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Chapter 1

Career research and its blind

spots: defining the problem

Career studies know a long and a rich tradition, drawing on research from a

broad range of disciplines. Today, understanding careers gained additional

relevance, due to increasing volatility and mobility in labor markets. Un-

derstanding the repercussions thereof in the long-term perspective of career

studies is crucial to all labor market participants for one simple reason: a ca-

reer trajectory is more than just a sum of its parts. Failure or success in the

domain of work, with all the consequences for the economy, family, health,

well-being, or anything else, is built today to a lesser extent within a single

job or a single organization. Rather, it is an intricate interaction between

various aspects of different jobs, different organizations and different life do-

mains, that leads to one outcome or another. Studying that interaction from

a temporal perspective is the domain of contemporary career studies.

In the past decades, career studies have often focused on the ways in

which careers have changed over time. A stable upward career within one or

two organizations (Sullivan, 1999) is often juxtaposed with the ‘new’ career

type, characterized by higher psychological and physical mobility (Sullivan

and Arthur, 2006). Changes in career structure did not occur in a vacuum.

Rather, they are a result of a decades-long series of transformations occurring

simultaneously in the labor markets, in the ways organizations respond to
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macro-economic challenges, in the globalizing economy at large. Many schol-

ars have argued that as a result of the intensified global competition; tech-

nological breakthroughs in the domains of transport, communication, and

computing; financialization of the economy; market and international trade

deregulation, most organizations have experienced a substantial increase in

the demand for flexibility. In order to survive in these new economic condi-

tions, firms had to be able to quickly react and adapt to any changes in the

markets, be it shocks or regular business cycles.

One of the forms that this increase in flexibility assumed was expressed

as the flexibilization of the labor force. The share of atypical employment,

such as part-time work, temporal work, zero-hours contracts, outsourcing,

telework, and several other types, has grown substantially, both in the Eu-

ropean Union and worldwide (de Grip et al., 1997; Buschoff and Protsch,

2008; Kalleberg, 2011; Schmid, 2010). Job security has significantly eroded,

along with the elaborate internal labor markets of hierarchical bureaucratic

organizations of the post-war era. Aside from higher labor insecurity, these

new flexible work forms have been associated with lower quality of work

(Aletraris, 2010; Esser and Olsen, 2012; Fuller and Stecy-Hildebrandt, 2014;

Kalleberg et al., 2000; OECD, 2006). Union power and the social welfare

state provisions, the two classic pillars of labor security during the post-war

era, have been in decline for some time as well.

Despite several calls to explore the ‘dark side’ of careers in the new and

flexible economy, pertaining to insecurity and possible stratification mecha-

nisms in flexibilizing labor markets, modern career literature has remained es-

sentially divorced from the broader discussion on the nature of contemporary

work, including its potential negative developments and their consequences

for workers. This disjunction may have occurred for various reasons, which

will be discussed in more detail in the sections to follow. The most likely

culprit may pertain to the analytical focus of career studies in general. Ca-

reers belong to individuals and are developed within organizations; in other

words, they can primarily be attributed to the micro- and the meso-levels

of analysis. At the same time, the insecurity-generating phenomena, as we

will outline in the subsequent chapters, manifest themselves predominantly
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on the macro-level, rendering their incorporation in the analysis of careers

nontrivial. Another possible reason for the lack of attention towards insecu-

rity and stratification in new careers concerns a potential ideological bias of

the mainstream new career literature (Roper et al., 2010; Zeitz et al., 2009),

which may borrow a normative undertone from affiliated management liter-

ature (Arnold and Cohen, 2008; Boltanski and Chiapello, 2005; Gunz et al.,

2000).

This thesis takes steps to ameliorate the lack of empirical attention to-

wards the darker sides of modern careers. In the introductory section, it will

pay ample attention to the macro-level socio-economic context, and changes

therein during the past few decades. It will outline several lines of fundamen-

tal paradigm-breaking transformations, often summarily referred to as ‘post-

Fordism’, focusing on mechanisms that undermine one or several dimensions

of labor security (see Standing, 2011). The goal of these expositions is to

demonstrate that phenomena such as globalization, financialization, or labor

flexibilization have had a strong propensity to systematically generate labor

insecurity for many, if not all, workers. This argument guides and frames

the study of negative aspects of modern careers that the subsequent sections

develop.

Having considered the broader context, a brief exposition of the current

state of modern career research is given. It is argued that while mainstream

career theorizing about contemporary careers has merit, many lacunae re-

main unaddressed, especially in regard to empirical contributions.

After framing the focus of this study by juxtaposing labor and career

literature, four empirical studies are presented. The first study examines

differences and commonalities between career patterns in thirteen European

counties, and traces changes in them over time, concerning shifts in the

dominant pattern and a growth of insecurity. The second study juxtaposes

different career patterns, focusing on a set of objective and subjective out-

comes. The third study focuses on differences in employability for various

labor market groups, looking at the same time at structural and agency fac-

tors. The fourth study examines stratification in terms of job quality for

several job transition classes.
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Chapter 2

Post-Fordism: the

transformation of the

socio-economic context

The direction of empirical thrust in this thesis is predicated on the argument

that changes in career structure must be understood within the context of

transformations within the sphere of work. In labor literature, we find much

evidence of increasing insecurity for workers in the contemporary flexible

economy. At the same time, career studies assume a much less critical stance

on careers that are the outcome of the same economic flexibilization. It

is therefore imperative to explore the evolutions in the domain of work in

the past decades, in order to understand how these might have influenced

careers. This chapter is dedicated to an exposition of a set of socio-economic

processes that signify a tectonic shift from Fordist to post-Fordist modes of

economic production (Amin, 2011a). We begin by examining the Fordist

socio-economic setting typical for the 1960s. Subsequently, we will zoom in

on a set of transformations that signified a shift to a new socio-economic

paradigm, post-Fordism, starting from the late 1970s. We will examine how

this shift involved an intensification of flexible ways of work, and consider

evidence as to the consequences of flexibilization for workers.
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The shift towards post-Fordism There is a wide consensus in academic

literature that profound changes have occurred in the development trajec-

tory of the Western capitalism starting from around mid-1970s (e.g., Amin,

2011a; Beck, 2000; Boltanski and Chiapello, 2005; Castells, 2010; Jessop,

1992; Reich, 2008; Standing, 1999). With some debate as to the continuity

of the change (Amin, 2011b), a consensus has emerged in the social sci-

ences that advanced capitalist economies have entered a qualitatively differ-

ent stage of development. Many terms have been coined to describe this

new age of capitalism, stressing one or another aspect thereof: post-Fordism

(Amin, 2011b), postmodernity (Bauman, 1992), late modernity (Giddens,

2013), liquid modernity (Bauman, 2000), fifth Kondratiev (wave) (Grubler

and Nowotny, 1990), the era of market regulation (Standing, 1999), flexible

capitalism (Sennett, 1998), flexible accumulation (Harvey, 1991), or the new

economy (Pohjola, 2002; Shepard, 1997), to name a few. As an aside, we

may note the theorizing in terms of clear breaking points and distinctions

between developmental phases of capitalism has been a subject of critique

from scholars who argue that continuity between the two periods should not

be underrated, and that binary contrasts can mask substantial empirical

complexities (Amin, 2011b). Both these points will emerge in our analyses

of careers.

Nevertheless, the contrasting of contemporary and preceding features are

a useful epistemological vehicle for tracking changes on the level of both work

and career, as long as we remain aware of its limitations and ideal-typical

nature.

2.1 The Fordist period: the Golden Age of

full employment

The period preceding post-Fordism is often used as a reference point for

theorizing the latter. This preceding period can be roughly situated between

the end of the World War II and the mid-1970s and has been termed as the

Fordist era (Hirst and Jonathan, 1991), the Golden Age of full employment
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(e.g. Marglin and Schor, 1992) or the Keynesian Consensus (Singer, 1997).

Jessop (1992) distinguishes four different levels on which Fordism can

be conceptualized: as a labor process, as an accumulation regime (i.e., a

macro-economic regime sustaining expanded reproduction based on the vi-

cious circle of mass production and mass consumption), as a social mode of

economic regulation (as an set of norms, institutions, organizational forms,

social networks, and patterns of behavior that sustain and guide the Fordist

accumulation regime), and as a generic mode of ‘societalization’, referring

to patterns of institutional integration and social cohesion (also see Lipietz,

1997). Here, we are primarily interested in the last three levels focusing

on the prevailing economic system and its organizational, institutional and

ideological support.

After the World War II, the stability of labor has assumed a central

place in the political models in most Western countries (Standing, 1999).

Full employment was regarded as a desirable economic outcome and formed

the basis of the economic and labor policies in that period, epitomized in

the model of welfare capitalism (Hirst and Jonathan, 1991). The Keynesian

economic paradigm that has initially governed that model, posed that a level

of global effective demand needs to be maintained, by the means of public

investment and public works when required, to keep labor markets at full

employment equilibrium (Jessop, 1992). Market alone, argued Keynes, is

insufficient to achieve full employment. To a large extent this was a reaction

to the pre-war failures of self-regulating markets, which have culminated in

the Great Depression during the 1930s. The Keynesian paradigm viewed full

employment as the basis for human development and prosperity. After all,

went the argument, access to basic human needs, such as food and security, as

well as access to education and health care along with other sources required

for individual realization. Only minor levels of voluntary unemployment

could be tolerated.

Extensive welfare provisions were deployed in that period, an important

function of which was to realize insurance-based protection against (invol-

untary) unemployment. Through them, the workers were in principle less

dependent on labor wage, and therefore less vulnerable to shocks and fluc-
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tuations on the labor market. Labor market regulation was strengthened,

concerning, for example, minimum wages, working hours, vacation time and

so forth. Labor force unionization played in an important part in that pro-

cess, being not only tolerated, but actively promoted by the labor law in

many countries (Standing, 1999, 2010). The employees were seen as a vul-

nerable party in their relationship with the employers, and therefore required

collectively organized protection. Such protection was actively guided by the

process of collective bargaining through tripartite arrangements, which in-

cluded the representatives of the state, the employers and the employees. On

the transnational level, the advancement of the labor-oriented provisions was

championed by the International Labor Organization (ILO), which played a

key role in proliferating common labor norms throughout the world (Lillie,

2013).

In accord with the Keynesian paradigm, public utilities, especially those

exhibiting the properties of natural monopolies, such as railways, electricity

providers or telephone companies, came to be publicly owned. These services

were operating on state subsidies stemming from direct taxation. Such orga-

nizations usually had high unionization levels, provided strong employment

security and were oriented towards long-term full-time jobs. They served

as instruments to boost employment, which led to an increase of the public

sector share in the economy and due to a highly bureaucratic nature of such

organizations, became characterized by increasing rigidity.

Same bureaucratization was to some extent characteristic for the firms

in the private sector as well. Organizational size was seen as a benefit to

the economic survival of the company; the bureaucratic hierarchy was the

prevailing organizational type, both normatively and statistically. Job se-

curity was instrumental in cementing the production relationships in that

structure, whereas in exchange workers accepted an imposition of multiple

labor controls.

Typical working arrangements of the era embodied the principles of Tay-

lorism and Fordism (Lipietz, 1997; Standing, 1999). Industrial technology

supported mass production of standardized goods on a large scale. Stan-

dardized principles and techniques of production were implemented, inspired
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by the scientific management of the former paradigm, and the combination

of extensive controls and high wages within the latter. All in all, the social

compact of the era was this: employers bore the entrepreneurial risk and re-

ceived a disproportional share of income for this; at the same time, employees

enjoyed security and in return showed loyalty towards the firm and accepted

a great deal of control imposed on the work process (Standing, 2010, p. 37).

This context defined the prevailing career type of the Golden Age, both in

the sense of being widespread and bearing a sign of success in the working life.

The type in question is the so-called traditional career, where employees stay

within one or two employing organizations throughout the entirety of their

working lives (Sullivan, 1999). It was embedded in the long-term relationship

between the company and the worker, where loyalty was expected from both

parties (Barbieri, 2009; Bidwell, 2013; Rousseau, 1995).

While some scholars refer to this era of stability and prosperity with an

undertone of nostalgia, its allure was in fact limited by several rather severe

drawbacks that have to a great extent precipitated its internal crises and

subsequently its demise (Cappelli, 1999; Lipietz, 1997; Roobeek, 1987). It

is due to these drawbacks that Standing (2010) referred to this time period

as the ‘era of fictitious decommodification’, implying that the link between

the market and the labor was weakened only selectively, depending on labor

force participation and excluding many workers from this deal entirely.

Most conspicuously, this exclusion has concerned women (McDowell, 1991).

The Golden Age of full employment was based on a pronounced paternalistic

and gendered distribution of work, where women took responsibility for the

household and the children, while men earned the family wage. The partic-

ipation of women in labor unions was often impeded, and their possibilities

for career advancements and training were usually limited. This situation

implied a subordinate position for many women, who largely remained out-

side the industrial citizenship model and as consequence did not enjoy the

security that it entailed.

The extensive regulation of the production process (including the labor

market) under the industrial citizenship model has produced much economic

rigidity, making it difficult for the national economies to quickly adapt to the

11



changes and compete in the globalizing markets (Lovering, 2009). For the

Western European countries, this phenomenon has been often referred to as

Eurosclerosis (e.g., Barbieri, 2009). This rigidity was attributed by the critics

of Fordism not only to the level of the firm, with its highly bureaucratized

hierarchical organization, but also to the level of the national economies,

especially in the countries with high unionization levels, tripartite bargaining,

comprehensive wage and labor protection.

The work career, while owing its relative security to the long-term re-

lational embeddedness within the employing organization, was plagued by

several stifling issues arising from the configuration of the labor process spe-

cific to the era (Standing, 2010). One, the bureaucratized organizational

structure fostered the development of the political skill required to climb the

promotional ladder, at the expense of the occupational development. Ca-

reerism paid off, craftsmanship often did not, which could generate stress

and eat away at career authenticity. Two, the important work elements we

praise highly today, creativity and originality, were often in conflict with the

bureaucratic organizational norms, which encouraged conformity and penal-

ized any kind of deviance. Finally, organizational borders and ‘trade secrets’

often curbed any thorough and meaningful participation in broader occu-

pational communities, thus limiting the communication conductive to the

occupational development. Overcoming the constrictive organizational influ-

ence became later a major theme in the legitimization of new employment

arrangements (cf. infra).

In the retrospect, the increase of labor security during the Golden Age

came at the cost of the deep-seated gender inequality, rising labor costs, im-

peded labor mobility, and labor market rigidity in many European countries.

The decommodification of labor that took the form of the lower dependence

on wages due to the compensation through welfare insurance transfers, was

realized only for a part of the labor force and entailed a range of stultifying

labor controls as the price for long-term security (Gorz, 1999). This way

of organizing work depended largely on containment within semi-closed na-

tional economies, and started to crumble under the pressures of the nascent

globalization, increasing international competition and the introduction of
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new technologies.

2.2 The shift towards post-Fordism

Prior to delving into an exposition of the shift from Fordism to post-Fordism,

a few qualifying remarks are in order. As Macdonald (1991) notes, the liter-

ature on the said shift is extremely multifaceted, spanning many disciplines

and schools of thought (see also Hirst and Jonathan, 1991). As a conse-

quence, there exist many debates regarding the continuity of the change

(Amin, 2011b), the extent of the change (Lovering, 2009), or even the use and

the meaning of the relevant terminology (e.g. post-Fordism vs. neo-Fordism)

(Amin, 2011b; Gottfried, 1995; Macdonald, 1991). Most perspectives share

the view that the 1970s were marked by a crisis of Fordism, yet each takes

a different viewpoint to explain and characterize the transition towards the

later socio-economic form. Some authors, e.g., Milberg and Winkler (2010),

postulate that there were two waves of developments after the Fordist era:

one associated with labor market deregulation, welfare state erosion, and

neoliberalization; and the other with financialization (cf. infra) and global-

ization. Fully unpacking these debates and nuances falls outside the scope of

this thesis. In this section, several historical lines of the development towards

post-Fordism, that are pertinent to our analyses, will be sketched in order to

motivate the general line of subsequent empirical inquiry.

The Fordist socio-economic paradigm started to tumble down around the

late 1970s. Accounts in the literature diverge as to what was the exact trig-

ger of the transformation. Some attribute the shift to the (re)surfacing of

the (neo)liberal economic thinking which has attacked the pillars of Keyne-

sianism and changed the tide of the public policy (Harvey, 2011). Others

blame the economic stagnation, high inflation rates and the oil crisis of 1973

(Amin, 2011b; Harvey, 1991; Gottfried, 1995). Yet others claim that the

basis for the transformation lies in the technological revolution in the area

of communication, computers and transportation (Elam, 2011; Reich, 2008).

Many authors posited the existence of inherent contradictions in the capi-

talist economies that result in its periodic crises (e.g., Hirst and Jonathan,
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1991; Lipietz, 1997; Roobeek, 1987)

Whatever the initial trigger of the shift was, a host of processes has

unfolded that has led to a more global, flexible economy with a high degree of

competitiveness, innovation and fluidity. Many have argued that this ‘new’

economy has led to a drop in labor security (see e.g. Beck, 2000; Muffels,

2008; Sennett, 1998; Standing, 2011) and an increase in inequality, in terms

of wage and stability of the working arrangements (Barbieri, 2009), resulting

in new stratification mechanisms resembling the dual labor market structure

(Hudson, 2007; Kalleberg, 2003, 2009).

2.2.1 Technological changes

The technological breakthroughs that have occurred in the second half of the

20th century are, perhaps, the least disputed aspect of the new economy.

Advancements in international transports and ICT were major factors that

gave an impetus to the new economy (Reich, 2008), both allowing and ne-

cessitating innovations in production and distributions (Macdonald, 1991).

Advancements in semiconductors and integrated circuits led the revolution

in computing. Both the price and the size of the computer were drastically

reduced, allowing the technology to diffuse to organizations and individu-

als. A military project, ARPANET, became one of the most groundbreaking

innovations of our time, the Internet. In the transport sector, the use of

standard containers has led to an impressive drop in transportation costs,

which were further improved by the decreasing weight of the goods due to

use of new materials, such as polymers.

These technological steps have spurred multiple economic evolutions (Castells,

2010; Reich, 2008). First, they have led to a sharper international competi-

tion through opening new markets to both suppliers and consumers. Second,

they have enabled new flexible modes of production, e.g. by using production

lines that did not require hardware changes to accommodate new goods. The

introduction of new technologies enabled the economies of scope (Hirst and

Jonathan, 1991), which enabled smaller enterprises to enter the market and

compete with larger organizations more easily, undermining the dominant
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position of the latter. Third, the technological advancements have ended

the dominance of standardized mass production (Gottfried, 1995), ushering

the era of flexible specialization (cf. infra). Fourth, the new technology en-

abled the extreme mobility of capital, the latter flowing from one side of

the world to another in matter of seconds (Castells, 2010). In the end, the

use of the new technologies, along with the deregulation of the markets (in-

cluding financial and labor), flexibilization of the production, distribution

and consumption processes (including the flexibilization of labor), have pro-

vided at least a partial answer to the ‘stagflation’ crisis of the late Fordist

period (Gorz, 1999). Castells (2010) underscores the fundamental difference

between the existence of a mondial economy prior to the described technolog-

ical breakthroughs and the new globalized economy. He posited that while

capital accumulation has been occurring throughout the world since the 16th

century, the capacity to produce as one unit in real time on a planetary scale

is distinctively new; it was the result of new technologies interacting with

markets, policies, organizations and legislation.

2.2.2 International division of labor and economic glob-

alization

Gorz (1999) and Harvey (1991) have both argued that the crises of the Fordist

system in the early 1970s were solved by expanding to external, international

markets, utilizing them both to produce and to sell goods. There are many

accounts of this expansion (see, e.g., Castells, 2010; Harvey, 2011; Martell,

2010; Reich, 2008). We must note that of primary interest to the subject of

career studies is the increase of international competition and the new econ-

omy in the sense that Castells (2010) ascribes to it: a real-time coordinated

production process on a mondial scale. To put it more formally, this thesis

is concerned with two of the four dimensions of globalization discerned by

Giddens (2003): world capitalist economy and international division of labor.

The shift towards post-Fordism was accompanied by a large-scale in-

ternational redistribution in production of goods, especially those requiring

labor-intensive manufacturing, a process that has been termed the new inter-
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national division of labor (Schoenberger, 1988). In essence, manufacturing

has increasingly moved to regions where labor costs were lower than in the

developed countries, the huge potential reserve of low-paid and disciplined

workers was present, and labor protection (e.g. unionization) was weak or

non-existent in practice. More recently, the developing countries have them-

selves became major independent industrial producers, thus shedding some

of initial connection with the North, as well as the control by it (Charnock

and Starosta, 2016). The new technologies enabled the creation of flexible

and elaborate global supply chains. East Asia emerged as a new powerful

economy, alongside the United States, United Kingdom and continental Eu-

rope. Developing countries have increased their share of global industrial

output from 15% in 1970 to 28% in 2002 (United Nations, 2016). By 2014,

it increased to more than half; developing Asian countries accounted for two

thirds of this increase. A related aspect concerned the marked shift towards

the service economy (tertiarization) in most advanced economies (Schettkat

and Yocarini, 2006). Given the increase in knowledge-intensive production in

the service sector (European Commission, 2015), many authors have argued

that this shift has created a growth in inequality between higher educated

and highly skilled workers and those with lower educational and skill levels

(Acemoglu, 2002; Autor et al., 2006; Autor, 2011; Fernández-Maćıas, 2012;

Goos et al., 2014). In the context of the flexibilizing economy, the latter

group is at a higher risk of employment in lower quality, lower wage, and

lower security jobs (Muffels and Luijkx, 2008). Castells (2010) postulates

that this division is structural due to the nature of knowledge economy, re-

sulting in a reproduction of the dual labor market (see also Hudson, 2007)

and an increase in inequality among workers (Fernández-Maćıas, 2012; Kalle-

berg, 2012; Kalleberg and Marsden, 2015; Streeck, 2014). Gorz (1999) offers

similar reasoning, albeit with an emphasis on the control and autonomy of

labor. Some authors have noted that the international division of labor

has increasingly affected labor at all educational levels (Milberg and Win-

kler, 2010), with an additional polarization dynamic between various worker

strata (Kalleberg, 2012).

International division of labor and the relocation of industrial jobs have
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been at the root of invasive organizational restructurings, downsizings, de-

layerings, and layoffs (the terms sharing a large portion of their respective

meanings) aimed to bring firms in line with the principles of ‘lean organiza-

tion’ (Cascio, 1993). A large body of business literature is devoted to the

‘correct’ ways of organizational restructuring, as well as its consequences.

These processes have marked the break with the loyalty-based psychological

contract between employers and employees (Rousseau, 1995), and have en-

trenched a growing feeling of insecurity among many workers (Allen, 1997;

Turnbull and Wass, 2000).

The global nature of production in real-time, along with the liberalization

of trade, finance and often labor, has intensified the competition between in-

dividual workers, organizations and countries. According to Harvey (1991),

such intensification is inherent to the capitalist system in the context of lib-

eralization and deregulation, and is driven by its search for profit, inciting

technological and organizational dynamism along with innovation and expan-

sion. Reich (2008) provides an encompassing account of how international

competition, fueled by the technological advancements outlined above, has

led to devaluation of goods and services. Under fierce competition, firms are

motivated to optimize their supply chains in order to deliver the best deal

for the final customer (also see Castells, 2010). Cheap airline tickets, acces-

sible electronic devices and attractive prices clothing are example outcomes

of this process, enabling us as consumers to get better deals in our purchases

as the result. The downside of the intensive international competition is,

according to Reich and many other authors (see, e.g., Barbieri, 2009; Beck,

2000; Kalleberg et al., 2000; Kalleberg, 2012; Standing, 1999, 2010; Tregaskis

et al., 1998) that the same downward pressure applies to labor. Competitive

forces, coupled with the impetus to increase shareholder value (cf. infra),

have provided ample incentive to cut on labor costs in various ways, de-

pending on the institutional context (see DiPrete and Eirich, 2006): e.g., by

reducing real wages, cutting benefits, switching to flexible contractual forms

and non-standard employment. As the result of this process, argues Reich,

we have benefitted as consumers, but only at the cost of increased insecurity

for us as workers.
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2.2.3 Financialization of the economy

A related phenomenon that also affected the level of economic competition, is

the financialization of the economy (Palley, 2016). Krippner (2005) defines

financialization as a “pattern of accumulation in which profits accrue pri-

marily through financial channels rather than through trade and commodity

production” (p. 174). She argues that the weight of finance in the overall

economy is reflected not only in the expansion of banks, brokerage houses,

financial companies and similar institutions, but also in the behavior of non-

financial firms (also see Milberg and Winkler, 2010). The profitability crisis

of the 1970s (cf. supra) has motivated such firms, confronted with the labor

movement on one hand, and with increasing international competitive pres-

sure on the other, to withdraw capital from production and to divert it to

financial markets. Cutler and Waine (2001) add that while the importance

of financial criteria as key mode of evaluating corporate performance grew,

non-financial criteria became increasingly marginal in their importance. Con-

sistent with such marginalization, the emphasis on the role of corporations

as a means of generating shareholder value grew.

Financialization has installed the principle of shareholder value maximiza-

tion as the prevalent corporate governance model (Lazonick and O’Sullivan,

2000). This principle entails that corporations should be primarily run in

the interest of shareholders (OECD, 1999), and not stakeholders (Cutler and

Waine, 2001), thus introducing a dynamic that facilitated the unhinging of

the relatively stable relationships between management and labor typical

for the Fordist era (Reich, 2008). The focus on shareholder value involved

a set of organizational practices that significantly reshaped organizations,

work, and employment (Goldstein, 2012). Restructuring organizations as

‘lean and mean’ was in line with the ideology of shareholder value maxi-

mization, resulting in all sorts of layoffs, mergers, automatization efforts and

similar practices (see also Kalleberg, 2011). Reich (2008) notes that such

practices were often closely linked to corporate stock value, offensives on the

labor being generally well received in financial markets. Shareholder value

ideology has fostered the emphasis on short-term economical thinking, of-
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ten emphasizing immediate gain over long-term sustainability. Finally, it

can be said that the impact of the shareholder value ideology on labor was

exacerbated by the fact that the capital could move with astonishing ease

(cf. supra) to businesses with higher profit margins. As a result, managers

came to be under increasing pressure to implement organizational practices

generally unfavorable to labor (Thompson, 2013; Standing, 2010). Kalleberg

(2012) posits a similar thesis, noting that financialization of the economy

has served as an impetus for the creation of low-wage and precarious jobs.

He argues that the greater mobility of capital has diverted corporate profits

away from investments in human capital, innovation and other sources of

future productivity to dividends and share buybacks.

2.2.4 Decline of union power and market deregulation

The cornerstone of the Fordist era was the system of collective bargaining,

usually in a tripartite arrangement (Standing, 2010). This system was based

on the relatively strong power of labor unions, which was often entrenched in

labor market regulations. In the new economy, the power of unions began to

decline, not only in the Anglo-Saxon countries (Acemoglu et al., 2001), but

also, to a varying degree, in Continental Europe (Bryson et al., 2011; Ebbing-

haus and Visser, 1999; Vachon et al., 2016). This decline has been attributed

to a number of reasons, including economic, cultural and institutional factors

(Ebbinghaus and Visser, 1999). Cultural shifts towards greater individual-

ism have also undermined the legitimacy and the effectiveness of collective

solutions (Kalleberg, 2011). With the general decline of labor union impact

on production relationships, the protection they offered to workers has also

waned, markedly so in countries with weaker labor regulation, such as the US

(Reich, 2008). There are studies linking the decline of unions to a number of

outcomes undesirable for labor, such as decline in relative wages and tenure,

work intensification, stricter managerial controls, growing income inequality,

and a proliferation of non-standard working arrangements (Bidwell, 2013;

Heery and Abbott, 2000; Western and Rosenfeld, 2011).

