningful, less charitable, less personal?

Beauregard & Brito (UC Davis) Benefits on the Bench October 17, 2025 16 / 20



Meaningfulness

We attempt to vary work meaning:

Half-group randomization: di!erent rooms

Worker signing book treatment (Y/N)

Book destination treatment (Charity/Profit)

Book language treatment (Spanish/Portuguese)

Combined treatments to maximize power:

ω ↑ {(N,Profit, Portuguese), (Y,Charity, Spanish)}

→ Do the mental health benefits of team training and work change when the
work provided is less meaningful, less charitable, less personal?

Beauregard & Brito (UC Davis) Benefits on the Bench October 17, 2025 16 / 20



Meaningfulness

We attempt to vary work meaning:

Half-group randomization: di!erent rooms

Worker signing book treatment (Y/N)

Book destination treatment (Charity/Profit)

Book language treatment (Spanish/Portuguese)

Combined treatments to maximize power:

ω ↑ {(N,Profit, Portuguese), (Y,Charity, Spanish)}

→ Do the mental health benefits of team training and work change when the
work provided is less meaningful, less charitable, less personal?

Beauregard & Brito (UC Davis) Benefits on the Bench October 17, 2025 16 / 20



Meaningfulness

We attempt to vary work meaning:

Half-group randomization: di!erent rooms

Worker signing book treatment (Y/N)

Book destination treatment (Charity/Profit)

Book language treatment (Spanish/Portuguese)

Combined treatments to maximize power:

ω ↑ {(N,Profit, Portuguese), (Y,Charity, Spanish)}

→ Do the mental health benefits of team training and work change when the
work provided is less meaningful, less charitable, less personal?

Beauregard & Brito (UC Davis) Benefits on the Bench October 17, 2025 16 / 20



Meaningfulness

We attempt to vary work meaning:

Half-group randomization: di!erent rooms

Worker signing book treatment (Y/N)

Book destination treatment (Charity/Profit)

Book language treatment (Spanish/Portuguese)

Combined treatments to maximize power:

ω ↑ {(N,Profit, Portuguese), (Y,Charity, Spanish)}

→ Do the mental health benefits of team training and work change when the
work provided is less meaningful, less charitable, less personal?

Beauregard & Brito (UC Davis) Benefits on the Bench October 17, 2025 16 / 20



Hypotheses

Hypotheses (future PAP/AEARCTR):

Team training S produces positive mental health e!ects relative to CT arm:
(2) vs. (3)

Work completion (L = ω) may also produce mental health e!ects relative to
not completing work: (1) vs. (2)

More meaningful task (Sign, Charity, Spanish) produces stronger e!ects than
less meaningful task (Not sign, Profit, Portuguese)

(1) (2) (3) (4)
L = ω L = ¬ω CT PC

ω Y
S Y Y
M Y Y Y
B Y Y Y Y

Table: Treatment groups
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Taking stock

We hope to:

Extend understanding of workfare to team training benefits

... also varying meaningfulness of work/training o!ered

Better understand migrant workfare and mental health

We have:

An implementing partner and cooperating nonprofit in Brazil (UFRR)

Confirmation from SJMR (NGO) our questions are appropriate

Considerations about crowd-out for actual employment

An appealing design likely to generate high trust and takeup/low attrition

An informal labor market outside option necessitating ITT interpretation
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Thank you!
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