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ABSTRACT
Despite the centrality of activation, paid work and well-being to advanced welfare systems their inter-relationships remain frag-
mented and underdeveloped in scholarship and policy. The present article makes original contributions to theory, evidence and 
policy in this context. Theoretically the article presents the two alternative accounts of these relationships and argues for their 
integration into a single framework. Empirically, path analyses within multivariate structural equation models examine this 
novel integrated theorisation quantitatively for the first time in the literature using the policy case study of a UK-based voluntary 
Individual Placement and Support (IPS) activation programme for people with substance misuse issues. The findings support 
our integrated theoretical framework and highlight the direct importance of activation programmes to client well-being through 
programme participation alongside their indirect well-being importance through the well-being effects of resulting paid work 
transitions. The well-being implications for policy and practice are significant and further research is needed to further develop 
our understanding of how different activation approaches affect well-being both directly and through its shaping of differing 
employment types and trajectories.

1   |   Introduction

Since the ‘activation turn’ of the late 1990s employment pro-
grammes to support workless individuals into paid work have be-
come ubiquitous across advanced welfare states (Hansen 2019). 
In tandem, well-being has risen dramatically up the policy 
agenda (Layard and Ward 2020), despite being a focus of public 
policy since at last the Enlightenment (Frijters and Krekel 2021). 
The 2009 Sarkozy Commission on well-being measurement was 
an important recent catalyst (Stiglitz, Sen, and Fitoussi  2009) 
and today over 70% of OECD countries have national well-being 
framework in place (Martin 2023). The EU Council of Ministers 
now urges EU countries ‘to put people and their well-being 
at the centre of policy design’ (Union CotE  2019). In parallel, 
scholarship around well-being has flourished. Within the con-
ceptual well-being literature a key distinction is made between 

hedonic (relating to concerns around self-evaluated satisfac-
tion) and eudaemonic well-being (relating to concerns around 
self-realisation, meaning and purpose in life) (Delle Fave 2020). 
Empirical well-being scholarship has also multiplied with a 
wide range of well-being measures now exist to capture these 
alternative conceptualisations (Zhang et al. 2024).

Despite their respective importance, however, understanding 
of the relationships between activation, work and well-being 
remains underdeveloped and contested theoretically and em-
pirically, with significant implications for policy. Attention to 
their relationships has taken place primarily in two distinct 
research strands. A first view dominates the political and 
policy landscape and, partly as a consequence, also research 
activity and evidence. This view theorises a sequential chain 
whereby activation interventions are framed from a well-being 
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perspective in terms of their effects on job transitions. These 
job transitions are in turn understood to affect individual's 
well-being via the well-being effects of paid work—frequently 
asserted by policy narratives to be necessarily positive. In 
parallel, a minority scholarly view has emerged that the-
orises (Jahoda  1982; Fryer  1986) and assesses empirically 
(Puig-Barrachina et  al.  2019) how participation in activation 
programmes can affect well-being directly. At present, how-
ever, the relationships embedded across these two strands of 
research are unconnected in empirical scholarship.

Situated in this context, the present article makes original 
theoretical, empirical and policy contributions. Theoretically 
it presents a novel integrated theoretical framework of this 
fragmented current landscape. Empirically, later analyses use 
rarely available activation well-being data and path analyses 
within multivariate structural equation modelling techniques 
to offer original quantitative insights around these relation-
ships for the first time in the literature. To do so the empirical 
case study selects a UK-based voluntary, person-centred, inten-
sive model of employment support—Individual Placement and 
Support (IPS)—to examine these theoretical interests given 
that IPS programmes are typically evidenced to deliver (and 
measure) positive employment and well-being impacts for par-
ticipants. They typically thus offer rarely available data and 
effects in both the work and well-being outcomes required for 
such theoretical exploration. The discussion section reflects 
critically on implications for research, policy and practice.