A parallel development pertains to the erosion of the welfare state pro-
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tection and its re-orientation towards activation. Also here there is variation

between states (Rudra, 2002), yet the general trend is towards trimming so-

cial protection (Standing, 2010). As societies are aging, and the budgetary

pressure of pension systems increases, policy efforts have been made to in-

crease the retirement age, privatize retirement schemes, and to limit the

amount of benefits in various manners, e.g., by restricting indexation, in-

creasing contribution rates, or adjusting in the initial pension benefits for

new retirees (OECD, 2015). Similar trends can be observed for unemploy-

ment protection. Unemployment protection has often been a popular target

of various austerity measures, the general trend being towards means- and

behavior-tested selective social assistance (Clasen and Clegg, 2006; King-

fisher, 2013; Standing, 1999, 2010; Van Berkel, 2010). The weakening of

unemployment protection was exacerbated by a more structural nature of

unemployment, where workers at the lower strata of the labor market were

affected twice: through higher risk of unemployment and a lower ability to

build sufficient protection rights through labor market participation (Clasen

and Clegg, 2011).

2.2.5 Neoliberal ideology

The massive socio-economic transformations in the post-Fordist era have re-

ceived ideological support from neoliberalism — a late twentieth century

revival of laissez-faire economic liberalism. The word ‘ideology’ is used here

not in its most primitive Marxist understanding as a set of false explanations

that distorts reality in favor of the ruling class. Rather, the term is used in

the sense that Boltanski and Chiapello (2005) ascribe to it, namely “a set

of shared beliefs, inscribed in institutions, bound up with actions and hence

anchored in reality” (p. 3). Functioning as an ideology in this sense, neolib-

eralism emphasizes some aspects of reality, e.g. individualism or free market

efficiency, and de-emphasizes others, such as market failures or the negative

effects of competition (Duggan, 2012). Most importantly, however, it tends

to present its own underpinnings as the only natural order of things (cf. fa-

mous Thatcher’s “There is no alternative”), at the same time masking the
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contradictions of the capitalist accumulation regime, e.g., those manifested

in recent financial crises (Harvey, 2011; McDowell, 2004).

It must be stated in advance, that neoliberalism is not a neatly defined

phenomenon (Jessop, 2002). Rather, it has a complex intellectual history

spanning many schools of thought. Mirowski and Plehwe (2009) note, for

example, that despite its stereotypical link with neoclassical economy, ne-

oliberalism has also been associated with interdisciplinary Austrian and or-

doliberal German/Swiss traditions, which are at odds with neoclassical ortho-

doxy. They add that the very term itself is subject to intellectual tradition:

what is neoliberal to a European scholar, would easily be termed as ‘neocon-

servative’ in the US. Moreover, the term has more often been used by the

(predominantly left-wing) critics of the new economic order than by those

actually identifying with neoliberalism (Evans and Sewell, 2013). Harvey

(2011) makes a distinction between neoliberalism as theory and neoliberal-

ism as practice, and posits a substantial degree of variation in the latter and

often its contradiction with the former. In other words, the practical imple-

mentation of neoliberal ideas depends on the specific institutional context

and the constellation of political powers in a specific region. Nevertheless,

the main tenets of neoliberal theory have been well entrenched in many life

domains, including science and academia (Davies, 2014; McDowell, 2004).

Let us outline the most important of those tenets that resonate with the

way mainstream career theory conceptualizes changes occurring in the labor

market.

First and above all else, neoliberalism elevates free and competitive mar-

kets to the centerpiece status, emphasizing their welfare optimization capa-

bilities (Evans and Sewell, 2013). Hayek, one of the key thinkers of neoliber-

alism, argues in his famous work ‘The Road to Serfdom’ (2009), that govern-

ment intervention (e.g., in the form of planning) that impedes competition,

spells disaster for the freedom of individuals. Markets based on private prop-

erty and unfettered competition, without any external intervention, should

guarantee a society free of power abuse by a dictator or the state. Another

major intellectual within the neoliberal tradition, Milton Friedman, similarly

attacks Keynesianism and market regulation in his famous book ‘Capitalism
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and Freedom’, postulating that competitive capitalism and free markets are

a crucial pre-condition to political freedom, i.e. the very democracy itself.

Both thinkers converge on the idea that any intervention in the operation

of competitive markets is undesirable (even though in rare exceptions some

are tolerable). Interventions or any kind of central planning would lead to

an accumulation of power by institutions or specific individuals, which could

lead to dangerous consequences, as dire as communism or fascism. Friedman

(2009, p. 14) writes:

So long as effective freedom of exchange is maintained, the central

feature of the market organization of economic activity is that it

prevents one person from interfering with another in respect of

most of his activities.

In line with its emphasis on competitive free markets, neoliberalism extols

entrepreneurship, self-reliance and individualism (Evans and Sewell, 2013).

All three features are particularly interesting in our case, as all of them

are reflected, as we will demonstrate, in the mainstream discourse about

contemporary careers.

Neoliberalism essentially sees both markets and society as being com-

prised of a multitude of individuals, none of whom have the capacity to

influence the invisible hand of the market operation. McDowell (2004, p.

146) writes:

Freed from constraints, individuals will be able to act as free and

rational agents, making and remaking employment choices, pro-

ducing a flexible portfolio in which maximizing individual choice

is possible, and so increasing individual autonomy.

As theory, neoliberalism vehemently opposes the formation of structures

that interfere with market operation, and asserts the moral primacy of the

person against the claims of any social collectivity (Thorsen, 2010). Typical

for neoliberalism is methodological individualism (Filip, 2012), an approach

that implies that all supra-individual formations can be reduced to actions
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and motivations of individuals. As a consequence, neoliberalism places the

ultimate responsibility for their own well-being on individuals (whether or

not corporately organized). Duggan (2012) argues that privatization and

the emphasis on personal responsibility, key concepts that link the culture

of neoliberalism with its economic theory, are responsible for the transfer

of wealth and decision-making from public bodies to much less accountable

private organizations. In a similar fashion, the risks and costs of both social

and economic nature are also transferred on the shoulders of individuals,

leading to erosion of solidarity and the rise of inequality (aslo see Harvey,

2011, pp. 70-81). Personal failure is often seen as personal failing in this

context, and the victim is usually to blame.

As a policy paradigm, neoliberalism has been closely linked to the so-

called Washington Consensus (Evans and Sewell, 2013; Williamson, 2016),

a set of recommendations for developing countries designed to foster eco-

nomic growth. The Washington consensus has been the dominant approach

since the early 1980s, actively propagated by the stabilization and structural

adjustment policies of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World

Bank (Gore, 2000). The recommendations in question include, among oth-

ers, strengthening fiscal discipline, redirecting expenditure from politically

sensitive areas towards fields with high economic returns, financial and trade

liberalization (cf. supra), privatization (e.g. of state enterprises), and dereg-

ulation. Washington Consensus has been subject to much critique (see, e.g.,

Gore, 2000; Stiglitz and Schoenfelder, 2003). Many have argued that the pro-

gram motivated by Washington Consensus has largely failed to achieve its

goals in many countries, at the same time introducing various social prob-

lems such growing poverty and income inequality (Lopes, 2012). The un-

conditional mainstream belief in the free market operation has also rather

faltered after the financial crisis in 2008.
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Chapter 3

Flexibilization of the economy

and labor relations

Flexibilization was one of the most pervasive strategies, which, in line with

the neoclassical economical paradigm, was mobilized as a response to the

unemployment and stagflation of the Fordist era (Pollert, 1988b). Macdon-

ald (1991) notes that academic literature sets out flexibility to be the key

defining feature of the new economy. It is therefore not surprising that the

flexibilization of labor was perceived as an important answer to the economic

crises of the late Fordist era (Kalleberg, 2001).

3.1 Pivotal theories of flexibilization

3.1.1 Theory of flexible specialization

On a higher level of theoretical abstraction, flexibilization can be situated

within the confines of the flexible specialization theory (Piore and Sabel,

1984), which represents one of the most important schools of thought dealing

with the changes in the post-Fordist era (Amin, 2011b). As an aside, it should

be noted that other theories of post-Fordism, such as regulation school, also

emphasize the commitment to flexibility in the context of the new economy

(Jessop, 1992).

The central postulate of the flexible specialization approach pertains to
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the distinction between mass production and ‘craft’ production (or flexible

specialization) as technological paradigms or ideal-typical models of indus-

trial efficiency (Hirst and Jonathan, 1991). Essentially, mass production

implied the large batch production of standardized commodities with the

use of semi-skilled labor. Within this production framework, uncertainty is

minimized and the pace of change is slow. Flexible specialization, in con-

trast, focuses on permanent innovation and an adaptation to constant change

imposed externally (Macdonald, 1991). Requirements for skill qualifications

should generally be increased due to the variability in output, according to

the original theory. The latter proposition has been strongly challenged in

subsequent literature (Brown et al., 2003; Macdonald, 1991).

The flexible specialization approach asserts that both production paradigms

have co-existed since the ninetieth century, without exhibiting an inherent su-

periority of one over the other in terms of either technology or efficiency. Nev-

ertheless, in rare moments in history, one paradigm can limit the other and

become a prevailing international standard, without vanquishing its counter-

part altogether. Such moments would be conditioned on the emergence of a

stark choice between competing technologies and markets (Amin, 2011b), as

well as on the interaction between technology, institutions and politics (Hirst

and Jonathan, 1991). In other words, the dominance of a certain paradigm

is not a technological or scientific inevitability (Piore and Sabel, 1984), but

rather an outcome of a complex process involving many facets of social and

economic life.

The theory postulates that during the 1970s a shift towards the flexible

specialization has occurred. The shift was rooted in the crisis of the Fordist

production system, as well as an answer to a growing demand for customized

goods and the increasing international competition. The shift was also en-

abled by the nascent technologies, as discussed above.

It is important to note that the original flexible specialization theory con-

tained largely positive undertones in its implications for labor (Macdonald,

1991). Lovering (2009) comments on this as follows:

For its enthusiasts, ... flexible specialization ... was a desirable
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model for the construction of an entirely new system of produc-

tion and consumption. It unleashed the creativity and collabo-

rative capacities of the workforce which the dismal routines of

Fordism had long suppressed. Instead of a mass force engaged in

boring routine tasks and earning institutionally set incomes from

rigidly prescribed Taylorist work, post-Fordist competitiveness

required a dynamic and flexible labor force able to make con-

stant active contributions to ensure ceaseless innovations to both

products and process. Rather than relying for their careers on

a stock of established technical skills, workers would increasingly

need to create new careers by nurturing the skills of adaptability

and the ability and willingness to contribute their creativity and

imagination to work teams (p. 235).

The emphasis on the liberation from routine and on the fostering of cre-

ativity in the context of the new economy was quickly embraced by man-

agement literature and was readily touted as a benefit and a motivation

for the workers to participate in the new production system (Boltanski and

Chiapello, 2005). Critical authors have focused on the discourse concerning

the liberation from rigid bureaucratic structures, strict managerial control

on one hand, and the extolment of the virtues of universal self-development,

transgression of organizational boundaries, genuine autonomy, entrepreneur-

ship, and an exposure to multiple cultural and professional environments on

the other. Boltanski and Chiapello (2005) trace this discourse in manage-

ment literature, finding its explosive emergence in the post-Fordist era. They

contrast this ‘liberation’ discourse with the pre-1970s tone in the same lit-

erature, namely that of security and predictable career development within

stable and controlling organizations. They argue that this discourse can

easily serve as an ideological instrument to provide legitimation for flexible

capitalism by building a consensus around the shared values of individual

freedom and development, at the same time masking the insecurity and the

deteriorating working conditions (also see Beck, 2000; Sennett, 1998). Gorz

(1999) postulated that post-Fordism contains both the liberation aspect and
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“the regression towards a total subjugation and quasi-vassaldom of the very

person of the worker” (p. 32). He argues that while creativity and individual

freedom can be exercised, this can occur only within the confines defined by

the market. That delineation of the limits of creativity and freedom goes

hand in hand, according to Gorz, with an internalization of ideology that

presents individual adaptability and self-selling as a natural law.

It is not difficult to argue that the very same positivity with an empha-

sis on freedom and creative self-realization has entered the discourse about

contemporary careers (Arnold and Cohen, 2008), possessing a dangerous po-

tential to serve as an ideological vehicle to steer the focus away from the “neg-

ative and shadowy” aspects of careers and thus avoiding a fair and holistic

representation thereof (see Baruch and Vardi, 2016; Roper et al., 2010).

3.1.2 The flexible firm model

The seminal book of Piore and Sabel became highly influential in labor lit-

erature; rivaled perhaps only by the work of John Atkinson at the Institute

for Manpower Studies in England (Macdonald, 1991). The two streams of

literature initiated by Piore and Sabel and Atkinson operate on different lev-

els of theoretical abstraction, but are nevertheless related in their discussion

of flexibility (Pollert, 1988a). The central proposition of Atkinson’s theory

was the flexible firm model (Atkinson, 1994). This model, despite some

criticism (see Kalleberg, 2001), has gained much popularity in the discourse

about and the practice of organizational flexibility (Pollert, 1988b). Atkin-

son outlined several impetuses for the Fordist economies to change, including

the economic recession, market stagnation and low growth levels, technolog-

ical change, and restructuring of working time. Flexibility was seen as a

key component to the economic growth in this context. A distinction was

made between different forms of flexibility. Numerical flexibility referred to

the ability to rapidly change the number of workers deployed at any given

moment, based on specific labor demand. One way to achieve this form of

flexibility was to allow employers a greater freedom to hire and fire at will.

Another way entailed a change in the contractual relationship towards tem-
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porary contracts, outsourcing, etc. Functional flexibility referred to a quick

and smooth redeployment of employees between activities and tasks.

The flexible firm model involved “the breakup of the orthodox hierarchi-

cal structure of the firm in such a way that radically different employment

policies can be pursued for different groups of worker[s]” (Atkinson, 1994, p.

15). The distinction was made between the core workers and periphery work-

ers. The core group is comprised of full-time permanent career employees on

one hand, with full access to career opportunities within the organization,

training, higher levels of remuneration and labor protection. Such workers

possess skills and experience that is essential to the firm and is not readily

replaceable. These workers obtain relatively high job security at the cost

of accepting functional flexibility in the short term (e.g., working in various

project-based roles) and in the long term (e.g., re-training). The organiza-

tional periphery is further subdivided into first and second peripheral groups,

along with eventual external groups. The first peripheral group is still com-

prised of full-time employees, but with limited access to career opportunities

or job security. Numerical flexibility should be easily achieved. Skill re-

quirements in this group are lower, skills are typically not firm-specific. The

second peripheral group resembles the first one, but with an addition of some

functional flexibility; maximizing flexibility while minimizing commitment to

the worker, job security, and career development (Atkinson, 1994, p. 15). Ex-

ternal group pertains to the outsourcing of the tasks that are either highly

specialized or very mundane.

Atkinson’s model has received much criticism over the years (see Pollert,

1988b,a; Procter et al., 1994, for a discussion). Main arguments concerned the

newness of labor flexibility as such, the simplistic nature of core-periphery

dualism, the prescriptive and ideological nature of the model, as well as

the absence of solid empirical support. Nevertheless, the model has without

doubt had its influence on the discourse concerning flexibility (Bradley, 2016;

Macdonald, 1991). Atkinson’s model explicitly argued for decreased labor

security for non-core workers, e.g., in terms of reduced training opportunities,

diminished career prospects, and higher turnover; aiming to achieve rapid

numerical adjustments to product market uncertainty.
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3.2 Non-standard employment: a common flex-

ibilization strategy

Labor flexibilization was not a purely theoretical call, it represents a major

dynamic in many labor markets. One of the most prominent literatures on

numerical flexibility pertains to the study of so-called atypical employment,

alternatively referred to as contingent employment, or non-standard employ-

ment relationship (De Cuyper et al., 2014; Kalleberg et al., 2000; Kalleberg,

2000; Kalleberg and Marsden, 2015).

There is some discussion as to what the exact definitional boundaries of

atypical employment are (Kalleberg and Marsden, 2015). Most scholars agree

that the standard employment relationship can serve as a contrast for the

definition of its non-standard counterpart. The standard employment rela-

tionship refers to permanent full-time employment with a single employer, in

the context of a permanent employment contract, work occurring on a preset

schedule, usually at the employer’s place of business. Atypical employment

forms are then usually conceptualized as deviations from this standard. The

contrast makes sense from a historical perspective, as the standard employ-

ment relationship constituted the cornerstone of the Fordist era, and came

to be under pressure in the post-Fordist period from the plethora of factors

outlined above. Part-time work is particularly problematic in respect to its

categorization, as, depending on exact circumstances, it can be classified as

being closer to standard employment or closer to atypical. Therefore some

authors exclude part-time work from the domain of atypical employment.

In line with both flexibility-related theories outlined above, most schol-

ars note a general increase in the use of atypical employment forms, albeit

with a lot of variation per country and per industry (e.g., de Grip et al.,

1997; Buschoff and Protsch, 2008; Kalleberg, 2011). Differences between

more and less regulated labor markets, such as in Western Europe and the

US, methodological inconsistencies and business cycle fluctuations make it

difficult to pinpoint the exact extent of the transformation of employment re-

lationships towards destandardization (Kalleberg, 2001). At the same time,

tracing the trends pertaining to atypical employment is essential, as they
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serve as proxy to the dynamic of labor insecurity in general, which is more

difficult to measure directly (Kalleberg, 2011).

Thus, de Grip et al. (1997) report an increase in part-time and temporary

employment in EU between 1985 and 1995, with an increase in Spain, Nether-

lands, France; and a decrease in Greece, Portugal and Denmark. These data

illustrate that the movement towards flexibilization was far from being ho-

mogeneous, and to a large extent depended on national institutions as well

as social and economic settings (cf. Green and Livanos, 2015). The national

variation in flexibility of the labor relationships can be assumed to transpose

on the level of career, meaning that changes in career structure sprouting

from these changes are virtually bound to exhibit the same national varia-

tion.

Hevenstone (2010) reports, based on OECD and Eurostat data until 2006,

that the biggest increases in atypical employment have occurred in the 1980s,

with little subsequent change. Part-time and fixed-term work have increased

slowly in Western Europe, while self-employment has declined on average.

Also here national variation plays a role, fixed-term employment declined

in Ireland and Norway in the stated period, and grew rapidly in Poland

and Portugal. Part-time work has increased in most countries, Germany in

particular, with the exception of Iceland and the US.

Riso (2010) confirms, based on European Labor Force Survey data be-

tween 1990 and 2005, a growth in temporary employment in the majority of

the EU countries. The report also suggests the emergence of a skill divide

in the labor force, where temporary employment forms are often associated

with low-qualified and low-quality jobs, with limited access to training and

poor career prospects (the connection in line with Atkinson’s model).

Garz (2013) carries out an analysis of the German labor market from the

perspective of dual labor market theory. His results suggest the existence of

the secondary labor market that differs from its primary counterpart in terms

of higher share of lower paid, non-standard jobs and an over-presentation of

female, less qualified and less experienced employees. The study also suggests

that the secondary segment can be used by firms to adjust to demand fluc-

tuations, since short-term transitions between this sector and unemployment
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or inactivity were more frequent than in the primary labor market segment.

Moreover, after labor market reforms implemented around 2003 and 2005,

the share of workers in the secondary sector has slightly increased, together

with flexibility of labor.

Gregg and Gardiner (2015) make use of more recent data following the

2008 economic crisis to trace similar changes in the UK. They report a rapid

increase in involuntary temporary and part-time work between 2008 and

2012, with only a slight recovery afterwards, despite the recovery of the

economy. The use of zero-hour contracts grew sharply after 2012, though

still covering a relatively small proportion of workers by 2014, slightly above

2%. They note that the increased use of this contract type continued despite

the economic upswing, which suggests a structural use of this arrangement in

respect to numerical flexibility. Finally, the authors report a growth in other

atypical employment forms, such as agency work, commission-based work,

and fixed-term contracts. They conclude that these changes might signal

slight but structural shifts that may contribute to a worsening of employment

conditions and labor security in certain niches of the labor market.

For Belgium, Herremans et al. (2015) trace the relation of the temporary

work use (including fixed-term contracts, agency work, student work, and

seasonal work) to the fluctuations of the economic cycle. Temporary work

use increased from 5.3% of the labor force in 1983 to 9.5% in 1999, and

subsequently decreased to 6.6% in 2013, exhibiting movements related to the

business cycle in between. Temporary work is especially prevalent in younger

worker groups (15-24 years old), fluctuating just under 30% between 1999 and

2013 for this stratum. The authors note that the use of temporary work is

relatively underused in Belgium in comparison with the EU-15. Part-time

work, on the other hand, increased at an almost steady rate from 7.4% in 1983

to 24.6% in 2013, slightly surpassing the European average. Working at home

has also grew in popularity, from 6.5% in 1993 to 14.4% in 2013. Temporal

flexibility forms exhibit a differential dynamic, night work, evening work shift

work have decreased in use, while weekend work has gained popularity.

Schmid (2010) reports, based on Eurostat and Labor Force Survey data, a

comparison in aggregate non-standard work (including part-time work, fixed-
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term work, and self-employment) an overall trend towards increase in those

employment forms between 1998 (17.5%) and 2008 (22.3%) in EU-24 (EU-

27, excluding Bulgaria, Cyprus and Malta due to data limitations). Only in

a few countries, most pronouncedly in Latvia and Lithuania, non-standard

employment has diminished; and in a few other countries, namely the UK,

Greece, and Hungary, the situation remained unchanged in the stated pe-

riod. The report notes, in addition, that this increase is contingent on gen-

der. While for men the direction of the change is mixed and dependent on

the national context, for women there has been an increase in all but four

countries, namely Romania and the Baltic States.

Reports by the International Labor Organization (ILO) confirm the exis-

tence of substantial national variation in the prevalence of atypical employ-

ment and its growth (ILO, 2015, 2016). At the same time, a general growth in

atypical employment forms in the recent years is noted, as well as their con-

nection to lower-skilled occupational strata, in line with previously reviewed

data. The data reported in the 2016 ILO report are in line with the findings

described earlier. In general, temporary employment in the European Union

grew from about 9% in 1987 to 14.5% in 2006. Subsequently, this proportion

dropped to 13.7 in 2012 as a result of the recession, and recovered to 14%

in 2014. The recession following the 2008 economic crisis has also led to an

increase of involuntary temporary employment, namely workers who hold a

temporary position because they are unable to find a permanent job. In 2014,

the share of workers in involuntary temporary employment was 62.3%, of all

workers in fixed-term employment. Part-time work has increased in most

European countries between 2005 and 2014. Temporary agency work and

other forms of mediated, multi-party employment relationships grew sharply

in the final decades of the 20th century in many countries of the world. This

type of employment is regarded, according to the report, as the fastest grow-

ing form of atypical employment, although remaining restricted to a minority

of the labor force. Finally, the report notes that the standard employment

arrangement remains the dominant form.
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3.3 Consequences of labor flexibilization

Constituting a key component of European labor market policy (European

Commission, 2007a; Green and Livanos, 2015), flexibilization of labor has

spurred much heated debate about its consequences for all the actors in-

volved, including workers themselves, organizations, and policy makers. By

and large, there are two principal perspectives on labor flexibility, and atypi-

cal employment forms specifically. Crudely put, one can label them as ‘posi-

tive’ and ‘negative’ view on labor flexibility, based on the nature of respective

arguments.

In theoretical terms, one could discern both types of arguments from

the perspective of workers, employers and economies at large (de Beer et al.,

2011; ILO, 2015, 2016; Green and Livanos, 2015; Macdonald, 1991; Standing,

1999, 2010). Due to our focus on careers, we will elaborate on the individual

perspective.

Positive arguments for workers are several. First, atypical employment

forms can serve as entry points into labor market, and even standard em-

ployment at a later point. Temporary jobs can become stepping-stones into

permanent ones, enabling the employer to evaluate the employee before a

permanent hire. At the same time, workers are able to accumulate human

capital, including firm-specific skills, and broaden personal and professional

networks (de Graaf-Zijl et al., 2011). The stepping-stone argument sug-

gests that non-standard employment forms may help reduce informational

asymmetries and improve matching between jobs and candidates (Green and

Livanos, 2015).

Second, non-standard working arrangements can be beneficial in terms

of work-life balance. Temporary work, as well as part-time work, may be

preferred by some workers, especially women with children or other care

responsibilities, or workers combining employment with education or voca-

tional training (ILO, 2016; Greenhaus et al., 2008; Greenhaus and Kossek,

2014).

Third, atypical employment can be preferred because of the opportunity

of greater flexibility for the worker (Green and Livanos, 2015; Koch, 2013),

34



especially for those seeking to gain experience in multiple work contexts, ob-

tain general human capital, those seeking independence from organizational

routine. This resonates with a more general post-Fordist notion of shedding

the organizational borders and limits, thus fostering creativity and autonomy

(cf. supra).

On the other hand, there exist multiple negative arguments, generally

focused on deterioration of various forms of labor security and growth of pre-

carious work (Standing, 2011; Muffels, 2008). In line with the core-periphery

model outlined above, atypical employment has been criticized for its alleged

association with poor job stability, lower job quality, weaker labor protec-

tion, fewer possibilities for training and professional development, negative

impact on health (including burn-out and stress at work), growth of inequal-

ity, and labor market segmentation, among other risks (de Beer et al., 2011;

Eurofund, 2002; Heery and Salmon, 2000a; Garz, 2013; Green and Livanos,

2015; Kalleberg, 2009, 2011; Riso, 2010). Some authors have linked atypical

employment to the secondary labor market segment (see Leschke, 2008, pp.

36-37).

First, a counterpart for the stepping-stone hypothesis is that workers can

become trapped in dead-end low quality jobs, or keep slipping into unemploy-

ment or inactivity upon termination of these jobs (de Graaf-Zijl et al., 2011;

ILO, 2016). Empirical results are mixed in this respect. The stepping stone

hypothesis is confirmed for some countries (e.g., Denmark, Italy, and some

parts of the United States), but not others (ILO, 2016). The same ILO re-

port suggests that, in general, workers who started in a temporary job, have a

greater chance of switching between non-standard work and unemployment,

compared to workers who start in standard employment. De Graaf-Zijl et al.

(2011) add a temporal dimension to this insight, in that the chance for a tem-

porary job to exhibit a stepping-stone dynamic depends on the time spent

in the job, possibly related to an accumulation of (firm-specific) human cap-

ital. Barbieri (2009) also argues that the prevalence of the stepping-stone

mechanism over its ‘trap’ counterpart is contingent on the institutional con-

text. While for all OECD countries there is evidence of fixed-term workers

being at a higher risk of moving to unemployment compared to workers on

35



permanent contracts (highly dependent on skill level and education), there is

a lot of variation between the countries in terms of temporary-to-permanent

conversion rate (see also OECD, 2006).

Second, in terms of job quality there exists a substantial body of em-

pirical evidence connecting atypical employment to lower quality of work

(e.g. Aletraris, 2010; Esser and Olsen, 2012; Fournier et al., 2009; Fuller and

Stecy-Hildebrandt, 2014; Kalleberg et al., 2000; McGovern et al., 2004); yet

at the same time stating that atypical contracts can be beneficial for some

worker groups, e.g. self-employed, highly skilled workers, or those who are

able to leverage a non-standard job to transition into permanent employment

(Fournier et al., 2009; Simões et al., 2015). Some scholars have proposed that

a process of polarization into qualitatively ‘good’ and ‘bad’ jobs is occurring

(Fernández-Maćıas, 2012; Kalleberg, 2011).

Third, it has been noted that social protection, which in many countries,

especially in the Bismarckian central and southern European welfare states,

is predominantly based on labor market participation in the context of stan-

dard employment and long uninterrupted work careers, covers workers in

atypical jobs to a lesser extent (Barbieri, 2009; Holst and Dörre, 2013; ILO,

2016; Leschke, 2008). Koch (2013) formulates a similar thesis in regard to

employment protection, which he sees linked to lower union participation

and coverage among workers in non-standard employment. The discrepancy

between the processes of flexibilization in the post-Fordist economy on one

hand, and the national employment regulations on the other constitutes a

major challenge for the EU, especially in the context of slow economic growth,

job quality polarization and declining union density (O’Connor, 2013).

Fourth, it has been argued that job insecurity has increased for all work-

ers, but especially for those in atypical employment (Kalleberg, 2001). Job

(in)security is a concept notoriously difficult to measure directly (idem).

Economists tend to focus on indicators such as involuntary job loss, un-

employment, or tenure. Sociologists and psychologists focus more on the

subjective indicators, such as perceived job security (see also Guest, 2004, for

a discussion of objective and subjective indicators of insecurity). We have al-

ready discussed the stepping-stone hypothesis above, in respect to transitions

36



to permanent employment or unemployment. Contrary to the expectations

of many pessimistically inclined theoretical scholars, average job tenure did

not decrease in most OECD countries (Kalleberg, 2011; OECD, 2006), yet

there may be a concentration of increased turnover in labor force groups that

are overrepresented in atypical employment, thus potentially trapping a part

of them into a future of precarious employment that carries a high level of

insecurity (Barbieri, 2009). Burchell (2005) argues along the same lines that

while there may be little evidence of sharp increases in job insecurity, there is

plenty of evidence concerning its redistribution, e.g., a concentration in some

worker groups. Kalleberg (2011) reports a diverging trend for job tenure in

the US, with its increase for women, but a decline for men, especially those

with lower educational levels (cf. infra).

Tenure, however, may not be the best indicator of job (in)security, as

workers may be motivated to stay with the same employer exactly at the

times of increasing insecurity in the perceived absence of available jobs. In

terms of subjective (perceived) job insecurity, Giesecke (2009) reports a sig-

nificantly higher perception of the unemployment risk for workers in agency-

based work and those with fixed-term contracts. Part-time work had no

effect on perceived job insecurity. Kinnunen and Nätti (1994) reach a similar

conclusion, reporting a link between high perceived insecurity and tempo-

rary employment. Burgoon and Dekker (2010) provide a brief overview of

literature in this respect, concluding that temporary, part-time or other fea-

tures of flexible employment increase job insecurity; they arrive at the same

conclusion in their empirical analysis. At the same time, they note that

in spite of this, flexible employment may still provide economic benefits for

some workers. Guest (2004) provides another literature overview, and con-

cludes that while research on the subject is mixed, the majority of evidence

points towards a negative association between flexible employment and job

security. A literature overview by De Cuyper et al. (2009) suggests the same

for temporary workers specifically.

Literature suggests that flexible working arrangements have a negative

impact on wages, on the average. In theory, atypical workers may either

suffer from a wage penalty or enjoy a wage premium, in comparison with
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standard workers (ILO, 2016). Wage penalties may occur when employers

use atypical employment forms to engender organizational periphery, treat-

ing this part of the workforce as a flexible buffer against market fluctuations

(also see Giesecke, 2009). For these workers, employers may deliberately set

lower wages, reflecting the precarious nature of their position. At the same

time, flexible workers may be offered a wage premium to compensate for the

temporary nature of their contract, or to offset other undesirable characteris-

tics of such jobs. The 2016 ILO report on non-standard forms of employment

reviews a number of studies in this respect, finding a lot of variation in rel-

ative earnings of fixed-term and agency workers across sectors of economic

activity, occupations, levels of education, and other factors (ILO, 2016). Re-

sults supporting the premium-hypothesis exist alongside evidence towards

the penalty-hypothesis. Thus, wage premiums have been found for engineers

and technicians, nurses, IT programmers and highly-paid workers in the US;

young workers in Portugal; workers with long fixed-term contracts in Uganda.

Nevertheless, the majority of the studies reviewed found adjusted wage penal-

ties that varied from a few percentage points to over twenty-five percent of

wages of standard workers. The report lists differences additional to wage,

namely the unequal treatment of atypical workers in regard to bonuses or

overtime payments; the probationary nature of some atypical work forms,

with lower wages during the screening of worker’s abilities; and the shorter

tenure of atypical workers. Part-time work is also characterized mixed re-

sults in terms of wage differentials, albeit with a different underlying logic.

For example, wage penalties arise mainly in low-skilled part-time jobs, jobs

where higher pay is unavailable under part-time contract, or when workers

accept lower pay for the reasons of work-life balance.

A report by OECD, based on earlier data, is in line with these findings,

stating that temporary contracts entail a wage penalty averaging about 15%

in the EU countries (OECD, 2006). The report also finds penalties in non-

wage benefits, such as health insurance or pension plans, for non-standard

employment arrangements.

Fourth, workers in atypical employment can be disadvantaged in terms

of professional training and therefore career development opportunities. Em-
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ployers can be less motivated to invest in training of those workers, as the

return on such investments can be hampered by either the temporary nature

of the contract or by the limited time during which a part-time worker is

engaged in the work process. At the same time, organizations that use tem-

porary work as screening, may choose to provide some training to fixed-term

employees. While the empirical evidence yields a diverse picture yet again,

the majority of studies points towards the negative relationship between the

amount of training offered and atypical employment (see Cutuli and Guetto,

2013; ILO, 2016, for an overview).

Macdonald (1991) notes that “evidence on all specific aspects of flexibi-

lization is controversial — whether it be the use of non-standard employment,

existence of the core/periphery firm, the issue of deskilling versus reskilling,

the decline in mass markets and mass production” (p. 190). Indeed, for each

positive aspect of flexibilization there seems to be a negative one, and vice

versa1 (see also de Beer et al., 2011; Skorstad and Ramsdal, 2016). Voluntari-

ness of choosing a flexible employment form is one of the major determinants

of positive consequences for the worker (Green and Livanos, 2015), yet much

evidence points to the fact that the majority of temporary workers and a

large proportion of part-time workers are not in atypical employment by

choice (ILO, 2016; O’Connor, 2013). Rather, many are unable to secure a

full-time permanent job and resort to atypical employment as a secondary

choice.

It must be also noted that the standard employment is still very much

the norm in the Western labor markets, and the share of flexible and atyp-

ical work, while growing, still remains limited. Barbieri (2009) speaks of

“flexibilization at the margins”, referring to a de-regulation of atypical em-

ployment relations for marginal groups within the labor market, while the

standard employment and existing work arrangements for the unionized core

1While it is not uncommon to use the terms ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ in regard to conse-
quences of flexibilization, one must keep in mind that these terms are relative. Especially
so when the concerned labor processes follow the logic of zero-sum games. For example,
extreme labor insecurity may be bad for the worker, but it may at the same time be an
utterly useful business instrument for their employer. Keeping this in mind, we will gen-
erally interpret the two categories from the perspective of the worker and/or the society
at large.
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are largely left unchanged (also see Rodrigues and Guest, 2010). All things

considered, much available evidence points to the notion that the negative

socio-economic effects of atypical employment outweigh the positive (Fritz

and Koch, 2013), although this statement comes with some qualifications.

Many scholars have also noted that the effects of flexibilization are strat-

ified, affecting different worker groups in different ways. The divide between

low- and high-skilled workers is one of the most prominent examples of such

stratification (Buschoff and Protsch, 2008; Kalleberg, 2011), the former group

more prone to be on the precarious end of labor flexibilization (also see ILO,

2016; Riso, 2010). Younger workers and women are also overrepresented in

atypical employment (Buschoff and Protsch, 2008; Holst and Dörre, 2013;

ILO, 2016).

3.4 Concluding the chapter on flexibility

By a way of summary, it can be said that the overall picture concerning the

proliferation of flexibility as well as the consequences thereof is far from being

clear. First, while clearly there have been some shifts towards labor flexibi-

lization, their extent seems to be extremely varied across national contexts,

economic sectors, occupations and educational levels. Some niches of the la-

bor market and some organizations have changed in line with the postulates

of flexibilization theories outlined above, while others have at least partially

remained the bastions of stability. At the same time, it would seem, based

on the existing evidence, that the overall average trend is towards the flex-

ibilization of labor, albeit probably not to the extent many theorists would

have us imagine.

In terms of consequences for flexibility for workers, theoretical arguments

exist for both optimistic and pessimistic interpretations thereof, as listed

above. Empirical studies do offer some degree of support for both perspec-

tives simultaneously. However, on the average the evidence seems to suggest

that the positive consequences of flexibility are reserved for some worker

strata, most likely those in already privileged position in the labor market,

while the negative consequences are experienced by a much larger group.
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Also in respect to consequences the exact dynamic seems to be contingent

on many factors, including the national and institutional context, educational

level, gender, race, etc. On the average, the negative consequences of flexibil-

ity may amply outweigh its positive counterparts, with the implication that

workers may be paying the price for stimulating the economy by the means

of labor flexibilization.

An overview of the literature pertaining to socio-economic transforma-

tions denoted as post-Fordism reveals many potential insecurity-generating

mechanisms, both of sociological and economic nature. The degree to which

such insecurity does indeed materialize depends yet again on the interaction

between the economy, national institutions, politics, as well as other par-

ticularities of local socio-economic systems. While economic globalization

is underway, its specific realization seems to remain a complex process that

is not as natural or pre-determined as some theorists of flexibilization or

neoliberalism would suggest (cf. Harvey, 2011).
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Chapter 4

Careers in flexibilizing economy

4.1 Introduction

Having discussed broader changes in the domain of work, we can turn to the

main subject of this dissertation, namely work careers. A natural question

at this point is why did the subject of careers require such a lengthy intro-

duction in which careers were mentioned only in passing. The answer to this

question is a simple argument, which is nevertheless central in defining the

structure and the main thrust of analysis in this thesis: changes in career

structure and development are necessarily rooted in the changes of the labor

markets and economies at large that were described in the preceding sections.

Conceptualizing careers is to some extent comparable with stratigraphy, the

study of archaeological layers. Just as times and cultures that exist in these

times leave traces in the soil, whatever occurs in the world of work, must

invariably, over time, leave traces in the individual career histories.

The discussion of changes to careers that dominates mainstream new ca-

reer literature should, in my view, be firmly grounded in the discussion of

transformations towards post-Fordism, whatever their actual extent, direc-

tion and interpretation are. Yet at the time of this writing, this hardly seems

to be the case (see, e.g., Greenhaus and Kossek, 2014; Gunz et al., 2011).

The impact of post-Fordist transformations on the formation of new career

structures is not explicitly denied in respective career literature, it simply
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does not come into focus in the vast majority of studies, being mentioned in

passing at best1. As a result, changes in individual careers remain largely

divorced from the insights that can be gained from looking at the broader

context. In this chapter, I will summarize the current state of the new ca-

reer literature. Subsequently, I will review and additionally formulate several

critical points that have been raised in relation to main new career theories,

as well as the mainstream practice of career research.

4.2 Career transformation: central themes

Just as much of labor literature revolves around the concept of the shift

towards the new dynamic of post-Fordism, one of the most prominent theses

in recent career literature pertains to the shift from the so-called traditional

career, typical for the Fordist era, to what can be summarily termed the new

career (Arnold and Cohen, 2008; Arthur et al., 1995; Briscoe and Finkelstein,

2009). Many recent studies on contemporary careers routinely state the fact

of the said shift in an uncritical fashion, without exploring the underlying

complexities and contradictions. It can be said that this shift, to which I will

refer as ‘the career transformation’, has become a widely accepted axiom

in the field of career studies, a sort of a black box phenomenon, serving

as a paradigmatic basis for the vast majority of empirical studies on the

subject. The career transformation narrative, as explicated in the respective

literature, runs along several central themes.

External mobility The first theme concerns an increase of inter-organizational

job mobility through external labor markets is a reaction to the organi-

zational flattening, flexible work forms, and other globalization pressures

outlined above (Arthur, 2014). Tidy linear progressions within hierarchical

bureaucratic organizations are said to be replaced by non-linear and diversi-

fied career paths spanning multiple employers and statuses. It must be noted

that many scholars extend the notion of career mobility beyond its strictly

1A notable exception can be found in the work of Storey (2000), where an overview of
the broader context is given, not unlike the one provided in this thesis.
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physical meaning (i.e., changing jobs) to include other forms of boundary-

crossing (Gunz et al., 2000; Inkson, 2006), including psychological mobility

(Sullivan and Arthur, 2006).

Career management The second theme concerns a shift in the respon-

sibility for career management. If in the era of the traditional career it was

the organization that took care of how your career develops, today it is the

worker who must take charge of its direction. While some orientation might

be available through career counseling, no prescriptions are given on what

constitutes a successful career these days—the notion of making more money

and climbing the ladder certainly seems outdated (Hall and Mirvis, 1996).

Shifts in labor security The third theme entails a metamorphosis of the

way in which labor security is realized. As job security is waning, the increas-

ing emphasis is being made on employment security (Baruch and Bozionelos,

2010; Muffels, 2008), which means, in conjunction with the second theme,

that workers must be able to secure employment continuity in multiple jobs,

if necessary. This is supposedly achieved by individual investments in one’s

employability, and may be to some degree facilitated by institutional support.

This theme is reflected in the flexcurity approach embraced by the European

policy makers, where the increasing flexibility of the labor market is meant

to be accompanied by a sort of social protection that seeks to alleviate the

negative consequences of that increase (European Commission, 2007a).

Psychological contract The fourth theme pertains to the shift in the

so-called psychological contract between the employers and the employees

(Rousseau, 1995; Zeitz et al., 2009). The term refers to the set of spoken or

unspoken expectations that govern the labor relationships. The era of the rel-

atively stable traditional career was characterized by the so-called relational

psychological contract, which emphasized the long-term relationship between

the worker and the employing organization, based on loyalty and emotional

attachment. In exchange for this loyalty the organization essentially took

care of the worker’s career through promotions and pay raises. While more
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varied in reality, this type of the psychological contract typified careers dur-

ing the ‘Golden’ post-war period. Around the 1980s, that contract started

giving place to the so-called ‘transactional’ psychological contract, which re-

flects the intensification of the market logic in employment relationship. The

transactional contract dispenses with loyalty, and becomes oriented towards

exchange of tangible, monetizable value. Its temporal scope is short, and has

no incentive to outlive the usefulness of the exchange.

Career success The fifth theme concerns cultural changes in markers of

careers success. Scholars have long distinguished between objective and sub-

jective careers. The term objective career refers to the more or less publicly

observable positions, situations, and status ‘that serve as landmarks for gaug-

ing a person’s movement through the social milieu’ (Barley, 1989, p. 49).

In essence, this is how one’s career is seen by other actors. Subjective ca-

reer, on the other hand, refers to the meaning that individuals ascribe to

past and future events in their careers, and how they make sense of their

progression (Stebbins, 1970). In line with this distinction, career theorists

make a distinction between objective and subjective career success (Arthur

et al., 2005). Objective career success may be defined as an external per-

spective that recognizes more or less tangible markers of an individual career

progression, such as pay or promotions. Subjective career success, on the

other hand, concerns the individual’s internal apprehension and evaluation

of events in their career, emphasizing any dimensions that are important

to the person in question (and potentially ignoring others). Many scholars

have postulated that with the dawn of the new career era, subjective career

success gained relative importance, thus displacing to some extent objective

career success markers (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996b; Eby et al., 2003; Hall,

1996c, 2004; Mirvis and Hall, 1994). The reasoning behind this statement

is that in pursuit of heterogeneous and self-driven career paths individuals

can only meaningfully rely on their own definitions and assessments of career

success with reference to self-defined standards (Colakoglu, 2011). It must be

noted, though, that stressing the importance of subjective career success is

by no means new—sociologists in the 1950s were already stating that career
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success can only exists in the context of specific subculture (Barley, 1989, p.

48).

As an attempt to capture the changes caused to careers by the evolu-

tion along these lines, several ideal types of the so-called ‘new’ career have

been brought forward in career literature (see Clarke, 2013), the two mostly

widespread (Arnold and Cohen, 2008) being the boundaryless career (Arthur

and Rousseau, 1996a) and the protean career (Hall, 1996c).

4.3 Boundaryless career

In 1996, Arthur and Rousseau published a seminal book that posited a major

shift in the prevailing career type from the ‘bounded’ or organizational career,

characterized by “orderly employment arrangements achieved through ver-

tical co-ordination in mainly large, stable firms”, to ‘boundaryless’ careers,

which was initially conceived as the opposite of the bounded type.

The original notion of the boundaryless career was captured in a list of

six meanings or emphases: (1) moving across the boundaries of separate em-

ployers; (2) drawing validation from outside any single employer; (3) being

sustained by external networks of information; (4) breaking traditional orga-

nizational career boundaries, such as hierarchical reporting and advancement;

(5) involving rejecting career opportunities for personal or family reasons;

and (6) being seen by the career actor as leading to a boundaryless future

regardless of structural constraints (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996b, p. 6). The

authors have stated that the common underlying factor in all these meaning

was the independence from the traditional organizational arrangements. As

such, the notion of boundaryless career reflected the idea of the disintegration

of the classic organizational setting in which traditional careers unfolded, and

provided a theoretically useful vehicle to capture the career dynamic of the

new economy (Greenhaus et al., 2008; Rodrigues and Guest, 2010).

Subsequently the concept of the boundaryless career has been refined,

contributions stemming from several authors in the career studies field. One

of the weaker spots of the original definition, pertaining to the mobility across

boundaries, has been elaborated to include different kinds of boundaries,
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such as occupational or cultural, but also geographical, professional and role

boundaries, as well as those delineating hierarchical status, employment sta-

tus, community, country and social class (Gunz et al., 2000; Inkson, 2006;

Sullivan and Arthur, 2006). Aside from objective boundaries, the subjective

ones can delineate reference groups, vocational interests and comfort zones

(Inkson et al., 2012). Traversing organizational boundaries remained, how-

ever, the most popular conceptualization of the boundaryless career in the

literature (Sullivan and Arthur, 2006).

4.4 Protean career

Another conceptualization of the ‘new’ career is rendered in the notion of

the protean career (Hall, 1996c; Hall and Mirvis, 1996; Hall, 2004). The

word protean is derived from the name of a Greek sea-god Proteus, who

could change in form as the situation required. The meaning of the word is

therefore synonymous with flexibility (Inkson, 2006).

A central feature of the protean career concept is a degree of autonomy, of

independence from the employing organization. It is a career that is driven

by the person, based on individually defined goals, and being guided by

subjectively perceived psychological success instead of the traditional objec-

tive success measures, such as promotion or remuneration (Inkson, 2006).

Two key attitudes mark the protean career orientation: self-directedness and

value-drivenness. Self-directedness pertains to proactivity in shaping one’s

career, as well as the ability to be adaptive in performance and learning de-

mands (Briscoe and Hall, 2006). The dimension of value-drivenness refers to

the reliance one’s own values (as opposed to e.g. organizational or socially

desirable values) in shaping the career path and defining its success. The pro-

tean career is also characterized by continuous learning and a higher reliance

on employability in lieu of job security (Hall, 1996c). Adaptability to various

work contexts is a key element of the protean career concept (Greenhaus

et al., 2008).

It is important to note that this definition pertains to the psychological

mindset concerning careers, rather than the objective career structure, e.g.
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in terms of career mobility (Briscoe and Hall, 2006).

4.5 Critique

It is difficult to overstate the theoretical importance of the protean and the

boundaryless career concepts, as both notions provided useful and inspiring

frameworks to think about new careers and study them empirically (Arnold

and Cohen, 2008). Nevertheless, they both sparkled a series of debates that

evoked valuable criticism, helping to refine and attenuate the initial concep-

tualizations. At the same time, this criticism laid bare several weaknesses,

that at this point have been addressed partially, if it all.

4.5.1 Main lines of debate

Arthur (2014), in his overview of the history of the boundaryless career con-

cept of the past 20 years, summarizes several avenues of critical debate.

Definitions Many authors have grappled with the very definitions of the

boundaryless and protean career types. It has been noted, for example, that

the definition of boundaryless career has a degree of fuzziness that may render

the concept either too narrow or too broad (Feldman and Ng, 2007; Pringle

and Mallon, 2003; Inkson et al., 2012). The initial notion of boundary-

lessness referred predominantly to the crossing of organizational boundaries

(Rodrigues and Guest, 2010), while at later stages of theoretical develop-

ment the concept was extended to include other kinds of boundaries, such

as cultural or occupational (Sullivan and Arthur, 2006). Postulating this

extension, the authors argued that boundaryless entails both physical and

psychological boundaries. This conceptualization would avoid too narrow a

focus on inter-organizational career mobility, that is dominant in empirical

career literature, and render the boundaryless career concept more versatile.

This, in turn, has evoked a concern that the very versatility effectively erodes

the definitional borders of the concept, making any kind of transition in a

career a marker of boundarylessness (Arnold and Cohen, 2008; Inkson et al.,

49



2012; Rodrigues and Guest, 2010). Very few careers are completely immo-

bile, therefore one runs a risk to impose the classification of boundarylessness

on virtually all workers. This undermines the usefulness of the concept and

opens it to the risk of serving as an ideological vehicle to legitimate certain

employment practices (Arnold and Cohen, 2008). The protean career con-

cept has also received some critique in regard to the aptness of the protean

metaphor (Arnold and Cohen, 2008), yet it is noted at the same time that

subsequent elaboration of the concept in career literature has improved its

clarity (Inkson, 2006). In addition, the concept raised comments as to its

normative and prescriptive nature (Arnold and Cohen, 2008). It is possi-

ble to argue the same normativity is to some degree also applicable to the

broader paradigmatic assumptions in the field of career studies (cf. infra).

A related issue pertains to the purpose or meaning of boundaries in ca-

reers. Some authors have argued that ‘boundaryless career’ is a misnomer,

as careers without boundaries cannot exist (Inkson et al., 2012). Boundaries,

after all, are required for systems to define themselves and separate them-

selves from the environment (Sullivan, 1999). Some authors have argued that

instead of dissolution of boundaries, a reconfiguration and a complexification

thereof has occurred in the new economy; some boundaries, such as organiza-

tional ones, diminishing in importance, while other boundaries emerging or

strengthening (Gunz et al., 2000; Rodrigues and Guest, 2010). Inkson et al.

(2012) suggests that an emphasis on the absence of structural boundaries

along with an emphasis on individual agency (cf. infra) involve a danger

of trivializing boundaries. Such trivialization is not only detrimental to the

study of modern careers, it can also divert attention from worker groups that

are substantially constricted by structurally imposed external boundaries.

Empirical support Many scholars have argued that empirical evidence

in support of the new career replacing the traditional organizational career

type is mixed at best. On one hand, much evidence on the new career

stems from the study of select groups, whose representativity for the broader

workforce can be questioned, such as IT specialists of the Silicon Valley

(Saxenian, 1996), film industry workers (Jones, 1996), business studies stu-
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dents (Briscoe et al., 2006), academics (Baruch and Hall, 2004), or executive

managers (Cheramie et al., 2007). Other studies focus on select companies,

situations or industries, or use small-sized samples. Empirical evidence based

on large-scale robust samples is virtually absent. On the other hand, much

evidence supports the thesis that while some changes in tenure, career mobil-

ity, and career attitudes are occurring, they are not as profound as the new

career literature proposes (in addition to the global statistics provided in the

preceding sections, see Arnold and Cohen, 2008; Clarke, 2013; Dany, 2003;

Elchardus and Smits, 2014; Jacoby, 1999; Kattenbach et al., 2014; Rodrigues

and Guest, 2010, for evidence in career studies). Given the entirety of exist-

ing evidence, it seems more feasible to see the changes in career structure as

ones of ‘degree, not kind’ (Jacoby, 1999, p. 124).

Agency An important point of critique concerns the role of individual

agency in driving the new career types, along with downplaying the role of

structural elements that constrain and guide individual action (Inkson et al.,

2012). The issue of agency and structure is a long-standing one in the field

of career studies (Rosenbaum, 1989). The emphasis on individualism per-

meates nevertheless the study of boundaryless and protean careers (Arnold

and Cohen, 2008; Lazarova and Taylor, 2009; Roper et al., 2010). Workers

in those career types are often portrayed as ‘career capitalists’ (Inkson and

Arthur, 2001), who must assume control over their working lives and mar-

ket themselves in an entrepreneurial fashion (Zeitz et al., 2009), leveraging

their human and social capital to traverse organizational, cultural and oc-

cupational boundaries (Pringle and Mallon, 2003). It is relatively recently

that the lack of attention towards contextual (or structural) constraints of

individual careers began to become widely recognized in mainstream career

research (see Tams and Arthur, 2010), with several empirical contributions

(e.g. Afiouni and Karam, 2016; Xiao, 2016; Eggenhofer-Rehart et al., 2016).

There are several potential reasons for the tendency to overfocus on agency.

First, it is possible that the very design of the boundaryless and protean

metaphors supported the focus on the individual, since the latter is situated

at their core (Pringle and Mallon, 2003). In both paradigms, the individual
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essentially becomes free from the constricting organizational influence, tak-

ing full charge of his or her career and assuming a sizeable degree of control

over external circumstances (Inkson et al., 2012; Rodrigues and Guest, 2010).

Second, it is possible that academic disciplines that are typically concerned

with the issues of context, such as many strands of sociology, are somewhat

underrepresented in mainstream career studies. For example, critical labor

literature, on which much of the preceding introduction is based, seems to

be largely disconnected from the field of career studies, despite the suppos-

edly natural alliance of their study objects. Third, careers themselves exist

on micro and meso levels, concerning individuals in organizations (Lazarova

and Taylor, 2009). The connection to the missing macro perspective, which

is crucial in exploring structural limitations, is established much more easily

in theoretical than in empirical studies, e.g., due to data availability and

methodological issues. Finally, the focus on individual agency is very much

in line with the market-oriented neoliberal Zeitgeist, which valorizes individ-

ualism, self-reliance and the ability to accept responsibility for own actions

(Guest et al., 2006; Roper et al., 2010). It is possible that the field of career

studies is to some degree inspired by the same discourse, given the influence

of the latter in management studies, an affiliated field.

This overemphasis is, I believe, not without practical implications, con-

sidering the aforementioned idea, entrenched both in academic and policy

literature (Tholen, 2015), that workers, and not organizations or the state,

bear the brunt of responsibility for developing their careers and tackling in-

stabilities and risks that are inherent to the flexible economy (Van Buren,

2003). Overlooking structural constraints and trivializing the socio-economic

risks that are generated on the macro level, one risks over-relying on supply-

side solutions for the weaker workforce strata (Barbieri, 2009; McQuaid and

Lindsay, 2005), fostering ‘blaming the victim’ attitudes and practices in pub-

lic policy (Brown et al., 2003; Zeitz et al., 2009), which can ultimately con-

tribute to negative work-related outcomes or lower quality jobs (see Auer,

2006; Green and Livanos, 2015; King, 2004; Zeitz et al., 2009).
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4.5.2 Missing pieces in the puzzle of contemporary ca-

reer studies

In this thesis, I would like to postulate several additional critical considera-

tions in regard to the praxis of contemporary career research from a sociolog-

ical perspective, largely predicated on the discrepancies in discourse between

labor and career literatures. More specifically, I argue that the field of career

studies seems to have a blind spot in regard to studying the ‘dark side’ of

contemporary flexible careers (Hall and Mirvis, 1996), most conspicuously

in its underpinnings of empirical research concerning the new career, and,

albeit to a lesser extent, in its theoretical formulations.