2   |   Activation, Work and Well-being: Theory, 
Evidence and Policy Implications

Ever since the activation turn of the late 1990s and early 2000s 
the dominant governmental narrative of the links between ac-
tivation, paid work and well-being has been set (Lodemel and 
Trickey 2001). Figure 1a visualises this theorisation built as it 
is on the sequential connections from employment activation 
policies as facilitators of paid work transitions (OECD  2006) 
and, second, then from participation in that paid work as bring-
ing health and well-being gains for individuals. These health 
and well-being gains occur both directly through boosts to 
self-esteem, self-worth and social relationships as well as in-
directly through enhanced material resources (Waddell and 
Burton 2006; Layard and de Neve 2023). Thus, in this dominant 
governmental theorisation employment support interventions 
offer no well-being effects in and of themselves. Instead, they 
are viewed only as an indirect means through which to achieve 
well-being gains for workless individuals via their facilitation of 
transitions to paid employment through which all of the well-
being effects are held to derive.

This logic has been deployed by governments across advanced 
economies over recent decades to make the paternalistic 
well-being case for activation programmes—including man-
dation into those programmes—as facilitators of well-being 
enhancing paid work (OECD  2013; Horn, Kevins, and van 
Kersbergen 2022). As they have done so, policy narratives have 
frequently neglected the evidence that the well-being gains 
from paid work are both averages that mask substantial vari-
ability and that are conditional upon those jobs being of good 
quality for people (Waddell and Burton 2006)—adequately paid, 
secure, chosen and aligned to wider life roles, goals and needs 
(Williams 2004; What Works Wellbeing 2017; Taylor et al. 2017; 
Tinson 2020; CIPD 2023). Indeed, recent evidence finds that the 
well-being effects of job quality are far larger than those for sim-
ply being in work, other things equal (Clark et al. 2018).

In parallel to that dominant policy view, a separate strand of 
scholarship has emerged around the potential direct well-being 
effects of participation in activation programmes themselves. 
In this second view, these direct well-being effects from pro-
gramme participation have been defined in the activation 
literature as the process well-being potential of activation partic-
ipation in and of itself as compared to the outcomes well-being 
potential from any paid work transitions that may result from 
that activation participation (Carter and Whitworth  2017). 
Although these two theorisations do not intersect currently, 
Figure 1b combines them in a single visual so as to describe the 
current scholarly understanding of these relationships theoret-
ically and empirically.

The process well-being literature is rooted theoretically in 
ideas around the valuable non-material psychosocial functions 
and benefits of paid work. Evidence suggests that this accounts 
for around half of the total well-being effect from employment 
(Clark et al. 2018; Layard and de Neve 2023). Dependent upon 
their design, activation programmes are theorised as having the 
potential to mimic (or contradict) those employment effects on 
well-being. Jahoda's (1982) latent deprivation concept describes 
five positive psychosocial functions of employment—time 
structure, social contacts, participation in collective purposes, 
status and identity, and regular activity—that unemployment 
or economic inactivity typically fail to deliver for people and 
thus that damage well-being. Related, Fryer's  (1986) account 
centres individual agency in highlighting how unemploy-
ment or economic inactivity reduce individual's control over 
current life circumstances and hope around achieving a de-
sired alternative future life trajectory. Beginning with Strandh 
(Strandh  2001), various empirical studies have provided 
support for the relevance of these theoretical hypotheses by 
demonstrating the process well-being effects of activation par-
ticipation (Coutts  2009; Wulfgramm  2014; Sage  2015; Carter 

FIGURE 1    |    (a)–(c) Alternative theorisations of the relationships between activation, work and well-being.
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and Whitworth  2017; Puig-Barrachina et  al.  2019; Wang 
et  al.  2021). Evidence also highlights how those well-being 
effects vary as expected theoretically across differing char-
acteristics of activation programmes, with negative as well 
as positive process well-being effects possible from activation 
participation for jobseekers where programme features lack or 
contradict the programme elements theorised above (Carter 
and Whitworth 2017; Whitworth and Carter 2020).