The exposition of the multifaceted process of transition towards post-

Fordism given above already pointed out multiple macro-level mechanisms

that systematically generate insecurity in the conditions of the new and flex-

ibilizing economy. By a way of summary, both the technological changes and

the international division of labor have deepened the chasm between low- and

high-skilled workers; and threatened the stability of most jobs regardless of

their educational requirements. Along with the financialization of the econ-

omy, these processes have spurred downsizings, restructurings and layoffs in

most economic sectors. Decline of the union bargaining power and union cov-

erage, especially in regard to workers falling outside standard employment,

as well as the reorientation of the welfare state have put further pressure on

labor in most developed countries, undermining labor security and reducing

protection against socio-economic risks. The proliferation of the neoliberal

thinking has legitimized shifting the onus of responsibility for employment on

the shoulders of individual workers, at the same time valorizing self-reliance

and career entrepreneurship mentality that systemically trivializes social and

economic constraints within which individuals operate. The drive towards

flexibilization of labor introduces uncertainties of its own, stimulating the

development of atypical employment, destabilizing employment conditions

in the periphery groups and providing an impetus for labor market polariza-

tion. These trends, discussed hereinabove in more detail, work in concert,

facilitating and reinforcing each other. Considering the entirety of available
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evidence in their regard, it would seem that these processes, while providing

certain benefits for some workers, generally put the majority of workers at

some degree of disadvantage, be it in terms of job quality, risk of involuntary

career moves, employment stability, or temporary employment traps.

One cannot but wonder how and whether these professed ubiquitous risks

make a dent on contemporary careers. As we have noted previously, it is vir-

tually impossible for changes in the domain of work not to accumulate over

time and not to become reflected in shifts in career structure. Mainstream

career studies remain surprisingly silent concerning this ‘dark side’ of the new

career, focusing predominantly on how individuals can cope with uncertain

employment environments2 (Arnold and Cohen, 2008). Several career schol-

ars did propose the thesis that the flexibility and the volatility of modern

labor markets, as well as the long-term employment uncertainty entailed in

the transactional psychological contract, can produce a range of undesirable

career outcomes for many workers, especially those in weaker labor market

positions (Arnold and Cohen, 2008; Baruch and Vardi, 2016; Brousseau et al.,

1996; Cohen and Mallon, 1999; Inkson et al., 2012; Zeitz et al., 2009). At

the same time, as Hall (1996b, p. 6) noted, not everyone is equally equipped

to be successful in the new employment context:

Not everyone has the skills, relational help, self-esteem, past ex-

perience of psychological success, personal optimism, health, or

other resources to be a continuous learner, which is required to

make effective protean life changes. People who lack a basic edu-

cation will find the world of the new contract very difficult. People

who are not comfortable with technology will be at a disadvan-

tage. People who are loners, uncomfortable being interdependent

in novel situations, will be equally at a loss. In addition, many

older workers will encounter prejudices and stereotypes that will

make it difficult for them to show their protean sides. To com-

pound these problems, the fact that many employees are and will

2An orientation that might stem from the prominent role that labor psychology and
business-oriented disciplines play in career studies, both strands of study geared towards
individuals in organizations.
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continue to be working in contingent positions (as independent

contractors, not as regular employees) means that the security of

basic health care, pension, and other employee benefits will not

be available to them.

Despite these calls to pay attention to the dark side of new careers, sur-

prisingly little attention has been paid to this aspect in empirical research

or even theoretical thinking. Several career scholars pointed out that the

boundaryless and protean career metaphors, as well as ‘new’ career literature

in general, are inherently positive, portraying self-driven and independent in-

dividuals traversing the troubled waters of employment with much resolve,

while relying on a plethora of personal and network resources (Arnold and

Cohen, 2008; Baruch and Vardi, 2016; Inkson et al., 2012). Little considera-

tion has been given to workers that are pushed, rather than pulled, into the

new career, possibly becoming trapped in low-quality jobs with eventual pe-

riods unemployment in between (Cohen and Mallon, 1999; Zeitz et al., 2009).

Such one-sided positivity stands in a stark contrast with broader labor lit-

erature, where the debate flourishes between the positive and the negative

perspectives on flexibility. Insufficient attention to context may have played

a role in the genesis of this contrast, as the insecurity-generating processes

are largely situated on the macro-level, whereas career studies are focused

on micro- and meso-levels of analysis. It seems imperative to develop a

more encompassing framework of new career that would include both posi-

tive and negative aspects, thus spanning the same range of debate that exists

in broader labor literature.

A related issue pertains to the polarization processes on the labor mar-

ket. Labor literature contains several studies documenting a growing gap

between workers in upper and lower labor market strata, in terms of employ-

ment opportunities, job quality, wages, among other aspects (Autor et al.,

2006; Autor, 2011; Clark, 2005; Kalleberg, 2003, 2011), with some variations

between different labor markets (Fernández-Maćıas, 2012). Due to their over-

focus on the positive aspects of the new career, mainstream career studies

can be oblivious to likely stratification in flexibilizing labor markets.
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Another contrast between new career and labor literatures concerns the

study of heterogeneity in the shift towards post-Fordism. This shift has as-

sumed many forms, depending on local political systems, welfare regime pe-

culiarities, union resistance, degree of economic development, cultural norms

and so forth. Similarly, as outlined above, the degree to which the new em-

ployment relationship took hold, the specific contents of that relationship, as

well as its consequence can differ immensely from country to country, sector

to sector, and occupation to occupation. In career literature, mostly due to

the lack of contextualization described above, little attention is paid to na-

tional variation in how, if, or to what extent traditional careers transformed

into new careers. Empirical research in this area is lacking as well, the vast

majority of studies stemming from Anglo-Saxon countries (Kattenbach et al.,

2014), though some recent contributions from European scholars have started

to fill the lacuna (Elchardus and Smits, 2014; Kattenbach et al., 2014).

Another aspect of homogeneity is related to the single ideal type of the

traditional career. Some scholars have noted that the traditional career

concept was applicable but to a limited share of workers, and is therefore

ill-suited to describe the entirety of labor force (Barley, 1989; Guest and

Sturges, 2007). Women, for example, were often excluded from the same

pattern of hierarchical progression that men enjoyed (Standing, 2010). It

may therefore be useful to reconsider the notion of the traditional career as

a single departure point, when studying recent changes in career structure.

Finally, little attention has been paid to the variation in new careers pat-

terns and outcomes for various labor market groups, especially more vulner-

able worker strata, such as lower educated workers, youth, older workers, in-

dividuals with migration background and so forth. Labor literature indicates

that those groups are at a higher risk of lower quality jobs, unemployment,

and employment instability, often restricted to secondary labor market. Con-

sequently, weaker worker groups would also be to a greater extent exposed

to the dark side of the new career, with possible long-term ramifications in

accord with the cumulative disadvantage theory (DiPrete and Eirich, 2006)

and the scarring effect theory (Arulampalam et al., 2001). With a few excep-

tions (e.g., see Briscoe et al., 2012; Raemdonck et al., 2012), the subject of
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group variation in new careers remains unexplored in respective literature.

The focus on the individual and the downplaying of the negative side

of the new career may be an expression of an ideological component within

new career literature, as many career scholars have noted (Arnold and Co-

hen, 2008; Inkson, 2006; Richardson, 2000; Roper et al., 2010; Zeitz et al.,

2009). On one hand, the mainstream new career paradigm shares several

crucial traits with broader neoliberal ideology: atomistic individualism, an

emphasis on self-reliance, trivialization of structural constraints, and individ-

ual responsibility for one’s successes and failures, to name a few (cf. Harvey,

2011). On the other hand, the same paradigm shares a normative undertone

with much of management literature (Arnold and Cohen, 2008; Gunz et al.,

2000), thus potentially providing a legitimization to flexible ways of working

(Boltanski and Chiapello, 2005), e.g., by projecting the traits of successful

careers at the top tiers of the labor market to the entirety of labor force.

There is much consensus that the new career paradigm, and more specif-

ically its boundaryless and protean metaphors, are extremely useful for con-

ceptualizing and studying modern careers. The positive and normative un-

dertones of career literature may simply be a property of its developmental

stage, given its relationships with psychological and managerial literature.

At the same time, the critical considerations outlined above make it imper-

ative to pay explicit attention to the negative side of new careers, striving

for both scientific objectivity and for a much more nuanced understanding

of changes in career structure.

An exploration of insecurity and stratification in post-traditional careers

forms the focus of this dissertation, with the goal of providing grounded

empirical evidence for a better understanding of how careers unfold in the

context of the flexibilizing economy.
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Part II

Empirical research
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Chapter 5

Employment security in

transitional careers: Exploring

the dynamic of long-term work

trajectories in thirteen

European countries

5.1 Introduction

The debate on whether the increasing flexibility of employment relationships

in the past few decades implied a lower degree of employment security, is

prominent in the contemporary labor literature (Muffels, 2008; Standing,

1999; Heery and Salmon, 2000b; DiPrete and Eirich, 2006; Kalleberg, 2009;

Cappelli, 1999; Barbieri, 2009; Howell, 2004). The same debate is much less

well developed in the field of career studies, which approaches the flexibility

problematic from an explicitly long-term perspective and considers how in-

dividual working histories evolve over time (see e.g. Arthur and Rousseau,

1996b; Baruch and Bozionelos, 2010; Sullivan, 1999). Despite several calls to

pay more attention to the risks associated with careers in flexible environ-

ments, including a deterioration of employment security (e.g., Baruch and
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Vardi, 2016; Van Buren, 2003), the subject remains essentially understudied.

Yet given the mainstream view of public policy makers in the Western coun-

tries that labor market flexibility is an essential tool for driving up economic

competitiveness in the globalizing economy and for reducing unemployment,

a proper understanding of these risks is crucial for all actors involved, also

from the perspective of career studies. Neglecting to account for the ‘dark

side’ of modern careers may all too easily help install or strengthen the mech-

anisms of stratification on the labor market, and expose many workers to the

risks of precarious work and poverty.

In this article, we empirically examine several assumptions that underpin

mainstream theories on careers in flexibilizing labor markets, and consider

the evolution of employment security over time for different career patterns

in 13 European countries. These two interrelated issues form the backbone

of our analysis: whether careers have drastically changed over time, as much

of modern career literature implies, and what happened with employment

security on the analytical level of career.

In regard to the first issue, the central thesis of career theories deal-

ing with the consequences of labor market flexibilization pertains to what

can be termed ‘the career transformation’: the demise of the traditional ca-

reer pattern with life-long employment in one or two organizations (Sullivan,

1999), and its replacement by the ‘new’ career, which is often characterized

by higher external mobility (Sullivan and Arthur, 2006). Much research has

been inspired by the assumption that such transformation did take place, yet

the empirical evidence on the extent of the change is far from being conclu-

sive (e.g. see Gunz et al., 2011; Clarke, 2013). The first possible reason for

this is that insufficient attention has been paid so far to the national varia-

tion of how career patterns have evolved over time. A lot of research on the

new career originates in the Anglo-Saxon countries, where labor markets are

much less regulated than in Continental Europe. At the same time, it has

been convincingly demonstrated that national institutions can significantly

impact labor market outcomes (Muffels, 2008; DiPrete and Eirich, 2006),

which raises the question if the same claim about the career transformation

can be applied to much more strictly regulated European labor markets, and
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to what degree. Second, the existing findings on the career transformation

are predominantly based on short- or medium-term data, whereas research

based on life-long data, so crucial for the understanding of careers in their

totality, is very scarce.

Concerning the second issue, it remains an open question as to what im-

plications career changes in Europe, whatever their extent, have had on the

employment security over the course of individual careers. Much of empirical

research in the contemporary career literature has assumed a positive stance

towards the career transformation (see Baruch and Vardi, 2016), predicated

on the assumption that the risks associated with the increasing labor mar-

ket flexibility can be tackled on the individual or organizational level, e.g.

through investments in employability and self-directedness in career man-

agement. This approach implicitly leaves the insecurity-generating factors

on the macro level outside its field of vision, therefore potentially misrepre-

senting the total outcome of the flexibility-insecurity dynamic; and possibly

suggesting a more positive view on career flexibilization than the reality

would warrant (Guest et al., 2006).

In this article, we aim to contribute to a better understanding of career

changes and their consequences for employment security in Continental Eu-

rope. We start by describing the concerns related to the increasing employ-

ment insecurity that are voiced by some strands in economic and sociological

literature on the subject of labor market transformations in the context of

economic globalization and neoliberal marketization. Subsequently, we ex-

plore how these concerns connect with the prevailing theoretical insights

within the contemporary career studies and provide empirical evidence that

helps transpose the debate on the flexibility-insecurity controversy to the

long-term career perspective. Our analyses shed empirical light on the domi-

nant assumptions of the theories dealing with the allegedly new career types,

and provide insights into long-term changes that have occurred in careers

of European workers in the past decades, pertaining both to shifts in career

structure and to the dynamic of employment security. In addition, our anal-

yses address a lacuna in research pertaining to the evolution of careers in

Europe, given its characteristic regimes of labor market regulation.
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5.2 Theoretical background

5.2.1 Flexibilization in labor literature

The last three decades of the twentieth century were marked by major trans-

formations in the Western economies, spurred, among other factors, by an un-

precedented rate of economic globalization, technological advances in trans-

port and communication, the nascence of the Internet, increasing global com-

petition and labor redistribution (Beck, 2000; Reich, 2008; Standing, 1999,

2010). These transformations went hand in hand with a Copernican shift

in the dominant socio-economic paradigm, where the Keynesian model gave

place to the neoliberal modes of economic thought and policy action (Har-

vey, 2011). Labor market deregulation took place in most Western countries,

eroding to a large degree the traditional securities built during the Golden

Era of full employment (Harvey, 2011; Standing, 1999). The ‘new’ economy,

featuring higher levels of competition, market variety and technological com-

plexity, required more flexibility from both organizations and the workers

(Kalleberg, 2009). A result was the proliferation of various forms of flexi-

bility, including increased job mobility, fixed-term contracts, subcontracting,

freelance work, as well as other forms of ‘atypical’ working arrangements.

There is an on-going debate in the sociological, economic and public policy

literature about how the increasing flexibility in the labor markets has im-

pacted workers (Muffels, 2008). Generally speaking, two perspectives can be

discerned (see Brewster et al., 1997; Tregaskis et al., 1998).

The first perspective, sometimes labeled as ‘neo-Fordist’ or even ‘neo-

Marxist’, assumes a negative view on flexibilization. It emphasizes an in-

creasing employment insecurity due a plethora of macro-level factors inher-

ent to the ‘new’ economy and related neo-liberal policies. Labor markets

have become much less regulated, driven to a larger extent by the pure mar-

ket logic of supply and demand, whilst disembedding themselves from the

social institutions designed to protect weaker labor market groups. Welfare

provisions have been trimmed down substantially, and the responsibility for

one’s employment has been transferred onto the workers, the trend finding
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a reflection in the re-orientation of labor market policies towards activation

and stricter controls (Harvey, 2011). The use of non-standard employment

relationships, such as temporary work, fixed-term work and self-employment

(of the real or the bogus kind) has increased in many countries (Kalleberg,

2011; Riso, 2010; Standing, 2010). Flexible working arrangements of these

and other types allow companies to make quick adjustments to the business

cycle and to changes and shocks on the volatile and competitive markets.

At the same time, it is feared that such arrangements do not offer the same

degree of social and economic security as the standard full-time employment

(Van Buren, 2003). In addition, trade union power has been in decline as

well in the past decades, and along with it the traditional means of reducing

inequalities between employers and employees (Acemoglu et al., 2001; Stand-

ing, 2010; Vachon et al., 2016). Finally, the ability of capital to move quickly

and the global nature of economy allows firms, especially multinationals, to

traverse international borders to find the economic regime most favorable to

business, which usually comes at the cost of lower labor protection.

All in all, this perspective posits that as a consequence of these changes,

many workers in weaker positions on the labor market, such as lower educated

workers or migrants, are now at higher risk of precarious employment, unem-

ployment and poverty (Standing, 2011; DiPrete and Eirich, 2006; Rodrigues

and Guest, 2010). Some authors go even further, proposing that insecurity

is inherent to advanced capitalist societies in general, without restriction to

specific population strata (Beck, 2000).

The second perspective, sometimes labeled as ‘post-Fordist’ (Tregaskis

et al., 1998), assumes a positive stance towards flexibility, focusing on the

mechanisms that allow labor flexibility whilst maintaining labor security. In

this view, the relationship between flexibility and security is not a trade-off,

but rather that of mutual reinforcement (Muffels, 2008). According to this

perspective, not an erosion of employment security takes place, but rather

a shift towards new forms of security. For example, management literature

often focuses on how individuals can adapt to uncertain employment con-

ditions of the flexible economy, emphasizing the importance of continuous

investment in skills as well as adaptability to the shifting demands of the
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labor market (e.g. Clarke and Patrickson, 2008; Van Buren, 2003). Proactive

and ‘self-directed’ behavior on the labor market, self-knowledge and employ-

ability are key concepts in this ‘new employment relationship’ approach. On

the macro-level, the ‘flexicurity’ paradigm, popular in the European policy

circles (European Commission, 2007b; Wilthagen and Tros, 2004), is gener-

ally in line with the positive view on flexibilization. It focuses on the role

of institutions in facilitating employability and activating workers towards

labor market participation.

While the debate on the consequences of flexibility in the global econ-

omy is well-developed in relation to labor in general, this is hardly the case

on the level of career studies. The dominant paradigms pertaining to the

dynamic of careers in the ‘new’ economy are by and large aligned with the

‘new employment relationship’ approach, focusing on the individual capaci-

ties to cope with uncertain employment environments. They often ignore the

discussion of the mechanisms on the global scale that systematically gener-

ate insecurity, which may impact career trajectories in the long run (Inkson

et al., 2012; Tregaskis et al., 1998). As consequence, these theories can be

dangerously open to ideological interpretation (Roper et al., 2010).

5.2.2 Flexibilization and the new career

The process of economic flexibilization has also had important consequences

for the structure of career opportunities and career mobility (Arnold and

Cohen, 2008). Changes in the domain of work have spurred a new branch

in career research and theory that came to focus on what is often described

as ‘the new career’ (Arthur et al., 1999). Different aspects of the new career

have been captured in various theoretical frameworks, most popular being

the ‘boundaryless career’ (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996b) and the ‘protean ca-

reer’ (Hall, 1996c, 2004). Both frameworks postulate a transformation of how

careers unfold in the context of flexibilizing labor markets. This transforma-

tion allegedly entailed a move away from the traditional organizational career

within one or two organizations (Sullivan, 1999), and to a modern career type

that is characterized by a higher degree of psychological and physical mo-
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bility (Sullivan and Arthur, 2006), as well as by a weaker dependence on a

particular organization in terms of its development.

Several authors have noted that the discourse concerning the new career is

inherently positive, and dangerously aligned with the currently mainstream

neo-liberal view on labor, which valorizes individualism, self-reliance and the

ability to accept responsibility for own actions (Guest et al., 2006; Roper

et al., 2010; Inkson et al., 2012; Zeitz et al., 2009). It paints modern workers

as ‘career capitalists’ (Inkson and Arthur, 2001), who must assume control

over their working lives and market themselves in an entrepreneurial fashion

(Zeitz et al., 2009), leveraging their human and social capital to traverse

organizational, cultural and occupational boundaries (Pringle and Mallon,

2003).

These commentators have raised concerns that the new career discourse

ignores the increasing insecurity and uncertainty that typifies the flexibilizing

labor market (Tams and Arthur, 2010; Inkson et al., 2012; Zeitz et al., 2009).

According to this view, the freedom of individual action can be severely

constrained by contextual factors, which can result in a ‘bifurcation in the

labor market between those in a position to reap the benefits of the new,

flexible career environment and those less able to gain a foothold’ (Arnold

and Cohen, 2008, p. 4).

Despite these calls to explore the ‘dark side’ of the modern career (Baruch

and Vardi, 2016), empirical evidence is still scarce, especially for European

countries, concerning how employment security has evolved in typical career

patterns, given the vast changes in the economic order in the past several

decades. This scarcity leaves the debate on the impact of labor market

flexibilization on employment security, considered from the long-term career

perspective, rather one-sided and predominantly geared towards its positive

interpretation.

5.2.3 Hypotheses

In our analyses we focus on two separate, but closely interrelated research

questions. The first question pertains to the empirical validation of the as-
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sumption that the new career theory makes in postulating the shift from the

traditional to the new career type, as described hereinabove.

This assumption is largely accepted in the contemporary career litera-

ture, yet the empirical evidence that supports it is limited at best (Rodrigues

and Guest, 2010; Clarke, 2013), especially in the European context (Katten-

bach et al., 2014). More specifically, there exist substantial doubts as to

whether external job mobility, a cornerstone element of the ‘new’ career, has

effectively increased (Chudzikowski, 2012; Soens et al., 2005; Rodrigues and

Guest, 2010; Kattenbach et al., 2014). Similar claims have been made in re-

gard to career behavior and perceptions in general (Jacoby, 1999; Elchardus

and Smits, 2014), implying that the traditional career is alive and well, cer-

tainly in the context of regulated European labor markets. In respect to the

changes in career type prevalence, postulated by the new career theories, we

formulate the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1a: the theoretically postulated traditional and new career

types can be identified empirically based on their mobility patterns;

Hypothesis 1b: a shift has occurred in the prevalence of the two career

types, with a relative decrease for the ‘traditional’ type and an increase for

the new career type.

Detecting the empirical career patterns that correspond to the theoreti-

cal ideal types of the traditional and the new career, would enable tracing

changes in career security over time in each career type, constituting the sec-

ond question. Different strands of theoretical literature offer opposing views

in regard to changes in employment security in careers over time. It remains

an open question, from the empirical perspective, whether there was a change

in employment security, and in which direction. Moreover, it remains unclear

to which degree the direction and the extent of changes in employment se-

curity depend on the career type. For example, it is possible that the core

employees, who are more likely to have stable traditional careers, could have

experiences different from those of the periphery workers, who are more likely

to have more mobile careers (see Rodrigues and Guest, 2010). The following

hypotheses can be formulated:

Hypothesis 2a: employment security in careers has decreased over time;

68



Hypothesis 2b: changes in employment security in careers are contingent

on the specific career types.

5.2.4 Definitions and control variables

Focusing on the dimension of physical career mobility in this article, we can

define the traditional career type as unfolding within one or two organiza-

tions (Sullivan, 1999). In the same view, the new career pattern would be

characterized by higher career mobility, thus unfolding throughout multiple

organizations (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996b).

Following Muffels (2008) and Wilthagen and Tros (2004), one can de-

fine employment security as staying in employment, but not necessarily in

the same job with the same employer. Transposing this definition onto the

long-term perspective of career, we consequently operationalize employment

security in a career as the percentage of overall career duration that was

spent in unemployment.

In our analyses we control for gender and educational level, as both have

been shown to be related to employment security (Azmat et al., 2006; Núñez

and Livanos, 2010). Because careers in our sample varied in duration, we

include it as a control variable to account for differences that may arise from

this factor.

Because the definition of the new career in terms of mobility is relative,

in that ‘high’ career mobility may have different meaning in very rigid or

very mobile labor markets, we include a macro-level measure of labor market

mobility as a control variable. In addition to serving as control measure,

this also allows to consider the effect of labor market mobility, which is

interesting in itself, as it is considered as one of the macro-level flexibility

indicators (Muffels, 2008; Klau and Mittelstadt, 1986), and is often touted in

European policy circles as an instrument for tackling labor market rigidity.
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5.3 Data and Methods

5.3.1 Data and Sample

To answer our research questions, we use data from SHARELIFE release 1.0,

as of November 24, 2010, or SHARE release 2.5.0, as of May 24, 2011 (see

Börsch-Supan, Hank, & Jürges (2005)). SHARELIFE data were collected

in 2009 in 13 European countries, and contain a full retrospective record

of working career mobility and its timing. Countries in the analysis are:

Austria, Germany, Sweden, the Netherlands, Spain, Italy, France, Denmark,

Greece, Switzerland, Belgium, the Czech Republic, and Poland. The main

selection criterion for the respondents was to be of age 50 or older at the first

wave of the survey in 2004; partners or spouses of the initially chosen re-

spondents were selected, when available, without considering age. Complete

career records for the majority of the respondents are therefore available.

The complete sample consisted of 18,841 respondents in all countries. Hav-

ing excluded cases with missing values on one or several model variables,

16,673 respondents were retained in the analytical sample.

5.3.2 Methods

Optimal Matching Analysis

In respect to Hypothesis 1a, we establish typical career patterns in each coun-

try. When careers are conceptualized as sequences of work-related statuses,

it becomes possible to derive a distance matrix between such sequences us-

ing Optimal Matching Analysis (Anyadike-Danes and McVicar, 2010). In

our case, the principal statuses were inactivity, unemployment, employment,

and retirement, with an additional splitting of employment into statuses per-

taining to the sequential number of jobs in a career (e.g., 1st job, 2nd job,

etc.). Fifty years counting from career start, were considered in the sequence

analysis. The Levenstein I distance algorithm was used, with indel cost set

to 1 and substitution cost set inversely proportional to frequencies at which

respective transitions between statuses occurred (Lesnard, 2010).
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The distance matrix was supplied as input to the Ward clustering al-

gorithm, which yielded most typical career patterns based on the statuses

mentioned above. Classifications were carried out for men and women in

each country separately, to preserve gender-specific career types.

Kolmogorov–Smirnov test

In respect to Hypothesis 1b, we use the two-sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov

test, which allows to detect differences in two distributions. Using this

method, we can observe whether the occurrence of the ‘new’ careers has

increased over time, relative to its traditional counterpart. A separate test

was carried out for each country.

Hierarchical modeling using MCMC

In respect to Hypotheses 2a and 2b, we use two-level hierarchical modeling

of unemployment proportion in a career sequence, level one pertaining to

individuals and level two to countries. Career types obtained in the OMA

analysis are entered into the model as predictors, along with a set of control

variables, with the goal of comparing the evolution of employment security

between the typical career types.

There is a technical caveat in this part of the analysis, related to the fact

that the number of countries is relatively low (N = 13). This implies using

maximum likelihood-based estimation is not feasible, due to likely distor-

tions of the standard errors. At the same time, hierarchical modeling offers

crucial analytical advantages, such as the estimation of individual variance,

having controlled for variance between countries. This renders the method

preferable to alternative approaches such as generalized estimating equa-

tions (GEE). The issue was resolved by using Bayesian estimation methods;

namely, Markov Chain Monte Carlo (MCMC) estimation. Bayesian meth-

ods have gained substantial ground in the social sciences in recent decades,

especially in hierarchical modeling due to the mathematical properties of the

method (Lynch, 2007). Their efficiency is supported by simulation studies

showing that the MCMC approach leads to more adequate model estimation
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in comparison with the traditional maximum likelihood-based algorithms in

analytical situations with a low number of level-two units (Stegmueller, 2013).

In order to trace evolutions in employment security in career structure

over time, we employ the following analytic strategy. Given our operational-

ization of employment security, career trajectories are treated as primary

units of analysis. Therefore we do not trace changes within a career trajec-

tory (as the sum of these changes already constitutes that trajectory), but we

explore whether careers occurring later in time are characterized by higher

or lower employment security. This achieved by taking the year in which a

career has started (i.e. the respondent entered the labor market for the first

time), as one of the predictors for employment security. Careers that have

commenced at a later time, especially after 1960s, have been to a higher

degree exposed to the pressures of economic globalization and labor market

flexibilization, that have precipitated the career transformation postulated

by the ‘new’ career literature. Any effect on the start year variable would

therefore signify a potential change in career dynamics.

5.3.3 Measures

Dependent variable

Employment security in a career is measured as the number of years spent

in unemployment divided by the total number of years in a career. This is

expressed as a percentage and varies per definition from 0 to 100.

Predictors and control variables

Career type is a dichotomous variable comparing two career types: tradi-

tional and transitional. The variable will be defined based on the results

of the Optimal Matching Analysis (OMA) of careers sequences; see the cor-

responding section below for details. Briefly, the traditional career type is

characterized by a prolonged employment period with a single organization

towards the end of a career, whether or not it is accompanied by one or

several job-to-job transitions in the beginning of the career. The transitional
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career type is characterized by multiple job-to-job transitions throughout the

entire career span.

Career start year is expressed as two last digits of the year in which a

career has commenced. The variable was centered 60 (thus pertaining to

the year 1960), the value approximating its mean. The distribution of the

variable is presented in Figure 5.1.

Figure 5.1: Distribution of career start year in the study sample

Education is the number of years spent in full-time education in the initial

educational trajectory. The variable was centered around its mean. Labor

market mobility is a country-level predictor, expressed as an average number

of jobs in a career for a given country. It reflects the general degree of mobility
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on the labor market. Career length is the number of years spent on the labor

market. We introduce it as a control variable to correct for careers of unequal

lengths. Gender is coded as 0 for men, 1 for women.

5.4 Results

5.4.1 Career typology

As the result of OMA, we have obtained seven main career types. Figure

5.2 presents the overall distribution of career statuses in time for each career

type.

Two career types are present in all countries in the analysis except Greece,

for men as well as for women: traditional career and transitional career.

The traditional career is distinguished by having a prolonged period of em-

ployment within the same organization at the end of the career trajectory,

regardless of whether it was preceded by one or several transitions in the

beginning.

The transitional career is characterized by a high number of career tran-

sitions, generally remaining in employment. In contrast with the traditional

career, career transitions continue after mid-career, whereas in the former

type the worker came to be attached to a single organization. In terms of

physical career mobility, this type is in line with the career trajectory postu-

lated by the ‘new’ career theories.

Late mover and inactive career types are also present for both genders,

but not in all countries. The late mover type resembles the traditional career

in having low mobility and prolonged attachment to the employing organi-

zation. The difference between the two is in the temporal placement of that

attachment. For the late mover career, the period of attachment occurs in

the beginning of the career, whereas for the traditional it is at the end. The

inactive career type is marked by a relatively short period of employment,

followed by labor market inactivity until retirement. This pattern is partic-

ularly characteristic for women, being present in all countries. For men, this

career type is found only in Spain and Greece.
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Figure 5.2: Distribution of career statuses (y-axis) on career timeline (x-axis,
years from career start). Source: Sharelife, own calculations.
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The remaining three career types are gender-specific. The unemployed

career is characterized by prolonged periods of unemployment. It is typical

for women only. In Belgium and the Netherlands, the intermittent career

type could be distinguished for men. Similar to the transitional career, it

is characterized by multiple career transitions throughout its entire course,

yet the career is often interrupted by unemployment, especially in its second

half.

The mixed career is typical for women in most countries. In this career

type, periods of inactivity (roughly corresponding to the child rearing period

in most cases) are combined with periods of employment. This type can be

clearly distinguished from both the inactive and traditional types, being a

combination of the two.

Table 5.1 presents the distribution of these careers types in the countries

in the analysis.

These results support Hypothesis 1a. For tracing the evolution of em-

ployment security, we will focus on the following two types: traditional and

transitional careers. These types correspond, in terms of mobility, to the

theoretical concepts of traditional and new careers respectively.

5.4.2 Shift in career type prevalence

Two-sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov test shows that the distribution of the tra-

ditional and the transitional patterns over time is different for the following

six countries: Spain (p <0.001), France (p = 0.023), Denmark (p = 0.04),

Greece (p = 0.012), Czech Republic (p <0.001), and Poland (p <0.001). In

all these countries except Greece, the relative prevalence of the transitional

pattern has increased (see Fig. 5.3), but not to the extent that would signify

a replacement of the traditional type. For Greece, the shift has occurred

in the opposite direction, the relative prevalence of the transitional pattern

has decreased over time. In other countries, the test was not statistically

significant, implying that no substantial shifts with respect to these types

have occurred over time.
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Table 5.1: Career type distribution per country and gender (proportion and
the total number of respondents). Career types are: traditional (TD), transi-
tional (TS), late mover (LM), inactive (IN), mixed (MX), unemployed (UN),
and intermittent (IT).

Career type TD TS LM IN MX UN IT N

Men
Austria 0.88 0.05 0.07 332
Germany 0.75 0.19 0.06 854
Sweden 0.82 0.11 0.06 837
Netherlands 0.72 0.09 0.12 0.08 987
Spain 0.91 0.07 0.02 883
Italy 0.85 0.05 0.09 1113
France 0.80 0.10 0.10 1019
Denmark 0.74 0.26 940
Greece 0.86 0.03 0.10 0.02 1215
Switzerland 0.69 0.19 0.12 551
Belgium 0.90 0.05 0.05 1242
Czechia 0.72 0.14 0.14 784
Poland 0.72 0.12 0.16 817

Women
Austria 0.47 0.15 0.35 0.03 438
Germany 0.53 0.13 0.11 0.23 941
Sweden 0.70 0.20 0.10 1013
Netherlands 0.39 0.08 0.41 0.11 1114
Spain 0.36 0.14 0.41 0.10 752
Italy 0.42 0.05 0.35 0.12 0.06 947
France 0.56 0.08 0.28 0.08 1233
Denmark 0.53 0.33 0.14 1137
Greece 0.73 0.13 0.14 928
Switzerland 0.48 0.23 0.29 697
Belgium 0.44 0.09 0.29 0.13 0.06 1334
Czechia 0.79 0.08 0.12 0.01 1061
Poland 0.56 0.09 0.07 0.23 0.05 951
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Figure 5.3: Distribution of career start year density for countries with sta-
tistically significant differences between career types, based on two-sample
Kolmogorov-Smirnov test.
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5.4.3 Evolution of employment security

The results for the hierarchical model of employment security evolution are

presented in Table 5.2.

Table 5.2: Multilevel model of employment security

Fixed effects Coef (SD) 95% CI ESS

Constant 3.602∗∗∗(0.523) 2.557 4.638 25000

Education -0.146∗∗∗(0.015) -0.177 -0.116 23481

Transitional 1.482∗∗∗(0.219) 1.053 1.912 25000

Gender 1.016∗∗∗(0.122) 0.779 1.254 24418

Career start -0.109∗∗∗(0.024) -0.157 -0.062 25000

Career start * Transitional 0.135∗∗(0.044) 0.051 0.224 20581

Average jobs -1.605∗∗(0.610) -2.817 -0.392 25000

Average jobs * Transitional 0.775∗∗(0.240) 0.300 1.251 24378

Career length -0.144∗∗∗(0.021) -0.184 -0.103 25000

Observations 16,673
DIC 115589.102

Note: ∗p<0.05; ∗∗p<0.01; ∗∗∗p<0.001

When interpreting the model, one needs to keep in mind that negative

coefficients imply an improvement in employment security (decreasing the

proportion of a career spent in unemployment), and vice versa. Most im-

portantly, on the average, we observe an increase over time in employment

security for the traditional career type, coupled with a decrease over time in

employment security for the transitional career type. These findings support

the Hypothesis 2b, and support Hypothesis 2a for the transitional career

type, while rejecting it for the traditional type. The transitional type in

itself is related to decreased employment security. Education, as expected,

has a positive effect on employment security, whereas the female gender has

a negative effect.
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It is interesting to note that the contextual impact of the country-level

mobility indicator, namely the average number of jobs in a career in a specific

country, is positive in its main effect on employment security, but negative

in its interaction with the transitional type. This implies that there is a

differential contextual labor market effect for traditional and transitional

careers. For both career types, being in a labor market with higher career

mobility increases employment security, but more so for the traditional career

type than for the transitional.

An interesting observation can be made in regard to the differences be-

tween countries and individuals in how employment security has evolved in

the two career types. Figure 5.4 shows predicted regression lines of how

employment security changed for the traditional and the transitional career

types. For the traditional career type, the estimations show a decrease of

the career proportion spent in unemployment (i.e. increase in employment

security) in all countries. For the transitional career the evolution has been

more heterogeneous, some of the countries showing a positive trend, while

the others—a negative one.

Figure 5.4: Country-level evolution of employment security over time

The contrast in the dynamic of employment security between the tradi-
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tional and the transitional career remains even after the differences between

the countries have been accounted for. Figure 5.5 shows the individual vari-

ance of employment security, plotted against career start time. The lower

curve pertains to observations with the traditional career pattern, while the

upper curve refers to observations with the transitional pattern. Both curves

show an increase of variance, meaning that the internal differences within

each career type have grown. Yet for the transitional career that increase

in variance is much more pronounced, hinting at a polarization in regard to

employment security within that type.

Figure 5.5: Individual-level variance of employment security over time

5.5 Discussion and conclusion

In this article, we have primarily focused on the evolution of security in ca-

reers over time. The issue of employment security has been widely discussed

in literature on labor, where two main and opposing views can be discerned
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(Tregaskis et al., 1998). Both views trace global changes in economy, tech-

nology and society, changes that may be summarily labeled as economic

globalization or the ‘new’ economy, with its intensification of international

trade, competition between individuals, firms and even countries, free flow of

capital, labor market flexibilization and many technological advancements.

The two views diverge, however, on the account of the implications that these

changes have had on the employment security of individual workers (Reich,

2008). Our analysis contributes to the understanding of the career dynamic

that has accompanied the shift towards the ‘new’ economy in Europe, and to

the evolution of employment security on the career level, from an explicitly

long-term perspective.

We have started by looking at the basic assumptions of the mainstream

career theories that pertain to the career transformations in the context of

the ‘new’ economy. Our results go against the thesis of a major career trans-

formation, which has been brought forward by these theories. Instead, we

can observe minor relative changes in the prevalence of the traditional and

the ‘new’ careers in some European countries, while the traditional type still

remains dominant. An apparent question is, can we extrapolate this con-

clusion to the careers that are unfolding today? Is it perhaps the nature of

our sample, largely comprised of completed careers, that masks the potential

intensification of the shift towards the ‘new’ career in the third millennium?

In the light of these questions, our results are best considered along with

other recent research on the subject, based on shorter-term data. Katten-

bach et al. (2014) arrives at conclusions that are similar to ours, finding that

the ‘new’ career concepts, developed primarily in the Anglo-Saxon context,

likely do not describe what is happening on German labor markets. Our

results nuance this statement, in that there effectively exist career patterns

that correspond to the ‘new’ career in terms of mobility, and, according to

earlier research (Kovalenko and Mortelmans, 2014), are not necessarily char-

acterized by poor career outcomes typical for precarious careers. This would

imply that changes described by the ‘new’ career theories may be found in

certain niches of the labor market. Our results are in line with the second

statement of Kattenbach et al. (2014), namely that the career transformation
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can be perceived only to a certain extent. Elchardus and Smits (2014) echoes

these findings, the focus being on young adults (18-36). The authors find that

stable upwards trajectory is still the most popular career form, whereas the

attraction for the flexible career wanes rapidly with age, a process that goes

hand in hand with choosing to combine work and family. While 38% of re-

spondents aged between 18 and 20 opted for the ambitious flexible career,

only 20% had the same preference in the age group between 31 and 36. These

results indicate, that the flexible career type is relatively unpopular not only

in terms of objective prevalence, but also in terms of subjective preferences of

young workers. Soens et al. (2005) also find that while there are minor shifts

towards the transitional career pattern, the traditional career still holds its

place firmly in Belgium. Heery and Salmon (2000b) describe a similar dy-

namic for the UK, stating that aggregate job tenure declined only modestly in

the UK, although for some groups more pronouncedly (cf. supra). Rodrigues

and Guest (2010) report similar findings for several countries.

Our results demonstrate that there is a lot of variation between coun-

tries in terms of career type composition. For example, Denmark showed

only a minor shift in relative prevalence of the transitional career, yet the

country was already characterized by a higher share of the transitional career

type (see Table 5.1). At the same time, other countries, such as Belgium,

had a lower share of careers of the transitional type, without statistically

significant changes over time. An important conclusion that becomes ap-

parent from these results is that the processes of career flexibilization are

much diversified, can occur in different directions, as the example of Greece

attests, and are highly dependent on the national context. The study of

contemporary careers should take this into account, and explore the national

variations, not abandoning the main thesis of the career transformation, but

nuancing it. In other words, the career transformation may be seen as a

spectrum that is embedded in a complex mosaic of the local socio-economic

processes, rather than as a single form.

The main thrust of our analysis, pertaining to the decrease of employment

security in careers in the aftermath of the economic globalization, has yielded

several results. First, we have established that also in this regard the exact
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dynamic is contingent on the national context. Second, we have found no

insecurity increase in the traditional careers, coupled with some increase

thereof in some, but not all countries, for the transitional career type. This

may suggest that while there has been some decrease in employment security,

the process has been limited to some labor market strata, without becoming

universal. Our results suggest that this process may have occurred in some

transitional careers, as they indicated a possible polarization process within

this type. This would imply that while some transitional careers remained

stable or even improved in terms of employment security, in line with the

positive interpretation of flexibilization, and possibly conform to the ideal

type of the ‘new’ career, other have become more precarious, in line with the

neo-Fordist view.

Several authors have, in fact, formulated the idea of labor market polariza-

tion as a consequence of flexibilization, (Clarke, 2008b; Kim, 2013; Standing,

2011; Van Buren, 2003; Zeitz et al., 2009). It has been hypothesized that

highly skilled and employable workers may benefit from operating in flexible

labor markets, as it allows avoiding organizational bureaucracy, and enables

them to utilize external job mobility to boost their careers. At the same

time, those in weaker labor market strata, such as lower educated workers,

or those without easily marketable skills, are the losers of the flexibilization,

as it pushes them into poorly paid jobs without long-term security, easily dis-

cardable. Empirical evidence is acutely lacking in this respect, and while our

results make a contribution, the polarization hypothesis remains a fruitful

area for further research.

5.6 Limitations and directions for future re-

search

As any empirical research, our is not without its limitations. First, the anal-

ysis of the reasons behind the between-country variations in both career type

prevalence and changes in employment security over time was left outside the

scope of this article. While we stressed observing the heterogeneity in the
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evolution of career dynamic over time, it would be interesting to examine the

specifics of its interaction with the national context, related, for example, to

the differences in labor market regulation, historical tendencies and so forth.

Second, in constructing our career typology we focused on physical career

mobility alone. At the same time, it can be argued, that changes in careers

have occurred not only in terms of physical, but also in terms of psychological

mobility (Sullivan and Arthur, 2006). Bringing the subjective dimension into

account may bring additional details into the spotlight, e.g. pertaining to the

perception of insecurity, along with the stress and health effects associated

with it.
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Chapter 6

Does career type matter?

Outcomes in traditional and

transitional career patterns

Published as Kovalenko, M., & Mortelmans, D. (2014). Does career type

matter? Outcomes in traditional and transitional career patterns. Journal of

Vocational Behavior, 85(2), 238–249. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2014.07.003

6.1 Introduction

Career mobility can be an ambivalent phenomenon. For some individuals it

entails a welcome progression of work experiences accompanied by success

in terms of finances, personal accomplishment, and even life meaning. For

others, it can mark years of uncertainty about daily existence, a balancing

act on the verge of poverty, and persistent dissatisfaction with a series of

low-quality jobs with little prospect for improvement.

Two theoretical perspectives are particularly relevant for understanding

the consequences of mobility; namely labor market segmentation (LMS) the-

ory on one hand, and career theory on the other. Each of these perspectives

makes a basic distinction between what can be termed the traditional stable

career pattern unfolding in one or two organizations (Sullivan, 1999) and
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the transitional career pattern that by definition must entail multiple orga-

nizations and relatively high career mobility (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996b;

Baruch and Bozionelos, 2010; Kalleberg, 2003; Tolbert, 1982).

The two perspectives differ, however, in their view of the consequences

of mobility. Within the framework of the LMS theory, mobility is largely

associated with employment instability and therefore with less favorable ob-

jective and subjective outcomes (Fuller, 2008; Hodson and Kaufman, 1982;

Kalleberg et al., 1981; Tolbert, 1982). Recent career theory, on the other

hand, largely assumes a positive view on career mobility, seeing it as instru-

mental to career development in contemporary transitional labor markets

(DeFillippi and Arthur, 2001; Gerber et al., 2009; Hall, 1996c; Inkson et al.,

2012).

In this article we focus on the objective and subjective outcomes of ca-

reer mobility, with the goal of juxtaposing both theoretical perspectives. We

proceed in four steps. First, we review the conflicting theoretical perspec-

tives in more detail. Second, we construct a typology of career mobility

patterns using Optimal Matching Analysis (OMA), utilizing data covering

entire individual careers. Third, we analyze the effects of these career types

on subjective and objective career success, indicated, for example, by career

satisfaction and salary in the last job. Finally we discuss the implications

of our findings for the seeming controversy between the LMS and career

theories.

In our comparison of the two perspectives we consider several factors

that could potentially influence the analysis of mobility outcomes, and thus

obscure the logic of the relationship between the two theories.

The first factor pertains to the difference in temporal scope within which

career mobility history is registered. Short-term range mobility measure-

ments only estimate immediate outcomes arising from one or two events,

ignoring or downplaying the cumulative effects over time. This distinction

can make a crucial difference in the direction of the effects obtained (Fuller,

2008). In addition, career mobility is known, on average, to be unevenly

distributed on the individual timeline, with more events in the early ca-

reer stages and with relative stability towards the end stages (Dustmann
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and Pereira, 2005; Lam et al., 2012; Tolbert, 1982; Topel and Ward, 1992).

When this phenomenon is combined with a short-term measurement range,

bias may occur in the registration of mobility in later career stages. Both

arguments are in favor of using data describing prolonged, if not complete,

career periods.

Second, the historical period of measurement can play a substantial role,

as the socio-economic context in which careers develop changes over time.

The LMS theory originated in the early 1970s, whereas the so-called new

career theory, focusing on mobile careers, emerged in the 1990s. Therefore

both theories may place undue emphasis on the phenomena specific for these

periods.

The third factor is a logical alternative to the previous one: instead of

focusing on two different historical periods, both theories may refer to qual-

itatively different career types responsible for the varying dynamic of career

outcomes, depending on the context of mobility. The LMS theory largely

equates relatively high mobility with unstable and less favorable working ar-

rangements (Fuller, 2008; Hodson and Kaufman, 1982; Kalleberg et al., 1981;

Tolbert, 1982), which may not hold for all mobile careers, regardless of the

historical period. The new career theory, on the other hand, assumes that

between-employer mobility is driven and controlled by individual agency, of-

ten ignoring the structural component that invariably co-defines personal

career trajectories (Arnold and Cohen, 2008; Inkson et al., 2012).

Finally, the conjoint analysis of both genders may mask the differences in

mobility patterns between men and women. Existing research indicates that

men and women may substantially differ in regard to work and career, both

in objective and subjective terms (Cinamon and Rich, 2002; Edgell, 2006;

Forret et al., 2010; Marler and Moen, 2005; Sullivan and Mainiero, 2007). A

separate analysis of mobility patterns may better capture unique components

of gendered careers.

Our approach contributes to the existing empirical literature on the con-

sequence of career mobility in five ways.

First, to construct career mobility patterns we use longitudinal retrospec-

tive data covering the entire career course, as our data contains older cohorts
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that are either retired or in their last career years. Using long-term data

provides a methodological advantage for the reasons outlined above.

Second, most existing studies use aggregate indicators of mobility; e.g. a

number of job transitions in a certain period (Wille et al., 2010). Through

the use of sequence analysis techniques we are able to improve the measure-

ment by considering the entire career pattern, including not only the number

of transitions, but also their timing and placement in relation to other tran-

sitions on the career timeline.

Third, the study contributes to the understanding of gender differences in

the distribution of career types and the connection between them and career

covariates. Fourth, we explore the link between career mobility and subjec-

tive career success, addressing a lacuna in the empirical literature (Fasang

et al., 2012).

Finally, our analysis addresses the scarcity of empirical research on career

mobility patterns in Europe. Even though several pertinent studies have

appeared recently (e.g., see Biemann et al., 2012; Kattenbach et al., 2014),

the majority of respective studies in career literature still concerns the Anglo-

Saxon countries (Borghans and Golsteyn, 2012).

6.2 Theory and previous research

The link between career mobility patterns and their outcomes is informed by

several theoretical perspectives, two of which are particularly relevant for our

analysis. Both theories postulate a certain form of conceptual stratification

between the stable traditional and mobile transitional career patterns, but

approach that dichotomy from different standpoints. The first line of thinking

pertains to the labor market segmentation theory, which has been used ex-

tensively to model labor market processes (Dickens and Lang, 1992; Hudson,

2007), including some recent applications to the study of career mobility in

the post-Fordist economy (DiPrete et al., 2002). The second line of thinking

stems from the career-oriented literature, postulating a segmentation of ca-

reer patterns based on their external mobility (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996b;

Sullivan, 1999), sometimes in combination with other concomitant charac-
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teristics pertaining to the psychological, ethical or organizational dimensions

(Briscoe et al., 2006; Hall, 1996c). Different outcomes and covariates are

tied to the different career types within both frameworks. Even though both

perspectives are similar in proposing the dichotomy of career patterns, their

predictions for objective and subjective career success differ. In the course

of our analysis we will use these differences to interpret various types of

transitional careers.

For this purpose we discern two career outcomes: objective and subjec-

tive career success. Following Arthur et al. (2005), subjective career success

is defined as “the individual’s internal apprehension and evaluation of his or

her career,” whereas objective career success refers to “an external perspec-

tive that delineates more or less tangible indicators of an individual’s career

situation” (p. 179).

6.3 Labor market segmentation theory

The main proposition of the LMS theory is that to answer the need for

numerical flexibility individual working arrangements are divided into more

stable core jobs with high organizational attachment, greater job security,

good working conditions and higher rewards in terms of wages and benefits;

and, on the other hand, peripheral jobs with weak organizational ties, poor

working conditions, high uncertainty in regard to future employment, as well

as relatively lower wages and little or no benefits (Hudson, 2007; Kalleberg,

2003). This leads to segmentation of the labor market into two principal

distinct sub-divisions, labeled as primary and secondary labor markets, with

different sets of rules in regard to hiring and firing, remuneration and career

development. The key idea of the labor market segmentation theory is that

good (or bad) job characteristics are clustered together with other good (or

bad) job characteristics, the former pertaining to the primary labor market

and the latter to the secondary (Dickens and Lang, 1992; Hudson, 2007).

Various segmentation markers have been used to discern between the

primary and the secondary labor market segments, such as wage structure,

sector or industry, job autonomy and complexity, opportunities of advance-
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ment, and others (Hudson, 2007; Kalleberg et al., 1981; Kaufman et al.,

1981). Although initially the LMS theory posited very limited mobility be-

tween the primary and secondary segments, subsequent research has abun-

dantly demonstrated that this is not necessarily the case, especially in the

early formative career years (Dickens and Lang, 1992; Hudson, 2007). In

our analysis we do not explicitly strive to demarcate the labor market seg-

ments based on career mobility alone. Instead, we use the LMS framework

to explain the combinations of specific career mobility patterns with their

positive or negative covariates, focusing on the idea of the clustering of job

characteristics in the long run.

Among other criticisms of the LMS theory it has been repeatedly argued

that the division into only two segments is too ideal-typical, and does not re-

flect the complexity of the real world (Kaufman et al., 1981). There is indeed

empirical support for a more elaborate structure (Hudson, 2007; Kaufman

et al., 1981), especially in the European context (Poje, 1986). However, all

models within the framework retain the idea of the mutual covariance of

either positive or negative characteristics within their respective segments.

In accord with the propositions of the LMS theory transitional careers,

developing largely in the external labor market and by definition being inter-

rupted and characterized by lower organizational attachment, tend to pertain

to the secondary labor market segments, as the stable traditional career is

the norm for the historical period under consideration. The same notion

is supported both by the standard human capital and the institutional per-

spectives (Fuller, 2008). Firm-specific knowledge has value for the employing

organization and serves as capital for internal promotion, while its use out-

side the organization remains limited. This can be recognized by employers

and reflected in wage premium structures diminishing turnover. In the post-

war period, the loyalty-based psychological contract between employers and

workers was institutionalized in the form of internal labor markets (Fuller,

2008; Mirvis and Hall, 1994). On the other hand, many jobs that did not

require specialized skills entailed no incentive for employee retention, being

organized through external labor markets instead (Tolbert, 1996). In that

context high mobility levels were likely to be a marker of a disadvantaged po-
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sition on the labor market (Tolbert, 1982, p. 458). Formally, our hypotheses

based on the LMS theory can be formulated as follows:

Hypothesis 1A: objective career success will be lower in transitional than

in traditional career types.

Hypothesis 2A: subjective career success will be lower in transitional than

in traditional career types.

6.4 Career theory

The career theory offers an alternative view regarding career mobility. On

one hand, it also posits a version of labor market dualism, linking it to

organizational restructuring and the use of contingent and nonstandard work

arrangements (Hudson, 2007; Kalleberg et al., 2000). On the other hand,

career theory postulates different expectations in regard to the consequences

of career mobility. Two perspectives can be discerned within the broader

career theory framework: new career theory and mobility studies.

6.4.1 New career theory

The new career theory maintains that a major shift has occurred in the

structure of contemporary careers in recent decades. The dominant ideal

type of career during the 20th century was the so-called traditional career

(Arthur and Rousseau, 1996b). The word “traditional” refers to the idea of

a career in its most classic sense: a progression of working positions within

the organizational hierarchy, the success of which is signified by objective

markers; i.e., the ones recognized by other individuals and embedded in social

norms—increase in remuneration, upward mobility in terms of status (Baruch

and Bozionelos, 2010; Tolbert, 1996). The feature of the traditional career

most relevant to our analysis is that the stated progression took place within

the confines of one or two organizations (Sullivan, 1999). In other words,

a traditional career by definition entails stable employment with little or

no external mobility; it is based on the psychological contract between the

worker and the employer, which emphasized mutual loyalty in the context of
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a long-term relationship (Hall, 1996a, p. 54). Career progression occurred

largely within the internal labor markets.

The most general concept to describe the antipode of the stable tradi-

tional pattern is the notion of the “transitional career” (De Winne et al.,

2009; Soens et al., 2005). As deviations from the traditional pattern became

more and more widespread, a need emerged to conceptualize the alterna-

tive patterns. Several theoretical perspectives serving that need have been

brought forward, including the boundaryless career (Arthur and Rousseau,

1996b; Arthur, 1994; DeFillippi and Arthur, 2001), the protean career (Hall,

1976, 1996c, 2004), the intelligent career (Arthur et al., 1995), the portfo-

lio career (Mallon, 1999), and the multi-directional career (Baruch, 2004).