These findings have clear links to the long-standing literatures 
around activation typologies and street-level bureaucracy. A 
common theme in the activation typologies literature has been 
the distinction between ‘thin’ work-first and ‘thick’ human 
capital activation approaches (Torfing  1999; Theodore and 
Peck  2000; Taylor-Gooby  2008; Haapanala  2022). Work-first 
activation approaches can be caricatured by their relatively 
basic, generic support offer and their reliance on self-help 
and conditionality requirements to push jobseekers rapidly 
into available jobs with relatively little emphasis on the fit 
or quality of that employment for the individual. In contrast, 
human capital approaches place greater emphasis on pulling 
jobseekers into higher quality employment through a greater 
emphasis on skills development, skills utilisation and job 
matching within longer periods of activation support. Wider 
scholarship has helpfully recognised the greater diversity of 
activation regimes and programmes beyond this dichotomy by 
introducing further categories and measurement dimensions 
(Bonoli  2010; Aurich  2011; Dinan  2018; Kowalewska  2017; 
Weishaupt 2011). However, a series of key binary distinctions 
within these richer frameworks—coercion/autonomy, push/
pull, transition pace/transition quality, benefits reduction/
life enhancement—speaks to the continuing durability of the 
work-first/human capital dichotomy. Recent scholarship high-
lights the relevance of this distinction to shaping job outcomes, 
with work-first activation regimes more likely to push unem-
ployed benefit claimants into poorer quality and involuntary 
part-time work and human capital approaches associated with 
higher voluntary but lower involuntary part-time employment 
(Briken and Taylor 2018; Haapanala 2022; Jones, Wright, and 
Scullion 2024). Within those activation regimes, the literature 
on street-level bureaucracy highlights the importance of policy 
implementation and street-level interactions to work and well-
being outcomes in activation programmes and the important 
ways that this is shaped by—though, given continual frontline 
discretion, never wholly determined by—the nature of the ac-
tivation regime and programme (Lipsky 1980; Brodkin 2011; 
Hupe, Hill, and Buffat 2015).

Connecting together those literatures around activation typolo-
gies, street-level bureaucracy and activation well-being, theoret-
ically and empirically once can expect activation interventions 
and street-level interactions with stronger work-first charac-
teristics to associate with more negative well-being effects. In 
contrast, those with stronger human capital characteristics are 
expected to associate with more positive well-being effects—
both directly through activation participation and indirectly 
via the types and trajectories of job transitions that result. The 
UK activation regime, where this article's empirical case study 
is located, is in general dominated by a strongly work-first pub-
lic sector Jobcentre Plus activation regime. This is built around 
low-cost provision, significant self-help and an internationally 

strict conditionality and sanctions regime requiring extensive 
job search activities (or, if in work, sufficient earnings) or risk 
losing some or all benefit payments for up to a potential max-
imum of 6 months (Eleveld  2017; Fletcher and Wright  2018; 
Jones, Wright, and Scullion 2024). Empirically, while a substan-
tial minority of UK jobseekers find that Jobcentre Plus support 
positive and beneficial a substantial minority do not (Wilson 
et  al.  2022, 33) and some jobseekers experience significant 
poverty and harm to health and well-being (Dwyer et al. 2019; 
Williams 2020; Pattaro et al. 2022). Related, recent scholarship 
argues that UK conditionality is so strong and pervasive that 
it directly drives poorer job quality for jobseekers (Briken and 
Taylor 2018; Jones, Wright, and Scullion 2024) and thus harms 
outcomes well-being as well as process well-being. As described 
further, however, although based in the UK context the empiri-
cal case study for the present analyses are almost the antithesis 
of that dominant Jobcentre Plus system: a voluntary, values-
based IPS activation programme for workless individuals with 
substance misuse issues that aligns with a human capital ap-
proach given its emphasis on meaningful personalised support, 
client agency and co-production, job matching and job quality, 
and client well-being.