The boundaryless and protean career theories have gained by far the most

traction in the applied literature (Verbruggen, 2012), even though several

critical arguments have been formulated against both theories (Arnold and

Cohen, 2008; Inkson et al., 2012; Inkson, 2006); for example, their tendency

to downplay the importance of the structural factors.

The new career theory generally embraces a positive appraisal of emerging

career types, with career mobility constituting a pro-active coping strategy

in the context of flexibilizing labor markets (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996b;

Cadin et al., 2001; Marler et al., 2002; Verbruggen, 2012). Boundaryless and

protean career types are associated with continuous learning, professional

network building and entrepreneurial connotations (Arthur and Rousseau,

1996b; Hall and Mirvis, 1996).

Even though neither boundaryless nor protean career theory explicitly

belabors the causal relationship with physical career mobility outcomes, both

theories suggest that individuals in those career types take advantage of

labor market flexibility by utilizing their specific career capital rather than

suffering from its inherent instability. This implies that from the original

theory we may derive a hypothesis positing a positive relationship between

career mobility and its subjective and objective outcomes.

A repeated criticism of the new career theory is that not all career paths

are covered by the positive dynamic of self-validation, networking, and learn-

ing (Cadin et al., 2001; Inkson et al., 2012). For many individuals flexible
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labor markets mean precarious working arrangements, an insecure existence

and a marginalized socio-economic position (Hall, 1996a; King et al., 2005;

Van Buren, 2003). Indeed empirical research is divided on the subject, some

studies demonstrating the presence of positive outcomes (Gerber et al., 2009;

Marler et al., 2002; Volmer and Spurk, 2011), while others uncovering an op-

posite effect (Cheramie et al., 2007; Fuller, 2008; Valcour and Tolbert, 2003).

Considering that the negative formulation of the hypotheses has already been

stated, we limit ourselves to the original postulations of the new career the-

ory:

Hypothesis 1B: objective career success will be higher in transitional than

in traditional career type.

Hypothesis 2B: subjective career success will be higher in transitional than

in traditional career type.

6.4.2 Career mobility studies

The second line of empirical inquiry within career studies pertains to mo-

bility research, with the focus predominantly on objective career outcomes.

In this perspective, the outcomes of career mobility can be contingent on

external factors, such as gender, race or career stage (Fuller, 2008; Keith and

McWilliams, 1995; Lam et al., 2012).

In principle, this contingency on the context of mobility can be explained

in terms of balance between losing firm-specific capital and other factors, such

as better job match (Dustmann and Pereira, 2005; Fuller, 2008; Le Grand

and T̊ahlin, 2002). Individuals who are already employed in “good” jobs are

less likely to gain from additional moves, which implies that early career mo-

bility may be especially beneficial due to improving job-individual matches

occurring within the context of learning about one’s abilities and opportu-

nities. Having a job prior to searching for another job influences mobility

outcomes by alleviating time constraints and allowing the job seeker to wait

for better offers, whereas searching from a position of unemployment leads to

acceptance of relatively inferior wages (Keith and McWilliams, 1997). Mo-

bility voluntariness has also been found to be an important mediating factor
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(Gesthuizen and Dagevos, 2008). Employee-initiated separations typically

lead to wage gains, while involuntary job transitions are likely to result in

wage losses (Fuller, 2008; Keith and McWilliams, 1997). In our analysis

we use an indicator of mobility voluntariness to control for the context in

accord with the theory. From this perspective we formulate an additional

hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3: the relationship between career mobility patterns and both

objective and subjective career success will depend on the voluntariness of

career mobility (3a), where higher degree of voluntariness would lead to a

better outcome (3b).

6.5 Methodology

6.5.1 Data

This study uses Belgian data from SHARELIFE release 1, as of November

24, 2010, and SHARE release 2.5.0, as of May 24, 2011 (Schröder, 2011)1.

The third wave of the survey (SHARELIFE) retrospectively investigates the

life history of the respondents in the second half of the 20th century—the

respondents were 50 years or older at the beginning of the study in 2004

(excluding younger spouses). In order to ameliorate the eventual recall bias,

computer-assisted Life Calendar Methods was used during SHARELIFE data

collection; the retrospective data were found reliable by several evaluators

(Garrouste and Paccagnella, 2011; Mazzonna and Havari, 2011).

Our sample contains 2,934 respondents. Not all of them had carried out

paid work: the working portion of the sample consisted of 2,509 respondents,

48.7% of whom were men and 51.3% women. 1.2% of the final sample were

below the age of 50, 24.4% between 50 and 59, and the remaining 74.3%

were 60 or more years old. 59.7 of the respondents were retired, 40.2% had

another career status (see below); the vast majority of the latter group were

approaching retirement.

1For additional documentation on the data see http://www.share-project.org/
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6.5.2 Methods

In the analysis we use multiple regression modeling and Optimal Matching

Analysis (OMA). OMA is a member of the sequence analysis family, and has

been successfully applied to career sequences (Anyadike-Danes and McVicar,

2010; Halpin and Chan, 1998). It is essentially an algorithm that defines

the dissimilarity matrix, which contains distances between the sequences of

statuses. We have distinguished four main career statuses: employment,

inactivity, unemployment and retirement. Employment has been further

split into several substatuses to capture external career mobility; there are

statuses corresponding to each consecutive job in one’s career (1st, 2nd, . . . ,

12th—the highest number of jobs a respondent has reached in their career

within this sample). A career sequence starts after the respondent leaves

full-time education.

OMA calculates the distance between any two sequences by transform-

ing one sequence into another with the minimal possible cost. That cost

is then considered the distance between the sequences involved. The cost

is associated with status-related operations; namely, (1) substitutions and

(2) insertions and deletions, or simply indels (Abbott and Forrest, 1986).

The indel cost has been set to 1, whereas the substitution cost has been

set inversely proportional to the frequency of the transitions of the statuses

involved (Lesnard, 2010). Following the latter we have adopted the second

approach in order to make neighboring transitions (e.g. first to second job)

imply less distance than the non-neighboring ones. For the technical details

of the implemented OMA see Gabadinho et al. (2009). OMA has been car-

ried out separately for men and women to avoid suppressing or “averaging

out” the finer distinctions in career paths for both genders.

After obtaining the distance between career trajectories, sequences are

subjected to a cluster analysis using the Ward method, following Anyadike-

Danes and McVicar (2010). Several distinct career types emerge from the

cluster analysis, which are later used as independent variables in the multi-

variate regression.
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6.5.3 Measurements

Career mobility is conceptualized as the series of transitions between the

four career statuses outlined above. The SHARELIFE data contain infor-

mation on job changes between employers, thus referring almost exclusively

to external mobility. However, the respondents had an option of indicating

a job-to-job transition within the same employer if they felt the difference

between these positions was substantial.

Transition voluntariness : each career was described by an aggregate index

of the voluntariness of inter-state transitions. The index was constructed as

follows. Resigning from a job or terminating the employment by mutual

agreement were considered voluntary transitions and received the weight of

1. Completion of a temporary job was considered an ambivalent transition

(which could be either voluntary or involuntary) and received the weight of

0.5. Transitions due to lay-offs as well as due to a closing of plant or office

were considered involuntary and received the weight of zero. The sum of these

weights was divided by the total number of job exit transitions in a career.

Some information is arguably lost due to the aggregation, for example, several

involuntary transitions in a row might have a more profound effect than

the same number of involuntary transitions intermixed with voluntary ones.

Nevertheless, the aggregation allows us to nuance the relationship between

career sequence conceptualized as a single unit, and its outcomes measured

at the single point in time. We will discuss the limitations of the choice in

the respective section.

Subjective career success is measured by items pertaining to the quality

of work and career in general. The following statements are used as 4-point

Likert items, with response ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly dis-

agree”:

• Career satisfaction: “All things considered, I am satisfied with my job

career.”

• Career disappointment: “I experienced a major disappointment in my

job career.”
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Since it is possible to have experienced a major disappointment in a

career, while being satisfied with the career overall, we argue for using the

two items as related (r = -0.35) but distinct career outcomes. For objective

career success two proxy indicators are used. First, we consider the last

salary of the respondent, converted to a single currency (Belgian franc, as

for most respondents the introduction of the euro occurred later), adjusted

for inflation and transformed using the logarithmic scale. Second, we look

at whether the respondent was the owner of their current domicile, with

ownership coded as a dichotomous variable. While the latter variable is

not a commonly used measure of objective career success, it is useful in our

case as an indication of long-term financial stability, since we take entire

career sequences as the analysis unit. Last salary, while being a more precise

indicator of income, does not necessarily cover a similarly substantial time

period. The choice of this indicator must also be seen in the context of high

cultural significance of owning one’s domicile in Belgium (Pelsmacker, 2001,

p. 41) as well as long term government policy measures oriented towards

domicile acquisition. Failure to own a domicile at the end of one’s life is

therefore likely to indicate long-term financial difficulties. The correlation

between last salary and domicile ownership is 0.104, based on our data.

Education is measured as number of years spent in the initial educational

trajectory (cf. Biemann et al., 2012). For the purpose of easier interpre-

tation the following variables were centered around their means: all career

satisfaction indicators, education, career voluntariness and age.

6.6 Results

6.6.1 Career typology

The first step is the OMA-analysis of career trajectories. A graphical rep-

resentation of the distribution of career statuses on the timeline is rendered

in Figure 6.1. Time in years, starting from the beginning of a career, is

presented on the x-axis, whereas the y-axis shows proportions of the career

statuses for each year.

99



Figure 6.1: Distribution of career statuses (y-axis) on career timeline (x-axis,
years from career start). Source: SHARELIFE, own calculations.
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There are two common career types for both genders. The first type

clearly corresponds to the traditional career. It is characterized by a pro-

longed period of attachment to a single organization, which continues until

retirement. Before this period one or several job-to-job transitions may oc-

cur, although not necessarily. For men, the number of these initial transitions

ranges from 0 to 4, for women from 0 to 2. The subsequent stable period is

apparent in all cases pertaining to this type.

The second common type corresponds to the transitional career. It is

characterized by a much higher number of transitions, which occur not only

in the beginning of career but throughout its whole course. The prolonged

period of attachment to a single organization is not manifest in this type.

In addition, the levels of unemployment and inactivity are similar to those

in the traditional career pattern, implying both types refer to a full working

career, as opposed to the remaining patterns.

The remaining career types are differentiated by gender. The additional

type for men pertains to the career that is frequently interrupted by periods of

unemployment and/or inactivity. We have labeled it the intermittent career.

For women there are three additional career types. The first one is char-

acterized by a small period of employment in the beginning and a subsequent

phasing out into inactivity, which remains until retirement; this is best la-

beled an inactive career. Careers of the second type contain substantial pe-

riods of unemployment, sometimes combined with sporadic work spells. As

the unemployment status is clearly dominant for this type, we have named

it the unemployed career. The last career type for women combines labor

market activity with inactivity in approximately equal proportions; it can be

appropriately labeled as mixed career.

The overall distribution of career types for men and women is reflected

in Table 6.1.

6.6.2 Career consequences and covariates

In order to investigate the relationship of career mobility patterns and their

covariates, we explore a set of three linear models for each dependent vari-
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Table 6.1: Career type distribution per gender. Source: SHARELIFE, own
calculations.

Men (%) Women (%) Total

Traditional 1103 (90.2) 568 (44.2) 1671
Transitional 61 (5.0) 124 (9.6) 185
Inactive 363 (28.2) 363
Mixed 161 (12.5) 161
Unemployed 70 (5.4) 70
Intermittent 59 (4.8) 59

Total 1223 (100) 1286 (100) N = 2509

able. The first model in the set includes all independent variables except the

voluntariness index; the second model in the set also includes the voluntari-

ness index. Both are strictly additive models without any interaction terms.

The third model in the set builds on the second model, additionally including

the interaction effect between career mobility pattern and the voluntariness

index. Comparing these models allows us to test whether the inclusion of the

voluntariness index entails an improvement of the model, thus having bear-

ing on Hypothesis 3. The first and second models have to be compared on

the basis of the Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) due to slight differences

in the number of cases available for the estimation. The second and third

models can be compared using the classic F-test. The results are presented

in Table 6.2.

In terms of AIC, models with the lowest value are preferred, whereas the

significance of the F-test indicates that the inclusion of the interaction term

is warranted (selected models are marked in bold). The baseline model, ex-

cluding voluntariness and its interaction effects, can be selected in relation to

log-salary and ownership variables for women. The second model with addi-

tive effects can only be selected for career satisfaction, career disappointment,

and log-salary for men, as well as for career satisfaction and disappointment

for women. The third model, including the interaction effect between the

career mobility pattern and the voluntariness index, is preferred in the single

case of ownership as dependent for men. Note that even though AIC for dis-
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Table 6.2: Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) and F-test significance values.

Satisfaction Disappointment Log-salary Ownership

Men
Baseline 1280.982 1724.589 2344.580 831.287
Vol.ind, no interaction 1113.334 1491.618 2044.243 703.123
Vol.ind, interaction 1115.273 1490.808 2047.756 700.756
F-test p = 0.372 p = 0.099 p = 0.791 p = 0.041

Women
Baseline 1401.955 1538.517 2218.003 991.584
Vol.ind, no interaction 1271.966 1352.661 2650.738 1113.326
Vol.ind, interaction 1273.227 1356.875 2655.825 1116.312
F-test p = 0.169 p = 0.461 p = 0.589 p = 0.286

appointment among men is marginally smaller for the third model, the F-test

demonstrates that the inclusion of the interaction effect is not significant.

The selected models are presented in Tables 6.3 and 6.4 for men and

women respectively.

For men, the transitional career pattern has no effect on career satisfac-

tion or career disappointment, which contradicts hypotheses 2A and 2B. A

positive relationship is found between the transitional pattern and last salary,

in line with hypothesis 1B. At the same time, the effect of the transitional

pattern on residence ownership is dependent on career voluntariness, which

is expressed as the significance of the interaction effect. Transitional careers

with involuntary transitions have lower odds of ownership in comparison with

traditional careers, while for transitional careers with voluntary transitions

this relationship is positive. This finding supports hypotheses 3A and 3B.

The intermittent career type is negatively related to career satisfaction

and positively to career disappointment, both implying worse subjective out-

comes in comparison with the traditional career. These findings support

hypothesis 1B. The estimate for the last salary for this career type fails to

reach significance at α = 0.05 (p = 0.08). On the other hand, the odds of

residence ownership are substantially lower in comparison with both other
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Table 6.3: Selected models for men (sector terms omitted).

Dependent variable:

Satisfaction Disappointment Log-salary Owner

OLS OLS OLS logistic

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Log last salary 0.054∗∗∗ −0.029
(0.019) (0.026)

Voluntariness index 0.083 −0.534∗∗∗ 0.184 0.411
(0.097) (0.135) (0.222) (0.356)

Transitional career 0.117 0.186 0.728∗∗∗ −0.945∗∗

(0.112) (0.157) (0.256) (0.380)

Intermittent career −0.438∗∗∗ 0.509∗∗∗ 0.454∗ −1.829∗∗∗

(0.110) (0.154) (0.255) (0.399)

Age 0.014∗∗∗ −0.014∗∗∗ −0.028∗∗∗ −0.036∗∗∗

(0.003) (0.005) (0.008) (0.011)

Education 0.011 0.012 0.071∗∗∗ 0.097∗∗∗

(0.008) (0.011) (0.018) (0.030)

Career satisfaction 0.285∗∗∗ −0.030
(0.098) (0.153)

Transitional*Voluntariness 4.611∗∗

(2.044)

Intermittent*Voluntariness −0.735
(1.455)

Constant −0.471∗∗ 0.438∗ 9.251∗∗∗ 2.535
(0.183) (0.255) (0.139) (38.244)

Observations 560 561 560 673
Adjusted R2 0.093 0.080 0.078

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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career types. Partial support is thus found for hypothesis 1A.

It is worth noting that career satisfaction and last salary are mutually

correlated for men after control for other variables, conforming to earlier

findings (Arthur et al., 2005; Ng et al., 2005).

For women, the transitional pattern is characterized by lower ownership

odds, which is similar to the findings for men except that in models for

women the interaction coefficient is absent. These findings partially support

hypothesis 1A.

For women in the inactive career pattern career outcomes are relatively

negative, as expected. Both career satisfaction and last salary levels are

lower than for those with the traditional career type. The unemployed career

type is characterized by lower career satisfaction, but contrary to the initial

expectations not by lower last salary or ownership odds.

For women, career satisfaction is not associated with last salary (and vice

versa), as it was the case for men; instead, a relationship is found between

career satisfaction and ownership odds.

6.7 Discussion

In the course of our analysis we have juxtaposed three theoretical threads

that explain objective and subjective outcomes of transitional careers. The

labor market segmentation theory maintains primarily a negative view on

the outcomes of transitional careers, as opposed to the new career theory,

which implies predominantly positive outcomes. This conflict of prediction

is reflected in the mobility studies literature, which postulates the contin-

gency of career outcomes depending on other factors, such as gender, race,

or transition voluntariness. We have operationalized the latter indicator of

contingency in our analyses, aiming to understand the value of each theory

in regard to empirical career outcomes. The analysis has been carried out in

two steps, the construction of career typology and the exploration of career

outcomes.
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Table 6.4: Selected models for women (sector terms omitted).

Dependent variable:

Satisfaction Disappointment Log-salary Owner

OLS OLS OLS logistic

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Log last salary 0.005 0.030
(0.023) (0.025)

Voluntariness 0.028 −0.187
(0.113) (0.122)

Transitional career −0.244∗ 0.064 0.446∗ −0.875∗∗∗

(0.135) (0.146) (0.248) (0.323)

Inactive career −0.346∗∗∗ −0.109 −0.588∗∗∗ −0.337
(0.095) (0.102) (0.167) (0.215)

Mixed career −0.117 −0.055 −0.029 −0.419
(0.111) (0.119) (0.202) (0.262)

Unemployed career −0.582∗∗∗ 0.218 0.425 −0.414
(0.156) (0.169) (0.285) (0.350)

Age 0.009∗∗ −0.009∗∗ −0.054∗∗∗ −0.021∗∗

(0.004) (0.004) (0.007) (0.009)

Education −0.005 −0.013 0.072∗∗∗ 0.033
(0.012) (0.013) (0.021) (0.028)

Career satisfaction −0.004 0.214∗∗

(0.082) (0.104)

Constant 0.177 −0.150 9.396∗∗∗ 1.733∗∗∗

(0.381) (0.412) (0.590) (0.446)

Observations 528 528 602 853
Adjusted R2 0.065 0.029 0.207

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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6.7.1 Career typology

In the first step of our analysis, we have constructed a career typology using

Optimal Matching Analysis in respect to career mobility patterns. Two

career types have appeared to be common for both men and women. They

can be referred to as traditional and transitional careers, based on their

correspondence to the ideal types postulated in the literature. One additional

unique type has been discerned for men (intermittent career), whereas for

women three additional unique types were obtained (mixed, unemployed and

inactive careers). The analysis of career mobility patterns for men and women

suggests that both methodological and gender aspects can play a role in

the prediction of career outcomes, and consequently affirms the validity of

applying of one of the three theoretical perspectives.

Methodological influence stems from the unequal distribution of mobility

throughout the career timeline, as well as from the importance of timed

patterns in the determination of career types. The classification of careers

based on mobility may be more precise when it considers not only the degree

of mobility during a certain period, but also the relation between mobility

patterns in different career stages.

First, we have found that career mobility tends to be concentrated in the

early career stages, which corresponds to the previous findings in the liter-

ature (Dustmann and Pereira, 2005; Ghosh, 2007; Topel and Ward, 1992).

During these stages many individuals experience some mobility even in the

traditional career type, which theoretically is characterized by the attach-

ment to a single organization. Second, career mobility in mid- and late career

plays a crucial role in determining the type of career, forming grounds for dis-

tinguishing, for example, between the traditional and the transitional career

types. Third, different kinds of mobility result in different career types. Var-

ious combinations of employment, inactivity, and unemployment establish

the basis for distinguishing between the transitional, inactive, intermittent,

mixed, and unemployed types.

These considerations suggest that using short-term mobility data may

impact the analytical step of career classification based on mobility, and
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therefore may distort the relationship between such classification and the

respective outcome structure. Consequently, the methodological aspect may

potentially be one of the sources of differential predictions of the theoretical

perspectives at hand, as complete career histories are rarely available in the

data. In addition, the marked mobility differences among the career types

may provide a context to interpret the results of Kattenbach et al. (2014) who

have found but a limited increase in mobility in Germany between 1984 and

2011. It might be the case that the increase of mobility has been substantial

in certain career types, while virtually absent in others (see also Biemann

et al., 2012); thus resulting in a minor increase overall. This would imply that

the logic of the boundaryless career is still applicable to highly regulated labor

markets, yet the extent of that application would be restricted to certain

groups of workers.

The moderating gender influence on the relationship between career mo-

bility and its outcomes may stem from the clearly diverging career structure

distribution for men and women. Our results for career types for women are

in line with the classification of Hakim (2006), who distinguishes between

work-oriented, home-oriented, and adaptive (mixed) careers. Home-oriented

careers are fully absent from the men’s typology, whereas women’s transi-

tions include the family-work dimension to a much larger degree than those

of men, timewise. Life period associated with child-rearing has a clear impact

on the women’s career development. In addition, the proportion of transi-

tional careers has been found to be higher for women, in line with earlier

research on the subject (Briscoe et al., 2006; Kattenbach et al., 2014; Marler

and Moen, 2005; Marler et al., 2002; Segers et al., 2008; Valcour and Tol-

bert, 2003). This combination of the differential impact of family with the

differential propensity towards the transitional career could be indicative of

the moderating effect of gender. For example, the mixed career type can be

followed by women for familial reasons, and would therefore entail a success-

ful adaptation to a particular life situation, rather than a failure to adhere

to a socially scripted career scenario. The opposite seems to be the case for

men, for whom the deviation from a full-employment career leads to worse

career outcomes, in line with the labor market segmentation theory.

108



Both the higher variety of career patterns for women as well as the higher

proportion of transitional careers are in line with a gendered perspective on

work (Clark, 1997; Marler and Moen, 2005). Men and women place different

emphasis on family and work, and the importance thereof to individual iden-

tity. Women derive personal meaning and satisfaction from multiple domains

of life, including, but not limited to, work (Forret et al., 2010; Sullivan and

Mainiero, 2007). For men, on the other hand, work fulfills a much more cen-

tral role in shaping their identity (Cinamon and Rich, 2002). At the same

time, men tend to become “stuck” in their traditionally oriented working

roles (Hakim, 1996), which may pose an obstacle for them in the context of

the transitional labor market.

6.7.2 Career outcomes

In the second step of our analysis, we examined the value of each theory in

explaining the results of predictive models of objective and subjective career

outcomes. Our findings suggest that one of the potential sources of the

discrepancy between the theoretical perspectives at hand is the domain of

application: some parts of the labor market are well described by the labor

market segmentation theory, while others find a better reflection in the new

career theoretical narrative.

For men, the intermittent career type clearly adheres to the dynamic

postulated by the labor market segmentation theory, with individuals in this

category having worse career outcomes and an unstable career trajectory that

includes unemployment spells. On the other hand, the transitional career

type does not differ from the traditional type in terms of subjective outcomes

and, contingent on voluntariness, can yield even better objective outcomes.

Considering this type is characterized by mostly continuous employment, it

is more consistent with the propositions of the new career theory.

For women, the same distinction concerning domains of theory applica-

tion is not readily apparent, as no analogue of the intermittent career with

unambiguously negative implications could be discerned. Several career types

are characterized by negative career outcomes, yet a valid comparison is dif-
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ficult due to the fundamentally different career dynamic mentioned above.

For example, an inactive career leads to both lower career satisfaction and

lower last salary in comparison with the traditional type, but these outcomes

may be attributable to early withdrawal from the labor market rather than

mobility itself.

Our results raise questions about the historical timing of the origins of

the new career. In the contemporary career literature, the genesis of the

new career types is predominantly associated with the 1990s, when several

seminal works delineated this paradigm of research (Arthur and Rousseau,

1996a; Hall, 1996a). On the other hand, several authors have observed that

many of the factors that spurred the stated career transformation, such as

globalization, tertiarization of the developed economies and the advancement

of the neoliberal ideology in policy and politics, were present since the 1970s

(Baruch and Bozionelos, 2010; Mills et al., 2006; Rodrigues and Guest, 2010;

Standing, 2010, 2011). For the careers in our sample, these processes may

have implied a destabilization after the mid-career stage (cf. Buchholz et al.,

2006). Our finding that transitional careers entail mobility after mid-stage,

yet without degrading into the precariousness of the intermittent type, is

consistent with that presupposition. Consequently, our findings suggest that

the new career types may have emerged a decade or two earlier than the con-

temporary career literature generally suggests, even though the proliferation

of these types has initially remained modest.

6.8 Conclusion and implications for future re-

search

In conclusion, we return to the main question of our study: which theory

explains the mobile career outcome logic most adequately? In light of the

data presented, we can conclude that each of the theories has its own limited

area of application, explaining only a part of the empirical world; it is only

in their combination that the totality of careers is described.

As a hypothesis towards future research, our results suggest a synthetic
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combination of the theoretical perspectives at hand expressed as a stratified

labor market structure with three segments defined in terms of mobility and

its consequences. The first segment would consist of stable traditional careers

in which mobility is limited only to the initial career stages as a part of the

“job shopping” process. This largely coincides with the primary labor mar-

ket in terms of the LMS theory. The second segment would contain careers

with high job mobility levels; individuals in this segment are able to avoid

the perilous effects of mobility and even use it to their advantage, achieving

positive career outcomes overall. The variation of outcomes in this segment

is partly dependent on the individual agency, indicated by the degree of vol-

untariness of career transitions. This segment is well described by the new

career theory, which places an emphasis on thriving in the context of a flex-

ible labor market through the utilization of skills pertinent to employability

(DeFillippi and Arthur, 2001).

The third segment would also be comprised of careers with high mobility

levels, only this time with workers unable to cope successfully with the inher-

ent instability of mobile careers. Hall (1996a, p. 6) refers to this phenomenon

as the “dark side” of the transitional career. While some workers possess the

skills and attitudes necessary to bridge numerous career transitions, others

find their career unraveling under the same conditions. The mobility dy-

namic of this segment corresponds to the secondary labor market terms of

the LMS theory. The aforementioned gender dynamic plays a prominent

role here, with women being able to fall back on various combinations of

work and family, and men choiceless in their adherence to the breadwinner

stereotype. All in all, the three-segmented model represents a synthesis of

the LMS and the new career theory, and leaves room for the contingency of

career outcomes on the attributes of mobility.

The three-segment model enables us to hypothesize that the increasing

flexibilization of the labor market may induce a career polarization process

instead of a one-sided career transformation towards the domination of either

boundaryless/protean or precarious career types (cf. Standing, 2011). Such

a polarization process would entail the increase of both successful and unrav-

eling mobile careers at the cost of the stable segment. It would then be the
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question of how employability-related skills are distributed in the population

that determines the exact dynamic of this process. While the protean narra-

tive (see Inkson, 2006) is not wrong in this view, the metaphor of the Roman

god Janus, the two-faced guardian of doors and gates, might be more appro-

priate to capture the ambivalence of the transitional career. The transitional

career also has two faces, one turned towards those who are capable enough

for the passages between different career states and stages not to hold them

back, while the other face is for those who stumble traversing these passages.