Connecting the discussion back to the current scholarly under-
standing of the links between employment activation, paid work 
and well-being on Figure 1b, it can be understood how alterna-
tive activation programmes, regimes and street-level interactions 
act to shape the nature of these process and outcomes well-being 
effects. However, although Figure 1b brings together these two 
currently separate views it does so only partially since it contin-
ues to leave those two pathways unconnected. Instead, it seems 
more realistic given the evidence to think instead about effects 
to an individual's total well-being that are made up of changes 
(whether positive, negative or neutral) in each of its constituent 
process and outcomes well-being components through activa-
tion participation and paid work, respectively.

Figure 1c displays this theoretical perspective. Its implications 
are significant in that, if evidenced, it would to our knowl-
edge provide the first quantitative insights in the literature as 
to the relationships between, and relative importance of, each 
pathway to changes in the total well-being of jobseekers who 
transition into paid employment from activation participation. 
At a time of greater policy and scholarly interest in well-being, 
greater understanding of the varying ways that differing activa-
tion approaches act to shape both employment and well-being 
outcomes, and an increasing interest in and ability to appraise 
the economic value of well-being changes from activation pro-
grammes (DWP 2022; Yiu et al. 2023), being able to better in-
tegrate, partition and inter-relate the roles of paid work and 
activation participation to jobseeker's total well-being changes 
is an important gap to fill.

3   |   Data and Methods

To explore these interests empirically the analyses draw on 
participant-level data from a UK-based IPS activation pro-
gramme supporting workless individuals with substance mis-
use issues across eight municipality (local authority) areas in 
England.
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Improving employment support and outcomes for individuals 
with substance misuse issues is a national policy priority in 
the UK context. Around 300,000 adults receive treatment from 
drug or alcohol services each year in England alone and the 
employment levels and outcomes have been poor historically: 
around 70% of individuals are unemployed when they enter sub-
stance treatment services and remain unemployed throughout 
the next 5 years (Black 2016). Individuals with substance mis-
use issues have historically lacked dedicated condition-specific 
employment support. Instead, they have relied predominantly 
on the UK's Jobcentre Plus offer alongside eligibility for a range 
of quasi-marketized contracted provision that have tended to 
show a strong reliance on payment-by-results and where those 
with more substantial support needs have tended to fare less 
well (Carter and Whitworth 2015). In contrast, the data that the 
present article analyses come from an activation service follow-
ing a model of employment support known as IPS. IPS has been 
demonstrated in around 50 randomised controlled trials to be 
effective in supporting job entry and well-being for individuals 
with diverse health conditions, disabilities and complex disad-
vantages (Jahoda et  al.  2018; Bond, Drake, and Becker  2020; 
Whitworth et  al.  2024)—including substance misuse specifi-
cally (Harrison et al. 2019).

IPS is a voluntary, person-centred, low caseload (maximum of 30 
in this intervention) model of employment support for individu-
als with health conditions, disabilities or complex disadvantages. 
The national roll-out of IPS across England since 2016 has trans-
formed the country's employment support offer for these groups, 
including those with substance misuse issues specifically. IPS 
employment specialists are integrated into clinical teams, sup-
port and goals (in this case drug and alcohol teams) so as to seek 
to join up employment and health (in this case substance recov-
ery) support. IPS is rooted in values of voluntary participation, 
client preferences and co-production, job matching, proactive 
employer engagement, flexible on-going in-work support and 
work as a route to the goal of sustained health and well-being 
improvements. IPS services operate to a fidelity scale of 25 key 
characteristics (e.g., caseload size, proactive employer engage-
ment, clinical integration) (CMH 2024) against which services 
are assessed and scored and that are evidenced to associate 
with improved employment outcomes for clients (Yamaguchi 
et al. 2022; Drake and Bond 2023; Whitworth et al. 2024).

In terms of the earlier discussion around activation typologies, 
IPS is something of a hybrid in that it adopts a place-then-train 
model that encourages a work-first emphasis on (appropriately) 
rapid transitions to paid work but in the context of a human cap-
ital emphasis on values, client preferences and empowerment, 
intensive personalised support, job matching and job quality, 
and supporting client's long-term well-being. Importantly, since 
supporting participant's well-being through paid work is a key 
interest and outcome of IPS services they are relatively unusual 
among activation programmes in measuring client health and 
well-being at baseline and after IPS employment support, pro-
viding our analyses with the necessary well-being as well as 
work data to explore these theoretical interests.