Janus gladly opens the doors for some, ensuring smooth transitions, while

others must knock continuously, if only to find themselves lost in the series of

disjointed transitions. Standing (2011) refers to these groups as “grinners”

and “groaners,” making a distinction between those who welcome flexibil-

ity and thrive in it, and those who are driven into precarious conditions by

circumstance and suffer from it.

This conceptualization has implications for the research of career mobil-

ity today. The focus of the new career theory on career types with a positive

career dynamic essentially leads to a failure to address the issues of careers

that unravel under the pressure of all-pervading flexibilization (Standing,

2010, 2011). At the same time, that flexibilization and the accompanying

dismantling of protective social institutions does not necessarily drive con-

temporary workers into highly precarious careers. Many individuals are able

to successfully navigate careers with high mobility, as established by recent

research (Briscoe et al., 2012; Verbruggen, 2012) as well as the current study.

6.9 Limitations of the study

The aggregate measure of career transition voluntariness, while enabling a

more nuanced analysis of careers as single units, entails a potential loss of

information in regard to the patterning of voluntary and involuntary transi-

tions. While for most models the inclusion of the voluntariness index resulted

in a slightly better performance, the impact on the substantive interpreta-

tion was minimal, contrary to the theoretical expectations. Future research

should address the issue by focusing on the specific order of voluntary and
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involuntary transitions in a career.

Restricting our analysis to the Belgian data has allowed us a more detailed

focus in considering multiple outcomes over the entire spectrum of career

patterns within the institutional context of a continental welfare state with

a high level of labor market regulation. The limitation of that choice is that

a generalization of the findings should be carried out with caution for other

welfare state types (cf. Biemann et al., 2012).
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Chapter 7

The limitations of

self-directedness: employability

in context

Published as Kovalenko, M., & Mortelmans, D. (2016). Contextualizing em-

ployability: Do boundaries of self-directedness vary in different labor market

groups? Career Development International, 21(5), 498–517. https://doi.org/10.1108/cdi-

01-2016-0012

7.1 Introduction

The concept of employability takes a prominent place in both the academic

and the public policy discourses on mobile and flexible labor markets (Berntson,

2008; Muffels, 2008). It is considered a crucial component in achieving long-

term employment security, as well as a policy instrument geared towards

improving labor market participation (European Commission, 1997; Forrier

and Sels, 2003).

The degree to which a worker is employable on the labor market is de-

fined by both individual (agency-side) and contextual (structure-side) factors

(Berntson et al., 2006; Forrier and Sels, 2003; Clarke, 2008b). On the one

hand, the literature dealing with flexibilizing employment relationships has
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primarily touted the agency-side factors as a means toward better employabil-

ity (Inkson et al., 2012; Tams and Arthur, 2010; Zeitz et al., 2009). Workers

are assumed to hold the responsibility for their careers (King, 2004), with the

implicit requirement of remaining adaptable to the shifting employment con-

text (Clarke, 2008b; Hall, 1996c) as well as being proactive and self-directed

in their labor market behavior (Greenhaus et al., 2008; Briscoe and Hall,

2006). On the other hand, a concern has been raised by many scholars that

some worker groups may be to a larger degree constrained by contextual fac-

tors (Forrier et al., 2009; Guest and Sturges, 2007; Inkson et al., 2012; King

et al., 2005; Van Buren, 2003; Standing, 2011), implying that the labor mar-

ket might not be homogeneous in regard to the dynamic between agency-side

factors and employability.

Even though the research on the ‘new’ employment relationship and the

associated ‘new’ career paths on the flexibilizing labor market has been de-

veloping for more than two decades, this particular area still remains under-

researched (Inkson et al., 2012; Zeitz et al., 2009). Given that labor market

flexibilization and the associated emphasis on employability are embraced by

policy makers in many developed countries as strategic elements in improv-

ing employment rates and increasing economic competitiveness (Van Eyck,

2003), it is crucial to understand the limits of what determines employabil-

ity for different labor market strata and identify worker groups that may be

disadvantaged by their position on the labor market.

In this article, we compare two pairs of worker groups on the degree to

which their employability on the labor market is affected by self-directedness

in career (agency-side) on the one hand, and contextual (structure-side) fac-

tors on the other. Workers with higher education are compared to workers

without higher education, and workers in managerial positions are compared

to workers in non-managerial positions. Our analyses contribute to the dis-

cussion of structural boundaries in contemporary employment relationships,

with specific attention to potential labor market stratification.
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7.2 Theoretical background

7.2.1 Employability

Outlining the concept

There exists a variety of contexts and meanings in which the concept of

employability is used, rendering it somewhat diffuse (Berntson et al., 2006;

Forrier et al., 2009). In its earlier uses, the term was generally reserved for

workers outside employment, e.g. unemployed, disabled or belonging to dis-

advantaged groups (Forrier and Sels, 2003; Vanhercke et al., 2014), with the

goal of re-integrating them into the labor market (Berntson, 2008). More

recently, the use of the concept has been extended to cover all workers, in-

cluding those already in employment, as improving workers’ employability on

flexible and dynamic labor markets has become paramount for workers them-

selves, their employers as well as for policy makers (European Commission,

1997; Vanhercke et al., 2014). At the same time, the focus in the employabil-

ity literature has shifted from macro to the micro perspective, emphasizing

the responsibility of the individual for his or her possibilities of obtain and

maintain employment (Clarke, 2008b; Hillage and Pollard, 1998), the latter

phrase being essentially the definition of the term we adopt in this article.

Given the diffuse nature of the concept, its operationalization presents

challenges as well (Forrier and Sels, 2003). Traditionally, employability was

assessed using objective indicators of the worker’s labor market position,

such as education, training or occupational position (De Cuyper et al., 2008).

When focusing on those without employment, the objective conceptualization

of employability in essence referred to whether or not an individual was able

to secure a new job (Berntson et al., 2006). Following the extension of the

concept to workers steadily remaining in their current employment, such

direct approach proved problematic as often there are no actual labor market

transitions to gauge employability. As a result, much attention was paid to

measuring the subjective or perceived employability, a concept referring to

the individual perception of his or her possibilities to achieve a new job

(Berntson et al., 2006). It is often argued that it is the individual perception
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that drives actual career decision-making, which makes individual perception

important in the context of flexible and uncertain labor markets (Berntson,

2008).

Motivated by the importance of external labor markets in the contempo-

rary ‘new’ economy (DiPrete et al., 2002), we focus on external employability

in this article, a notion that refers to individual possibilities to obtain and

maintain employment on the external labor market (Vanhercke et al., 2014).

Employability and the new career

The concept of employability derives its relevance from its central place in the

discourse regarding the contemporary work careers, both in academic and in

policy circles (Berntson, 2008; European Commission, 1997), as well as from

practices in flexibilizing labor markets where transitioning between employers

becomes more and more common (Fugate et al., 2004; Clarke, 2008a). The

way careers unfold is said to have undergone a vast transformation in the past

few decades. The contents of these changes have been widely discussed in the

academic career literature (e.g. Arthur et al., 1999; Baruch and Bozionelos,

2010; Clarke, 2013; Hall, 1996c; Sullivan, 1999), and are generally framed as

a shift from the so-called traditional career pattern, developing within one

or two organizations (Sullivan, 1999), towards mobile and non-linear career

paths evolving within multiple organizations (Baruch and Bozionelos, 2010).

In career literature these emergent career forms are often referred to as the

new career (Arthur et al., 1999).

Employability plays a special role in this new career climate. Job secu-

rity is no longer guaranteed for most workers, as flexibilization of labor, an

essential condition for maintaining competitiveness in the globalizing econ-

omy, has rendered the prospect of a life-long attachment to an organization

unrealistic for the majority of the labor force (Berglund et al., 2014; Muffels,

2008; Reich, 2008; Standing, 1999). Instead, employment security is stated

to assume a central position in the flexible economy, an idea that, aside from

being postulated in new career theories, is also reflected in the concept of the

transitional labor market (Schmid, 1998) and in the ‘flexicurity’ approach,
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popular in the European policy circles (European Commission, 2007a). Em-

ployability is a crucial element in achieving employment security in the ‘new

economy’ setting, enabling workers to identify and realize career opportuni-

ties, and facilitating the movement between jobs, both within and between

organizations (Fugate et al., 2004). Employability is therefore a key pre-

requisite for building a successful career in the context of flexibilizing labor

markets (Clarke, 2008b), not only for the unemployed, but also for the entire

labor force (Fugate et al., 2004).

A wide consensus in employability and career literature is that modern

workers themselves must carry the responsibility for developing and main-

taining their employability and for managing their careers (Clarke, 2008a;

Van Buren, 2003). The emphasis on the individual responsibility for one’s

career is reflected in the changes to the psychological contract, the set of “in-

dividual beliefs, shaped by the organization, regarding terms of an exchange

agreement between individuals and their organization” (Rousseau, 1995, p.

9). The old ‘relational’ psychological contract, prevalent in the Fordist era,

implied that workers are loyal to the organization, and work hard, while

accepting a great deal of managerial control (also see Standing, 1999). In ex-

change, the employers provided job security, and took the responsibility for

managing the careers of their employees, providing promotion opportunities

in a hierarchical organizational structure, company supported training and

pay raises. This relational contract came to be replaced in the past decades

by the so-called ‘transactional’ psychological contract, which is oriented to-

wards “specific, short-term, and monetizable obligations entailing limited

involvement of the parties” (Morrison and Robinson, 1997, p. 229). Given

the short-term orientation of this new psychological contract, and the more

transitional nature of the labor markets in general, most employers are to a

larger degree unable, and often unwilling to assume the responsibility for the

careers of their employees. The fact that both the responsibility for career

management and the risks associated with it are placed on the individual

shoulders, is also in line with the neoliberal Zeitgeist, in which the individual

agency is strongly emphasized (Harvey, 2011).

Many critical authors have noted, that the emphasis on the individual re-
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sponsibility is based on a tacit (and a rather heroic) assumption that workers

are, in fact, fully in control of their careers, unbridled by contextual fac-

tors (McQuaid and Lindsay, 2005; Rodrigues and Guest, 2010; Tholen, 2015;

Van Buren, 2003). According to the critical view, the agency-oriented supply-

side conceptualization of employability decontextualizes individual actions,

and may ignore the risks, inequalities and stratificational mechanisms that

can stem from the socio-economic context in which the individual operates.

Hillage and Pollard (1998) argue, for example, that most definitions of em-

ployability pay little attention to demographic or physical characteristics,

which are often quite critical in shaping a person’s ability to remain employ-

able. McQuaid and Lindsay (2005) formulate a similar critique, calling the

overemphasis on the individual agency “supply-side orthodoxy” (p. 204) and

arguing that the issue transcends a mere academic debate, as the concept em-

ployability has been used as a key public policy component on both national

and supranational levels. The focus on the individual agency may result in

proverbial blaming-the-victim understanding of employability, according to

the critical view.

Other scholars have argued that the individual capacity to successfully

navigate the flexible labor markets can be structurally different for some

labor market groups (e.g. Zeitz et al., 2009), such as lower educated workers

(DiPrete and Eirich, 2006; Muffels, 2008). The positively framed narrative

of the mobile and flexible careers, based on continuous learning and self-

development, has been criticized for being applicable to more privileged labor

market strata, e.g. those in managerial positions. These new stratificational

mechanisms of the new flexible economy have not been sufficiently studied

empirically, despite several calls in the literature.

In the subsequent analysis, we will explore the effects on employability of

an important agency-side factor, career self-directedness, as well as a num-

ber of contextual factors, paying attention to possible stratification between

groups.
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7.2.2 Self-directedness and employability

A lot of attention in the new career and employability literatures has been

paid to how workers can cope with the increasing uncertainty on the labor

market, with a heavy emphasis on the individual agency as a buffer against

unwanted career interruptions (Clarke, 2008b; Inkson et al., 2012; Tams and

Arthur, 2010; Zeitz et al., 2009). Career self-directedness, an agency-side fac-

tor, has been postulated to be one such crucial coping mechanism, helping

workers navigate uncertain employment environments (Briscoe et al., 2012;

De Vos and Soens, 2008). Previous research has established a positive re-

lationship between self-directedness and employability (Raemdonck et al.,

2012), though the empirical evidence still remains scarce.

In general, career self-directedness refers to the proactivity workers ex-

hibit in constructing their career (King, 2004; Kossek et al., 1998), as well as

to a certain level of independence from the employing organization (Briscoe

et al., 2006). Similar to employability, the objective and subjective dimen-

sions can be discerned for the concept of self-directedness as well (De Vos and

Soens, 2008). The objective or behavioral component refers to concrete ac-

tions or behaviors proactively used to achieve career goals (King, 2004). The

subjective or reflective component has been invoked in different meanings in

the literature, referring to “the insights individuals develop into their own

career aspirations” (De Vos and Soens, 2008, p. 450), to “having the ability

to be adaptive in terms of performance and learning demands” (Briscoe and

Hall, 2006, p. 8), or to “the employee’s orientation to manage and advance

current work conditions to promote career development” (Raemdonck et al.,

2012, p. 139). The latter conceptualization essentially echoes the definition

of the behavioral component, yet demarcates a distinctively different domain,

viewing the proactive ability as a psychological orientation and not its actual

behavioral manifestation. Such definition is essentially similar to the view

provided by Briscoe et al. (2006), who refer to career self-directedness in the

sense of the individual ability to take “an independent role in managing their

vocational behavior” (p. 31). It is in this sense that we will use the subjec-

tive component of self-directedness throughout our inquiry. The following
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hypothesis can be formulated:

Hypothesis 1 : career self-directedness is positively associated with per-

ceived employability

7.2.3 Employability and contextual factors

The theoretical literature on employability views this concept as an outcome

of the interplay between agency- and structure-side factors (Clarke, 2008b;

Tholen, 2015; Forrier and Sels, 2003). In research and policy practice, how-

ever, one aspect is often overemphasized at the cost of the other, which has

yielded two perspectives on employability, namely supply- and demand-side

views (McQuaid and Lindsay, 2005), sometimes also referred to as absolute

and relative perspectives on employability (Tholen, 2015).

The supply-side view is deeply rooted in the domain of public policy

(McQuaid and Lindsay, 2005), which for the past several decades has been

dominated by the neoliberal paradigm. The same view is also currently

prevailing in the mainstream academic research on employability (Tholen,

2015; Clarke, 2008b; Forrier and Sels, 2003). Partly due to the methodological

individualism typical for this perspective, partly due to the public policy

goal of activating unemployed and inactive workers on the labor market, the

research within this view has predominantly paid attention to the individual

factors that foster employability (McQuaid and Lindsay, 2005; Tholen, 2015;

Forrier and Sels, 2003). Within the supply-side framework, context is seen as

something that can be reduced to the sum of outcomes of individual actions,

consistent with the atomistic perspective typical for the neoliberal policy

discourse. As consequence, agency in the domain of work often becomes

‘decontextualized’ or unbounded (cf. Inkson et al., 2012; King et al., 2005).

The demand-side literature, largely sociological in origin, emphasizes,

on the other hand, the relational and contextual nature of employability

(Tholen, 2015). It focuses on how structural factors limit the individual

agency, and considers the interaction between the individual and a variety of

contextual factors that influence employability. There exists a degree of dis-

agreement between the two perspectives as to what is considered contextual.
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Factors that are often seen as structural in the sociological literature, in the

sense that they refer to the impact of norms, beliefs and values that regulate

social action (Bernardi et al., 2007), are seen as merely individual character-

istics in the supply-side literature (Tholen, 2015), one example of this being

gender. While within the individual-oriented supply-side approach gender is

typically seen as an individual characteristic, in the sociological demand-side

literature gender can be conceptualized as a structural factor, a social insti-

tution that entails a number of practices, beliefs and norms. As such, gender

co-defines individual chances of employment on the labor market, propensity

towards certain kinds of jobs (Marler and Moen, 2005) or career patterns

(Kovalenko and Mortelmans, 2014). In the institutional sense gender oper-

ates therefore as a contextual factor. In this article, the analytical goal is to

determine the contextual limits of career self-directedness, the agency-side

factor, and establish whether these limits vary for different worker groups.

Given that goal, we adopt the broader view of the context, in line with

the sociological demand-side perspective and the institutional view on social

structure (Bernardi et al., 2007).

In employability literature the contextual factors in the sense used in this

article, have been studied from the viewpoint of ‘underprivileged groups’

(Forrier and Sels, 2003). Researchers concerned with a more holistic view on

how individuals make their journeys in the labor market, sought to incor-

porate these contextual factors in the analysis of employability (Hillage and

Pollard, 1998; McQuaid and Lindsay, 2005). While the number of contex-

tual factors in reality is potentially very large (see Forrier and Sels, 2003),

several contextual characteristics have have been focused upon more com-

monly. Thus, attention has been paid to the effects of age on employability

(Forte and Hansvick, 1999; Sharit et al., 2009), with the hypothesis that

older workers may be less attractive to potential employers due to a number

of reasons, such as (perceived) lack of technological skills, health or higher

salary expectations. Younger workers tend, on the other hand, to be opti-

mistic about their employment opportunities (Berglund et al., 2014). Gender

is another relevant background characteristic that has traditionally produced

stratification in the labor market, with research showing that there is little
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improvement in gender equality in the era of flexible work (Flecker et al.,

1998). Migration background and language mastery are well-known factors

on which employers may discriminate in their hiring processes (Luthra, 2013).

Indicators of socio-economic status, such as educational level (Núñez and Li-

vanos, 2010), family economic background (Grotti and Scherer, 2014), and

job level (Karren and Sherman, 2012), have also been demonstrated to affect

employment chances.

Career and training history are factors that have been studied as ‘sig-

nals’ of individual ability in the context of employability (Forrier and Sels,

2003). These signals are individual traits or behaviors that provide informa-

tion about the capabilities of an individual. Thus, the scarring effect theories

postulate that previous unemployment history diminishes the chance to ob-

tain a new job (Brandt and Hank, 2014). Research is inconclusive in regard

to the direction in which previous job mobility affects employability. Some

authors argue that fast advancing careers are seen in a positive light by the

employers (see Rosenbaum, 1989), while others contend that it takes some

time to gain expertise in a job, implying that there is an optimum tenure in

each job (Forrier and Sels, 2003). Empirical results suggest that job mobility

may be positively related to unemployment (Light, 2005). In addition to

career history, training history is also a signal of individual capabilities, as

it provides an idea of the investments that can maintain or enhance human

capital (Rosenbaum, 1989). The following hypotheses can be formulated:

Hypothesis 2a: additional educational activities and speaking the lan-

guage on a native level will have a positive effect on employability;

Hypothesis 2b: having no higher education, being older, having a previ-

ous unemployment history, and having a migration background will have a

negative effect on employability;

Hypothesis 2c: non-managerial job level, gender, family income, and pre-

vious job mobility variables will have an effect on employability.

Since the structural factors may play a role in shaping the attitude of

self-directedness, our model will include the respective causal paths in order

to control for eventual indirect effects. The conceptual model is presented in

Figure 7.1.
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Figure 7.1: Conceptual model

7.2.4 Differences between labor market groups

The popular managerial theories of the new employment relationship and the

new career, with their emphasis on the individual agency as the most im-

portant coping mechanism with uncertain and dynamic labor markets, have

been repeatedly criticized for their lack of attention to power inequalities in

flexible and mobile working arrangements (Tams and Arthur, 2010). The

duality of the labor market seems to have generally been ignored in the most

of the research on the new career, yet the assumption of labor market homo-

geneity is a dangerous one, as it downplays differences between workers and

can impede improvements for weaker labor market groups. Several authors

have postulated the idea that two tiers of workers may exist in contemporary

flexible labor markets (Beck, 2000; Clarke, 2008b; Kim, 2013; Kovalenko and

Mortelmans, 2014; Standing, 2011; Van Buren, 2003; Zeitz et al., 2009). The

upper tier, consisting mainly of skilled managers and highly educated profes-

sionals, accepts the responsibility for career self-management, and benefits

from the labor market flexibility and the absence of mobility constraints,

potentially achieving greater autonomy in their working lives, better work-

family balance and higher incomes. Workers of the lower tier, however, may
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be forced into the kind of flexibility that entails precariousness rather than

freedom. Such workers, often belonging to weaker labor market groups, usu-

ally with low levels of human capital, have increasing chances of getting stuck

in dead-end low quality jobs, and have little certainty concerning their future

(Heery and Salmon, 2000a; Standing, 2011). The critique of the new career

theories entails that they may apply only to “some individuals, some organi-

zations and some industries” (Inkson et al., 2012, p. 8), with two particular

higher-tier worker groups standing out in this respect: those highly educated

and those in managerial positions (Clarke, 2008b; Guest and Sturges, 2007;

Muffels, 2008; Zeitz et al., 2009).

Addressing this critique is the central focus of our analysis. A distinct

possibility exists, according to such critical view, that careers of workers in

more precarious labor market strata are driven to a larger extent by factors

outside their immediate control, in comparison with their better-off coun-

terparts. Projected onto the relationship between self-directedness and em-

ployability this would imply that weaker labor market participants might

have lower self-directedness levels and/or that the effects of self-directedness

in regards to employability for these workers and, as consequence, their em-

ployment security, differ from those in more privileged labor market positions.

Both phenomena would undermine the universal claims of the contemporary

career theories in regard to the power of individual workers to shape their

careers (Clarke, 2008b; Inkson et al., 2012; Zeitz et al., 2009). In this study

we explicitly test for both types of differences for those in non-managerial

positions and those without diploma higher education. We formulate the

following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3 : lower educated workers and those in non-managerial jobs

will be to a larger extent affected by the contextual factors than their respec-

tive counterparts.

Several recent studies have initiated an exploration of the self-directedness

dynamic in more vulnerable worker groups (Briscoe et al., 2012; Raemdonck

et al., 2012). Nevertheless, direct empirical evidence of (in)equality in re-

gard to self-directedness effects remains limited. The limitations arise not

only from the scarcity of the studies, but also from using statistical sam-
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ples not necessarily representative for the worker population. In addition, to

our best knowledge, no attempts have been made to statistically disentangle

confounding effects of structural factors from pure self-directedness effects.

Finally, to our best knowledge, neither the measurement nor the popula-

tion invariance for the self-directedness concept has been explicitly tested in

different worker groups.

7.3 Method

7.3.1 Sample

In our analyses we used the dataset “Careers in Flanders” (2011) collected

under the auspices of Policy Research Centre Work & Social Economy (www.

steunpuntwse.be) in Flanders (Belgium). The goal of the survey was to col-

lect work- and career-related information to support policy decisions con-

cerning the labor market. A two-step PPS sample of the population between

18 and 64 was drawn, resulting in a study sample representative of the Flem-

ish labor force (excluding students and self-employed). Computer-assisted

personal interviews (CAPI) were used to collect the data. The response rate

for the survey was 53.1%. The study dataset contained information from

1055 employed respondents, 550 men and 505 women.

7.3.2 Measures and covariates

Self-directed career attitude was measured using a subset of the self-directed

career attitude scale proposed by Briscoe et al. (2006). Using the subset was

motivated by a poor fit of the measurement model for this factor, when using

the entire scale (RMSEA = 0.098). The discrepancy in CFA fit between the

original article and our analyses could be explained by the specific population

used to validate the original scale (undergraduate and MBA students), as op-

posed to the representative sample in our study. Based on the measurement

models, four items with the highest factor loadings were retained (RMSEA

= 0.007). These items exhibited the highest loadings in the original analyses
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as well. The items retained were the first four items from the original scale,

for example: “Ultimately, I depend upon myself to move my career forward.”

Robust Cronbach’s alpha for the measure of self-directedness was 0.83.

Employability was measured using the perceived employability scale pro-

posed by De Cuyper and De Witte (2008), which in turn is an adaptation of

an earlier scale developed by De Witte (1992) based on a literature review

(for details see Silla et al., 2008). The adapted scale included two dimen-

sions of employability: (1) external vs. internal, and (2) quantitative vs.

qualitative. The first dimension refers to employment outside and within the

current organization. The quantitative aspect refers to a perceived chance of

finding a job, regardless of its quality, whereas the qualitative aspect refers,

to a perceived chance of improving the quality of one’s working arrange-

ments, e.g. in terms job content, working conditions or relations. Given our

analytical focus, we have limited ourselves to the items pertaining to quan-

titative external employability, one example being: “I could easily move to

another employer, if I wanted to.” Robust Cronbach’s alpha for the mea-

sure of employability was 0.96, reliability and validity of the scale have been

demonstrated in De Cuyper and De Witte (2008).

Educational attainment was measured using two variables, first one ac-

counting for the initial educational trajectory, coded as dummy for not having

a diploma higher education. This variable was also used to define the lower-

educated worker group (N = 637). The second variable took into account

the number of career-oriented educational activities undertaken in the last

5 years. Family economic background was measured as equalized family in-

come, bracketed in 23 categories and adjusted for the number of household

members. The variable was treated as continuous. Function level was mea-

sured by a dummy distinguishing between non-managerial and managerial

job positions, coded respectively as 0 and 1. The former category refers to

those outside middle, senior and top management positions (N = 887).

Ethnic background was measured using two variables: a dummy referring

to whether the respondent or their parents have immigrated into Belgium at

some point; and a dummy for whether the respondent’s native tongue is

that of the endogenous population of Flanders (i.e. Dutch). Previous career
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mobility was measured as number of jobs the respondent had in the ten-year

preceding the survey administration. Unemployment history was measured

as number of months the respondent spent in unemployment during the same

period.

Gender was coded as 0 for men and 1 for women; age was measured in

years as a continuous variable. Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations

between the variables in the analysis are presented in Table 7.1. Means for

the dichotomous variables should be interpreted as proportions.

7.3.3 Statistical Analyses

Structural equation modeling (SEM) with robust maximum likelihood esti-

mation was used to disentangle direct and indirect effects of the structural

factors and determine unconfounded influence of self-directedness. Scaled

(i.e. robust) fit measures are reported in all instances. Standardized versions

of parameter estimates are reported. Measurement invariance testing was

used to determine between-group differences in regard to self-directedness

and its effects.

For the tests of invariance between the two pairs of labor market groups

we will use the terminology introduced by Meredith (1993), where configural

invariance refers to comparable factor composition (i.e. latent concepts are

measured by the same set of factors in all groups), weak invariance refers to

equality constraints of factor loadings across groups, strong invariance refers

to equality of both factor loadings and intercepts across all groups. Further

equality constraints involve equal means, regression coefficients and latent

variances. Equality constraints are cumulative, i.e. additional constraints

presuppose all preceding constraints.

We present firstly the single-group model for the entire sample, which

includes the indicators for the two pairs of groups as predictors. Secondly,

we present the group comparison analysis, where we remove each time the

corresponding group indicator variable from the model, and use it to define

the groups in the multigroup SEM framework.
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7.4 Results

7.4.1 Single-group model

The measurement model indicated sufficient fit to the data: RMSEA = 0.055

(CI 0.044-0.066, p[RMSEA < 0.05] = 0.208), CFI = 0.978. The structural

model was then fitted, containing all the relationships of the conceptual

model (Figure 7.1). The result is presented in Figure 7.2, non-significant

relationships are not reported in the figure.

Figure 7.2: Structural model: standardized coefficients, non-significant rela-
tionships omitted.

The fit parameters of the structural model are well within the customary

thresholds: RMSEA = 0.037 (CI 0.031-0.043, p[RMSEA < 0.05] = 1.00),

CFI = 0.972. The self-directed career orientation has a statistically signifi-

cant effect on perceived employability, even when all other factors are taken

into account. As expected, employability is also influenced by education,

including both higher education as well as additional career-oriented educa-

tional activities. Age has a negative effect on employability, as does female

gender. Counter-intuitively, equalized family income is negatively associated
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with perceived employability. Consistent with theoretical expectations, pre-

vious mobility history has a positive effect on employability, whereas previous

unemployment history is negatively related to it.