Quantitative data from 718 clients were provided securely by the 
IPS employment support provider. The data were taken from 
provider databases in March 2022 and cover all participants 

from January 2019 (the start of this new IPS service) to March 
2022. We use these data to examine three hypotheses. First, we 
hypothesise that the pathways between activation, work and 
well-being are inter-related rather than unconnected as typically 
presented. Second, regards the direction of effects we hypoth-
esise that both IPS participation and the job starts that the IPS 
provision affect the direction (negative, positive and neutral) and 
size of their respective well-being effects for jobseekers. In our 
empirical case, given the nature of the IPS activation programme 
involved we hypothesise positive well-being effects from both 
sources due to the nature of the provision itself as well as its em-
phasis on job matching, job quality and client well-being in its 
job transition priorities. Third, regards the size of effects we hy-
pothesise that the well-being effects of paid work are larger than 
those of activation participation directly but that the latter are 
substantively meaningful to individuals in their size.

The context of the COVID-19 pandemic transformed the experi-
ences of almost all public services, including this IPS interven-
tion. National lockdown restrictions came into force in March 
2020 in the United Kingdom and remained in force for much of 
2020 and 2021 in a variety of forms. Like many other public ser-
vices, this IPS service was transformed during that period from 
a face-to-face service for clients and employers to a significantly 
digital delivery model. The UK economy was of course also 
transformed during the pandemic. Large sectors of the economy 
were significantly curtailed or even closed, central government 
furlough schemes sought to stave off large-scale redundancies, 
and recruitment to many sectors collapsed.

Figure 2 summarises the key characteristics of the IPS clients. 
Clients are diverse in terms of their age, ethnicity, employ-
ment history and main substance issue. Most IPS clients were 
male—a pattern shared in the local drug and alcohol services 
from which IPS referrals mainly came—and most felt confident 
that they could find paid work.

For each client the provider collected details about the support 
received and all employment outcomes. Baseline data collected 
at the start of a client's IPS support captured client character-
istics as well as self-rated health and well-being, substance 
use, self-care, relationships and social participation collected 
from the substance misuse specific Treatment Outcomes 
Profile (TOP) (PHE  2018) and the Substance Use Recovery 
Evaluator (SURE) (Neale et al. 2016) survey instruments. The 
key physical and psychological well-being outcome variables 
for our analyses below come from the TOP survey. Each mea-
sure asks clients to rate their own psychological health (de-
scribed in the survey question as anxiety, depression, problem 
emotions and feelings) and physical health (described in the 
survey question as extent of physical symptoms an bothered 
by illness) on a printed 0–20 scale. Follow-up surveys were 
scheduled for 6–8 months after programme start to capture 
changes in those items. As with all longitudinal data collec-
tion not all participants completed the follow-up survey and 
as such the analyses below that involve well-being change are 
based on the sub-sample of 241 IPS clients with full follow-up 
survey data. This reduced sample size inevitably weakens our 
ability to detect findings with statistical significance and this 
is recognised in advance. However, our primary empirical in-
terest is to offer original exploratory quantitative investigation 
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of our theoretical hypotheses to guide and energise further 
research in this area rather than seeking definitive general-
isable empirical conclusions. As such, for both reasons we 
follow the advice to focus on the interpretation of effect sizes 
at least as much as p values while being mindful in interpre-
tation of the implications of any statistically insignificant 
results (Ziliak and McCloskey 2008; Kenny 2021). The incom-
plete longitudinal well-being data collection also has impli-
cations for potential bias that require investigation. Further 
analysis shows that the sub-sample of clients with well-being 
data are very similar to the full sample across a wide range 
of characteristics including main substance, substance treat-
ment time, time since last job, social security benefit receipt, 
ethnicity, sex, age, criminal convictions, highest qualifica-
tions and confidence to find work. However, the well-being 
sub-sample are more likely to be referred into the IPS service 
in year one (2019/2020) (54% off the well-being sample), tend 
to have more meetings (54% have 12+ IPS meetings compared 
to 17% of the full sample), have longer support until job starts 
(156 days vs. 71 days), and have higher job start rates (45% vs. 
22%). The suggestion is that the well-being sub-sample may 
have a greater level of support need, receive more support, and 
get better employment outcomes than the full sample. These 
differences mean that our findings below from the well-being 
sub-sample regards the relationships between activation, 
work and well-being cannot necessarily be generalised to all 
participants in this IPS service (or naturally, to other types 
of activation regime or intervention). However, our interest 
is in providing original initial quantitative insights into these 
relationships—acknowledging that they are specific and 
contingent—rather than in seeking to make absolute or gen-
eralisable statements about them.

Methodologically the theoretical questions outlined above re-
quire path analysis techniques that enable the simultaneous 
estimation of multiple equations and the connections between. 
Although path analyses can be estimated manually (Edwards 
and Lambert  2007; Fairchild and McDaniel  2017), structural 
equation models enable their flexible and simultaneous empiri-
cal estimation. All estimates are derived using linear structural 
equation models in Stata 17 using the sem command, including 
for models of the binary job entry outcome variable where linear 
probability models (LPM) with robust standard errors are ad-
vised to aid interpretation in such models (Rijnhart et al. 2021). 
All structural equation models presented control for a range of 
other factors of relevance to job entry and well-being selected 
from prior research (Sage 2015; World Bank 2020; Whitworth 
and Carter 2020) and model testing.

4   |   Examining the Connections Between 
Activation, Work and Well-being

Figure 3 summarises the IPS service's headline employment and 
well-being results. The left pane shows that 30% of all of the ser-
vice's IPS clients moved into paid work through the service. Of 
these job starts 75% moved into employment of at least 16 h per 
week and 56% sustained employment for at least 13 weeks. This 
represents relatively strong employment outcomes for this pop-
ulation group, especially for a new IPS service and one that was 
delivering through the COVID pandemic.

As above, the psychological and physical health scores are mea-
sured on a scale from 0 to 20. At baseline a bimodal distribution 
is apparent for both well-being measures with relatively few 

FIGURE 2    |    Key characteristics of the IPS clients.
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individuals showing scores below five and modes at around 10 
and then again at around 15. The right pane of Figure 3 shows 
the average change in participant's self-rated health and well-
being scores within the longitudinal well-being sub-sample 
disaggregated into clients who did and did not secure a success-
ful job transition. Clients who moved into paid work showed 
larger well-being improvements than those who did not, but 
clients tended to still see a boost to well-being even if a transi-
tion to paid work was not achieved. Changes are meaningful in 
their size in the order of 5%–10% of the total well-being scales. 
Naturally, it may be that some or all of those well-being changes 
are due to other factors besides the IPS programme—the UK's 
gradual exit from the COVID pandemic over the period or the 
potentially differing demographic composition of those who 
find work and those who do not for instance. The later model-
ling introduces a range of relevant control variables to seek to 
account for such possibilities.

Analyses turn next to the empirical exploration of the integrated 
relationships between activation, paid work and well-being as 
visualised in Figure  1c. As is standard in mediation analysis 

(Edwards and Lambert  2007; Fairchild and McDaniel  2017), 
each model estimates effects for four paths. Path 1 is a necessary 
first step. It examines whether the outcome (change in psycho-
logical/physical health between baseline and follow-up survey 
in Figure 4) associates with the explanatory variable whose po-
tential mediation is being assessed (IPS employment support 
in Figure 4) without controlling for the potential mediator (job 
entry in Figure 4). If no effect is found then clearly there can be 
no mediation of that effect either. Path 2 examines whether the 
first step in the possible mediation path stands up empirically, 
in other words whether the explanatory factor (IPS employment 
support) associates with the potential mediator (job entry). Path 
3 examines whether the second step in the possible mediation 
path stands up empirically, in other words whether the potential 
mediator (job entry) associates with the outcome (psychological/
physical health), controlling for the key explanatory variable 
(IPS employment support). For mediation to be occurring there 
must be effects along both of these mediation paths. Finally, Path 
4 examines the effect of the key explanatory variable (IPS em-
ployment support) on the outcome (here psychological/physical 
health) but—unlike Path 1—now controlling for the potential 

FIGURE 3    |    Headline employment and well-being changes in the IPS service.
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mediator (here job entry). Potential mediation is argued to be 
plausible when all paths show effects and the estimates in Path 4 
are either zero (full mediation) or substantially lower than those 
estimated in Path 1 (partial mediation).

In terms of the key variables, job entry is a binary variable of 
whether the individual moved into paid work or not during their 
IPS employment support. The number of IPS meetings between 
the IPS employment specialist and the individual is a categori-
cal variable with the following four categories: 1–4 meetings (the 
reference category); 5–8 IPS meetings; 9–12 meetings; and 13+ 
IPS meetings. Although the analysis and presentation of results 
remains focused only on the relationships of key theoretical in-
terest1, all models also include the following control variables: 
ethnicity, sex, age, local authority area< time since last employ-
ment, main social security benefit received, referral source, and 
referral year2. To aid interpretation effects are reported both as 
unstandardised and (in brackets) as standardised coefficients. 
Effects that are statistically significant at the 10% level are 
marked by one asterisk and at the 5% level by two asterisks.

Turning to Figure 4, the empirical findings are consistent with 
the theoretical relationships between activation, paid work and 
well-being as described in Figure  1c. Both models in Figure  4 
show good fit according to standard thresholds3 and have moder-
ately powerful coefficients of determination4 of 0.47 (psycholog-
ical well-being) and 0.48 (physical well-being), respectively. The 
findings suggest that, controlling for other factors, the direct well-
being effects of participation in the IPS activation programme 
shown in Path 4 are positive and meaningful in their effect sizes. 
Other things equal, the direct effects of job entry on well-being 
are also positive and meaningful in their effect sizes. The well-
being effects of job entry (Path 3) are statistically significant at 
the 10% level whilst those for IPS participation (Path 4) are not. 
All of these effect sizes are far from zero, however, strongly sug-
gesting that the lack of statistical significance is more to do with 
the known limits to the sample sizes—especially when spread 
across the four IPS sub-groups—as opposed to the lack of sub-
stantive effects. In terms of those effect sizes, other things equal 
the positive direct well-being effects of IPS participation are 
almost always larger than those for job entry. With well-being 
outcomes measured on a 20-point scale these estimates suggest 
a roughly 5%–10% average well-being gain directly from IPS par-
ticipation and a roughly 3%–4% average well-being gain from job 
entry, controlling for other factors. Finally, both the effect sizes 
in Path 2 and the comparison of estimates between Path 1 and 
Path 4 show little evidence for the mediation of the effects of the 
IPS employment support on either well-being outcome indirectly 
through job entry. This implies that the well-being gains from 
IPS activation participation and job entry are substantially inde-
pendent from one another.

5   |   Discussion

Employment activation, paid work and attention to citizen's 
well-being are all central features of public policy systems across 
advanced economies. Despite their importance, however, the 
starting point for the present paper is the recognition that the 
relationships between, and relative importance of, activation, 
work and well-being remain underdeveloped, contested and 

fragmented theoretically, empirically and in policy. For the first 
time in the literature, this article presents a comparative theoret-
ical and quantitative empirical exploration of these key relation-
ships and in doing so provides original contributions to theory, 
empirical understanding and policy.

Theoretically the article makes two main contributions. First, 
it brings together, synthesises and critically compares the two 
leading but currently unconnected theoretical understandings of 
the relationships between activation, paid work and well-being. 
Having done so, it proposes a novel theoretical account that inte-
grates those currently fragmented perspectives.

Empirically the analyses use path analysis techniques within 
a multivariate structural equation modelling approach to pro-
vide the first quantitative assessment in the literature of these 
relationships. In doing so they provide several original empirical 
contributions. First, findings support our first hypothesis around 
the need to integrate these relationships empirically in order to 
better reflect and understand their inter-connections and rela-
tive importance to the total well-being of activation participants. 
Second, by integrating these pathways the results are uniquely 
able in the literature to speak to the relationships between, and 
relative importance of, each in terms of individual's total well-
being. Although constrained in their statistical power by modest 
sample sizes, the findings suggest that the direct positive well-
being effects of IPS participation for these clients relates to a 
5%–10% improvement in well-being on average and are almost 
always larger than the well-being effects from job entry, con-
trolling for other factors. In doing so the findings support our 
second hypothesis that the nature of an IPS intervention would 
be expected to associate with positive (rather than neutral or 
negative) well-being effects both directly via IPS participation 
and via the types of job transitions that the IPS service supports. 
However, while our third hypothesis expected larger well-being 
effects from paid work than from IPS participation directly this 
was not the case, controlling for other factors and acknowledg-
ing that as expected not all results are significant statistically. 
Instead, the positive well-being effects of IPS participation di-
rectly appear at least as large as the positive well-being effects 
from the paid work transitions of that IPS intervention.

Taken together, the findings lend further weight to the direct 
relevance of activation programme design and experience to 
participant well-being, in keeping with previous empirical re-
search regards process well-being in activation interventions. 
As such they again suggest a need from a well-being perspective 
to move attention from the dominant governmental narration 
of activation as only instrumentally relevant for claimant's well-
being via their effects on paid work transitions and towards 
greater recognition of the dual direct (via programme participa-
tion) and indirect (via the different types of jobs that different 
types of activation programmes ‘support’) well-being roles of 
activation programmes.

Clearly, these findings relate to a particular sub-group of 
England's workless population (a motivated and voluntarily 
participating group of substance misusing individuals) in a par-
ticular type of activation intervention (a voluntary, adequately 
resourced, values-based, evidence-based, person-centred IPS 
programme) that would be expected a priori to show well-being 
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benefits. It is not possible to generalise these specific findings 
to all population groups, intervention types or welfare contexts. 
Inevitably, the specific empirical findings outlined above are 
necessarily contextually contingent. Further empirical research 
in different population groups, activation regimes and interven-
tion types is needed to examine their nature in different scenar-
ios. The role of programme form seems particularly important 
to consider further given that the direction and size of the di-
rect well-being effects of activation programme participation are 
shown empirically to map onto the presence, absence, or condi-
tion of the key psychosocial mimicking features identified in the 
theoretical literature (Jahoda 1982; Fryer 1986).

Policy makers and providers clearly have to take several factors 
beyond well-being into account in a complex Rubik's cube of 
sometimes conflicting programme objectives and design levers. 
Our hope is that the present paper supports scholars, policy 
makers and activation providers to better understand these key 
inter-relationships between activation, work and well-being 
and encourages further research in the field to continue to ad-
vance well-being understanding within activation scholarship 
and policy practice. There remains a need for further research 
to move beyond the current focus on single elements of these 
triangular activation, work and well-being relationships and to 
instead seek to bring them together so that we might begin to 
build a fuller evidence-based typology of their links, forms and 
variability.
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Endnotes

	1	Full model results are available on request from the author.

	2	Control variables tested in model development were: local area, refer-
ral source, main substance issue, substance treatment time, time since 
last previous employment, any recent GP or A&E visits, social security 
benefits received, ethnicity, age, criminal convictions, confidence to 
secure paid work, highest qualifications, and year of referral to the IPS 
service.

	3	Root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) < −0.08, 
Comparative Fit Index (CFI) ≥ 0.9, Tucker Lewis Index (TLI) ≥ 0.95, 
standardised root mean square residual (SRMR) < 0.08.

	4	Coefficient of determination (CD) is analogous to R2 values in linear 
regression.
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