None of the socio-economic background variables have a statistically sig-

nificant effect on self-directedness. On the other hand, both career history

variables are significantly related, job mobility having a positive effect and

unemployment having a negative.

7.4.2 Multi-group models

Workers in non-managerial positions

Table 7.2 presents the results of invariance testing for two groups of workers,

managerial vs. non-managerial positions.

Table 7.2: Invariance tests, non-managerial group

# Model ID ∆χ2 ∆df prob RMSEA CFI

1 Configural invariance 0.043 0.967
2 Weak invariance 1.863 6 0.932 0.041 0.968
3 Strong invariance 4.210 6 0.648 0.040 0.968
4 Model 3 + eq. means 2.549 2 0.280 0.040 0.968
5 Model 4 + eq. regressions 20.965 19 0.339 0.038 0.967
6 Model 5 + eq. latent variances 0.752 2 0.687 0.038 0.968

The results indicate that (1) both self-directedness and employability con-

cepts are measured similarly in both subpopulations, (2) average levels of

self-directedness and employability are identical in both subpopulations, and

(3) the effects of self-directedness are similar in both groups. In addition,

the variation of both self-directedness and employability is similar in both

groups.
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Workers without diploma higher education

Table 7.3 presents the results of invariance testing for two groups of workers,

those with vs. those without higher education diploma.

Table 7.3: Invariance tests, higher education diploma

# Model ID ∆χ2 ∆df prob RMSEA CFI

1 Configural invariance 0.041 0.971
2 Weak invariance 2.316 6 0.888 0.039 0.972
3 Strong invariance 16.242 6 0.013 0.040 0.970
3a Model 3 + free intercept (e2) 10.901 5 0.053 0.039 0.971
4 Model 3a + eq. means 3.243 2 0.198 0.039 0.970
5 Model 4 + eq. regressions 20.205 17 0.264 0.038 0.970
6 Model 5 + eq. latent variances 2.251 2 0.324 0.037 0.969

The results of the invariance tests reveal (1) no differences between the

groups in the measurement of the two concepts, except a single intercept

pertaining to the second item for perceived employability. This exception

does not prevent further group comparison (Brown, 2006). In addition, also

for these groups there is a similarity of (2) average levels of self-directedness

and employability, as well as of (3) the effects of self-directedness on employ-

ability. In addition, the variation of both self-directedness and employability

is similar in both groups.

7.5 Discussion and conclusion

In this study we have disentangled the effects of several structural factors in-

fluencing perceived employability, which can serve as an indicator of employ-

ment security within uncertain employment environments, from the effects of

individual agency, measured as career self-directedness orientation. We have

found that self-directedness remains a significant determinant of perceived

employability even when the effects of the structural variables, pertaining to
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socio-economic status and previous employment history, are accounted for

in the model. In addition, we have found that self-directedness exerts its

effects in the same way for workers in non-managerial positions as it does for

workers in managerial positions. The same conclusion is reached in regard

to workers with and without a diploma higher education. Finally, we have

found that workers in both these groups exhibit, on average, similar levels of

self-directedness.

Our results indicate that both agency and structural factors have an im-

pact on the individual perceived employability. These findings are in line

with the existing research on the subject (Berntson et al., 2006; Forrier and

Sels, 2003). On one hand, the link between self-directedness and employa-

bility supports the major shared claim of the new employment relationship

theories that modern workers have the potential to influence their working

trajectories, and are therefore able, at least in principle, to effectively cope

with the inherent uncertainties of the flexible labor markets. With the sin-

gle exception of age, the effect of self-directedness on employability was the

highest of all factors in the model. At the same time our results clearly show

that the contextual factors considered in the model also affect employabil-

ity. In line with extant research (e.g. Raemdonck et al., 2012), older workers

were found to perceive themselves as being less employable, this reflecting a

well-known structural problem in Belgium and Flanders concerning the no-

toriously low employment rate of those aged 50 or older (Herremans et al.,

2015). The effect of age on perceived employability is about twice as high

as the effect of self-directedness. The effect of age may be somewhat exac-

erbated by the media attention towards the issue of unemployment of older

workers. In addition, there may exist a relationship between age and general

pessimism (see e.g. Lachman et al., 2008), which could affect the percep-

tion of employability. Gender was also negatively related to employability,

women finding themselves less employable then men. This relationship could

be a consequence of historically higher unemployment statistics for women

in Flanders, a trend that has only reversed around the time of the survey

(Statistics Belgium, 2013). The positive relationship between education and

competence development on one hand, and employability on the other, has

134



also been documented in the literature (Berntson et al., 2006).

Though the effects of contextual factors were, with the exception of age,

smaller than that of self-directedness, they are by far not negligible in prac-

tical terms. Thus, unstandardized regression estimates for education and

gender were respectively -0.148 and -0.224, implying that the traditional di-

visions in the labor market continue to play a role alongside the agency.

Previous job history appeared to be related both to career self-directedness

and employability. Indeed, taking career decisions such as a (voluntary) job

change may reflect a higher propensity for self-directedness; the fact that

new employment had been found in the past may serve as evidence for the

individual of his or her capacity to find new employment in the future. The

opposite holds true for past experiences of unemployment. These findings

may suggest the existence of a vicious cycle: individuals with a precarious

career trajectory are not only less employable, but also less self-directed,

which in turn leads to even more career precariousness.

Contrary to our initial expectations, we did not find any substantial dif-

ferences in the model for the two pairs of groups in the analysis, namely

workers without higher education and workers in non-managerial positions,

with their respective counterparts. First, the effects of self-directedness as

well as the structural factors in the model were the same, within the margin of

statistical error, for the groups compared. This implies that self-directedness

plays the same role for lower educated workers and workers in non-managerial

positions, as it does for higher educated workers and managers, respectively.

Second, lower educated workers perceive themselves to be no less self-directed

and employable than higher educated workers, and the same goes for non-

managers and their respective counterparts. Within the limits of our model

framework, we were therefore unable to detect any evidence of the two-tiered

labor market with respect to employability. This negative result does not

necessarily negate the existence of the two-tiered labor market. Instead, it

shows where the break between the tiers is not situated.

Additional factors may be responsible for the negative finding. One pos-

sible factor pertains to a division in job quality: while less advantaged labor

market groups may find themselves equally self-directed and employable, the
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quality of their employment may vastly differ. Another factor may pertain

to the use of perceived employability, which may deviate from the objective

re-employment potential, this is further discussed in the limitations section.

Finally, it is possible that it is self-directedness itself that creates stratifi-

cation in flexible labor markets, due to its increasing importance for career

management. After all, the new career climate, while potentially being less

secure and less predictable, is at the same time characterized by more perme-

able boundaries on the labor market (see Gunz et al., 2000). The individual

ability to cross these boundaries may matter more for (the perception of)

employability, than the initial structural position of the worker. This idea

is to some degree supported by the fact that the impact of self-directedness

was by far the largest in the model, aside from age.

7.6 Implications for research and policy

What implications do these results have for the academic debate on the new

employment relationship and the related debate on the new career? Our

analyses provide an empirical response to a growing awareness in the domain

of career studies that a proper analysis of the new employment relationship

cannot occur without paying attention to the societal context that constrains

and shapes individual agency (Delva et al., 2016; Inkson et al., 2012; Roper

et al., 2010; Tams and Arthur, 2010). They demonstrate that even though

agency is a strong antecedent of employability, a key ingredient of labor mar-

ket success, contextual factors that cannot be changed by the individual, at

least not in the short-term perspective, can also play in important role. Our

results suggest therefore that a more balanced approach in terms of interac-

tion between agency and structure must be adopted in the employability and

new career research (cf. McQuaid and Lindsay, 2005). On the other hand,

our results refute the claim raised by some career scholars that agency-driven

careers are reserved only for the privileged labor market groups (see Inkson

et al., 2012). They suggest that even weaker labor market strata can benefit

from exercising agency to counter their less advantageous structural position.

Our results also imply that policy makers cannot rely solely on individual
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agency to mitigate the increasing labor insecurity stemming from the growing

demands of labor force flexibility. Additional policy measures are required

to improve employment stability for more vulnerable worker groups (cf. Mc-

Quaid and Lindsay, 2005). At the same time, agency-based interventions,

such as career coaching (Verbruggen and Sels, 2008), remain a viable tool to

foster employability even for the weaker labor market groups.

7.7 Limitations

Our study has a number of limitations that need to be kept in mind when

interpreting the results. First, the use of perceived employability as an indi-

cator of employment security has its drawbacks. Most importantly, it does

not necessarily make an accurate reflection of the objective probability of be-

ing re-employed. Respondents may overestimate their employability for the

reasons of social desirability or to avoid a negative self-presentation. Second,

the use of cross-sectional data makes it impossible to determine the direction

of causality between career mobility history and both latent variables. A sim-

ilar observation holds true for the link between career self-directedness and

additional educational activities, both can potentially influence and reinforce

each other. Additional research is required to address these issues.
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Chapter 8

Stratification in career

transitions: A comparison of

job quality outcomes

8.1 Introduction

Labor market flexibility assumes a prominent place on the agenda of policy

makers. It is widely believed that an intensification in various forms of labor

market flexibility facilitates a reduction of unemployment and increase the

competitiveness on the international markets (Green and Livanos, 2015). At

the same time, many scholars express concerns that the increase in flexibility

is far from being neutral in its implications for the workers (Kalleberg, 2012;

Reich, 2008; Standing, 1999, 2011). One such concern pertains to the possible

new mechanisms of labor market stratification, where some workers benefit

from the new flexible employment relationships, while other are pushed into

precariousness by the very same modus operandi of the contemporary labor

markets (Clark, 2005; Kalleberg and Marsden, 2015; Tregaskis et al., 1998;

Zeitz et al., 2009).

Job quality is thought to be a central indicator of such stratification

(Kalleberg et al., 2000; Kalleberg and Marsden, 2015). Along with flexibi-

lization, creation of high quality jobs is thought to be essential to increase
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labor market participation and to limit the negative effects of labor market

deregulation. It is widely recognized that low quality work implies substan-

tial costs for workers, organizations and societies, including poverty, gender

inequalities and social mobility constraints (Findlay et al., 2013). Given a

substantial growth of flexible employment forms in most countries, the issue

of job quality is therefore central to both European and Flemish labor market

policies (Eurofund, 2002; Vlaamse Overheid, 2009).

In this chapter, we will closely consider one of the aspects of labor flexibility—

job mobility, paying attention to the potential stratification effects of job

transitions on different job quality outcomes. In the first step of our analy-

sis, we will determine the types of job transitions that occur on the Flemish

labor market. In the second step, we will look at the outcomes in terms of

job quality for each of the previously determined transition types.

8.2 Theoretical background

8.2.1 Job quality in the job resources-demands frame-

work

Whether labor market flexibilization and the growth of nonstandard em-

ployment forms are problematic, depends on the quality of nonstandard jobs

(Kalleberg et al., 2000). It is therefore not surprising that there exists ample

research on job quality and its link with flexible working arrangements. At

the same time, this research is rather diverse, and offers no consensus on how

to conceptualize job quality (Burchell et al., 2014; Findlay et al., 2013).

In general, job quality can be defined as “the extent to which a job has

work and employment-related factors that foster beneficial outcomes for the

employee, particularly psychological well-being, physical well-being and pos-

itive attitudes such as job satisfaction” (Holman, 2013, p. 476). It is, for

example, a long-established tradition in psychological literature to focus on

the factors of subjective well-being at work at the task level, measuring e.g.

task variety, challenge, meaningful work, and autonomy (Hackman and Old-

ham, 1975).
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Job quality indicators can be classified using the job resources-demands

model (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007). Job demands refer to those job as-

pects that require sustained physical and/or mental effort, and are therefore

associated with certain psychological and physiological costs. Job resources,

on the other hand, refers to job aspects that are functional in achieving work

goals, reduce job demands and the associated costs, or stimulate personal

growth and development.

In our analyses, we departed from several psychosocial job characteris-

tics that are often classified as job quality indicators (Clark, 2005; Esser and

Olsen, 2012; Bakker and Demerouti, 2007; van Veldhoven et al., 2002). Ac-

cording to the job demands-resources model, indicators of autonomy, social

support, role clarity and job satisfaction can be classified as job resources.

Job satisfaction is often used as an omnibus indicator of job quality, being

based on the assumption that when individuals estimate the overall quality

of their jobs, they take all job aspects into account and weigh them according

to a system they consider adequate (Simões et al., 2015). Even though some

criticisms regarding its use have been produced, it still remains a valuable

indicator, e.g. due to its empirical relationship with several important job

outcomes (Brown et al., 2012). Provided that we approach job quality from

a transitional (career) perspective, we will additionally consider career sat-

isfaction as a resource-based outcome. On the demands side, the following

indicators of job quality have been considered in the literature: perceived

job insecurity, cognitive demands, physical demands, emotional demands,

and workload (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007; Broeck et al., 2010).

8.2.2 The importance of job transitions in contempo-

rary labor markets

The importance of job transitions cannot be underestimated in the context

of modern economy. From a policy perspective, stimulating job mobility is

often seen as one of the instruments to counter labor market rigidity, improve

economic competitiveness, and combat unemployment (Green and Livanos,

2015). This policy view is a part of a broader market-oriented socio-economic
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paradigm that advocates labor market flexibilization and deregulation as

means to foster economic growth (DiPrete and Eirich, 2006; Kalleberg, 2012).

From a theoretical perspective, the pivotal role of job mobility in today’s

labor markets is closely related to the set of transformations that have been

occurring on the labor markets of the developed countries in the past several

decades (Reich, 2008; Standing, 1999). Economic globalization, the advance-

ment in communication and computer technologies, the new international

division of labor, decreasing cost of international transportation, the waning

power of trade unions, labor market deregulation—these were key factors in

creating a pressure to adopt flexible forms of labor and organization. The

increasing demand for flexibility has led to the emergence of new forms of

labor and of new career paths, sometimes summarily referred to as the new

employment relationship (see Kalleberg and Marsden, 2015).

An important premise of the new employment relationship is that the

continuity of employment within a single organization can no longer be guar-

anteed, in contrast with the post-war era of stable employment. One impli-

cation thereof is that with this loss of single-job continuity, other mechanisms

of ensuring labor security have become much more important than previously

(Muffels, 2008). There exists a broad consensus in labor literature that one

such crucial mechanism involves employment security, usually defined as the

stability of employment throughout multiple organizations (Muffels, 2008;

Wilthagen and Tros, 2004).

It is self-evident that the assignment of a cornerstone role to employment

security in the modern labor market tacitly elevates the importance of job

transitions. Per definition, sequential employment in multiple organizations

presupposes multiple transitions as well, not only those between organiza-

tions, but between other labor market roles as well. This idea has been

formalized in the Transitional Labor Market (TLM) approach (Gazier and

Gautie, 2011), and has been the basis of much career research in the past

decades.

The flexibilization of the labor market and the shift from job security

to employment security, along with other factors, have led to the demise

of the standard employment and stable organizational careers (Arthur and
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Rousseau, 1996b; Baruch and Bozionelos, 2010). New and diverse forms of

work have emerged. In the long-term perspective, new career forms started

to become more dominant.

The transformations of work and careers have prompted many scholars to

consider the implications for individuals, workers and society. In particular,

it has been a subject of much research whether these new forms of work and

career are associated with lower levels of job quality. A hypothesis behind

this line of reasoning is that workers in non-standard jobs are often used to

flexibly adapt organizational workforce to the fluctuations and shocks on the

market, providing a buffer that can be expanded and shrunk as needed. The

functionally peripheral nature of these jobs would make them prone to lower

wages, less trade union protection, poorer access to fringe benefits, and lower

labor security.

The question as to whether the growth of new flexible employment forms

is problematic, depends highly on the quality of these jobs (Kalleberg et al.,

2000). There is ample evidence that supports the negative relationship be-

tween the non-standard employment forms and job quality, where labor mar-

ket status is linked to various quality indicators (e.g., Aletraris, 2010; Esser

and Olsen, 2012; Hudson, 2007; Kalleberg et al., 2000; McGovern et al.,

2004). An inherent drawback of this approach to the issue of job quality, is

its static nature. Given the key role of job transitions in the contemporary

labor market, it may be also prudent to look at job quality as an outcome

of various labor market transitions, and not simply as a property of a static

state at a given time. In this chapter, we set out to explore this relation-

ship, looking at different transition characteristics and considering several

job quality indicators.

8.2.3 Job quality from a transitional perspective

Three theoretical perspectives are particularly useful in explicating the con-

nection between job transitions and subsequent job quality. The first per-

spective is rooted in the ‘new’ career research stream, which aims to ex-

plain the recent changes in career structure and the corresponding increase
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in physical and psychological job mobility (see, e.g., Sullivan and Arthur,

2006; Tams and Arthur, 2010). The second perspective pertains to the atyp-

ical employment literature that focuses on flexible ways of working and their

characteristics. In addition, literature on organizational turnover can pro-

vide valuable insights on important transition covariates, e.g. voluntariness

or the impact of timing on the perception of job quality. While each of these

perspectives sheds some light on the question of the relationship between

job transitions and subsequent (perceived) job quality, each of these research

strands contains certain lacunae. The current study contributes to each of

the perspectives, with an additional bonus of promoting a dialogue between

them.

Transitions from the career studies perspective

In career literature there exists a broad consensus that a life-long career

within one or two organizations can no longer describe the working lives of

the majority of the employees, reflecting a significant change since the post-

war period of stable employment. Instead, workers are generally expected to

periodically change employers, while almost entirely assuming responsibility

for the success of these transitions, e.g. in terms of the continuity of their

employment (Clarke and Patrickson, 2008). In more formal terms this has

been described as a shift from the traditional to the ‘new’ (Arthur et al.,

1999), boundaryless (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996b) or transitional career

type (Kovalenko and Mortelmans, 2014; Soens et al., 2005) as the dominant

career pattern in the contemporary labor market.

The traditional career, characteristic for the post-war era of stable em-

ployment in hierarchically structured organizations, was typified by promo-

tions within organizational ranks; job transitions were almost exclusively

internal to the organization. In the new career type, external transitions be-

come prevalent (Sullivan and Arthur, 2006), with a greater variation in the

kind of mobility—including not only promotions, but also lateral moves and

demotions. The juxtaposition of the traditional and the new career types

yields the first two dimensions on which job transitions can be positioned:
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internal vs. external; and the direction of the transition: upward, downward

or lateral.

Based on the insights from career theory, we can discern the following

characteristics of a job transition:

job level whether a transition entails a promotion, demotion, a lateral move,

or pertains to a change within the same job (e.g. a move from

full-time to part-time, cf. infra)

externality whether the transition occurred within the same organization (in-

ternal) or involved crossing organizational borders (external)

While most scholars agree about the mere fact of the shift, there is little

consensus about the implications of thereof for the job quality of individual

workers. In the optimistic view, new career theories portray modern workers

as “career capitalists” (Inkson and Arthur, 2001), who assume control over

their working lives and market themselves in an entrepreneurial fashion (Zeitz

et al., 2009), while leveraging their human and social capital to traverse

organizational, cultural and occupational boundaries (Pringle and Mallon,

2003). In the pessimistic view, many commentators have raised concerns that

the ‘new’ career discourse ignores the increasing insecurity and uncertainty

that typifies the flexibilizing labor market (Tams and Arthur, 2010; Inkson

et al., 2012). Unfettered labor market flexibilization without paying close

attention to workers’ well-being could result in a growth of precarious work,

unstable careers, increase in social inequality and poverty (Kalleberg and

Marsden, 2015).

Many have argued that the global pressure for more labor flexibility has

caused a polarization process with respect to career development and job

quality (e.g., Clark, 2005; Kalleberg, 2012; Zeitz et al., 2009). In this po-

larization view, some workers are able to benefit from the new employment

relationships (e.g. using job mobility to boost their human capital through

exposure to multiple environments), while others are forced into precarious

employment with lower security, lower wages and high uncertainty.

Empirical research pertaining to the outcomes of transitions in the con-

text of career studies is surprisingly scarce, and focuses predominantly on job
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satisfaction as a subjective career success indicator (e.g., Marler et al., 2002;

Latzke et al., 2016). Thus, Segers et al. (2008) found a positive link between

a ‘new’ career orientation and autonomy in a job. Marler et al. (2002) estab-

lished a relationship between work satisfaction and the boundaryless worker

type. Similarly, Latzke et al. (2016) find that voluntary job changes lead to

substantial increases in job satisfaction. For the involuntary job changes, the

opposite was true. On the other hand, Gerber et al. (2009) found that work-

ers with career types that are theoretically aligned with the new career, have

lower job satisfaction. Kovalenko and Mortelmans (2014) found a negative

relationship between the transitional career pattern and career satisfaction

for women, but not for men.

Based on this, we can formulate the following alternative hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1A: job transitions pertaining to the new career type will be

associated with lower job quality;

Hypothesis 1B: job transitions pertaining to the new career type will be

associated with higher job quality.

Transitions from the atypical employment perspective

The transformation of the employment relationships starting from the late

seventies has spurred a burgeoning field of research concerning the conse-

quences of the emerging employment forms, often referred to as atypical

employment, contingent employment, and non-standard employment relation-

ships (De Cuyper et al., 2014; Kalleberg et al., 2000; Kalleberg and Marsden,

2015). While there is no definitive consensus in the respective literature about

what the definitional boundaries of the new employment forms exactly are,

most scholars agree that the standard employment relationship (SER) serves

as a reference point to delineate its non-standard counterpart (Kalleberg and

Marsden, 2015).

SER is often typified by permanent full-time employment with a single

employer, work occurring on a preset schedule, usually at the employer’s

place of business. Jobs within SER often have a clear-cut description and

well-defined boundaries. SER has been linked to the relational psychological
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contract (Rousseau, 1995), in which job security for employees was exchanged

for their loyalty, often under an extensive set of managerial controls (Stand-

ing, 2010). SER defined the foundation of the welfare state in the Western

countries and went hand in hand with economic stability and full employ-

ment.

Starting from the late seventies, SER began to erode due to the set of

global socio-economic changes we have outlined above. New employment

forms aimed to cut the overhead costs associated with SER, pertaining,

e.g., to fringe benefits or social security provisions. These new employ-

ment forms entail contract work, fixed-term employment, and work through

temp/interim agencies. For the purposes of our analyses, we will also count

part-time work as atypical employment, acknowledging at the same time that

there exist arguments to the contrary (see e.g. Kalleberg and Marsden, 2015).

Some part-time jobs entail the same securities and benefits as their full-time

counterparts, reflecting the employees’ preference for reduced and/or more

flexible working hours. Other part-time jobs can be highly insecure, lacking

promotion and learning opportunities that can be found in SER.

An essential underlying feature of atypical employment is that there is no

assumption of continued employment, i.e. the psychological contract in these

employment forms is predominantly transactional in nature. This feature is

commonly realized through fixed-term contracts, which frees the employer

from the potential cost of terminating the contract, while still offering the

possibility to retain valuable workers. We refer to Kalleberg and Marsden

(2015) for a more in-depth discussion of the characteristics of these employ-

ment forms.

Based on the juxtaposition of the standard and atypical employment

relationship, we can discern another two characteristics of a job transition:

time regime a characteristic describing a shift in the time regime (e.g.

from full-time to part-time).

contract duration a property describing change in contract type (e.g. from

permanent to fixed-term contract, . . . ).
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Theoretically, there is a positive and negative view on atypical employ-

ment (De Cuyper et al., 2014). Proponents of the positive perspective pos-

tulate that atypical working arrangement can serve as a “stepping stone”

toward standard employment, or reflect a worker’s preference for flexibility.

Scholars adhering to the negative view argue that atypical employment can

entail a high degree of precariousness. Indeed, there exists a substantial body

of empirical evidence that atypical employment is associated with lower job

quality (e.g. Aletraris, 2010; Esser and Olsen, 2012; Fournier et al., 2009;

Fuller and Stecy-Hildebrandt, 2014; Kalleberg et al., 2000; McGovern et al.,

2004), yet that it can at the same time be beneficial for some worker groups,

e.g. self-employed, highly skilled workers, or those who are able to leverage a

non-standard job to transition into permanent employment (Fournier et al.,

2009; Simões et al., 2015). Some scholars have proposed, in line with what

has been stated in career literature (cf. supra), that a process of polarization

into “good” and “bad” jobs is occurring (Fernández-Maćıas, 2012; Kalleberg,

2012).

Based on this, we can formulate the following alternative hypotheses:

Hypothesis 2A: job transitions pertaining to atypical employment type

will be associated with lower job quality;

Hypothesis 2B: job transitions pertaining to atypical employment type

will be associated with higher job quality.

Transitions from turnover perspective

Despite its focus on labor market transitions, turnover literature is less useful

for understanding job quality dynamic after the transition, since most stud-

ies approach the issue from the organizational perspective, and rarely track

individuals after they have left the organization (Gupta et al., 1992; Semmer

et al., 2014). At the same time, several important insights can be derived

from this literature. First, a distinction needs to be made between volun-

tary and involuntary transitions (Green and Livanos, 2015). While voluntary

transitions and voluntary atypical work can reflect the worker’s preference for

flexibility and better work-family balance, involuntary transitions can imply
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a mismatch between workers’ preference and firms’ needs. These mismatches,

e.g. in terms of skills, or labor demand and supply, can then become manifest

in precarious forms of atypical employment (Hudson, 2007; Standing, 2011).

Another crucial factor that is highlighted in turnover literature, is the

amount of time that has elapsed since the transition (Gupta et al., 1992).

Two mechanisms can facilitate an increase in positive perception of job qual-

ity after the transition: dissonance reduction, i.e. a post-move justification

of the decision to transition (Semmer et al., 2014); and the honeymoon-

hangover effect, which can occur due to an initial misestimation of the new

job situation (Boswell et al., 2005, 2009; Chadi and Hetschko, 2014). Both

mechanisms can entail a decrease in the positivity of perceived job quality

after time.

It is therefore crucial to include both these variables as covariates in the

analysis.

Additional considerations

Several other covariates are pertinent to our analysis. McGovern et al. (2004)

postulate that a history of unemployment may result in penalties that affect

the quality of future employment, an idea consistent with the life course per-

spective. Another variable related to previous career history refers to the

number of jobs previously held. A higher number of transitions may indi-

cate less stable employment (Kovalenko and Mortelmans, 2014, 2016b; Light,

2005) and therefore may signal a weaker labor market position. Employa-

bility is an important covariate of job quality, the assumption being that

employability reduces stress and increases the sense of control over one’s

labor market opportunities (De Cuyper et al., 2009). In addition, highly em-

ployable workers should simply have more job opportunities to choose from,

which would have a positive effect on job quality. Self-directedness is a related

concept that refers to the ability of an individual to assume an independent

role in managing their vocational behavior (Briscoe et al., 2006) as well as to

the proactivity that workers exhibit in constructing their career (King, 2004;

Kossek et al., 1998). While its effects on job quality have not been stud-
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ied sufficiently, self-directedness has been shown to have beneficial effects on

various career outcomes, such as the ability to cope with uncertain labor mar-

ket conditions (Briscoe et al., 2012); career insight, career self-management

behaviors and career satisfaction (De Vos and Soens, 2008); and perceived

employability (Kovalenko and Mortelmans, 2016a). Self-directedness can be

construed as a signal for a higher individual capacity to leverage labor market

opportunities, which can translate into better job quality.

In addition, in our models we controlled for basic socio-demographic char-

acteristics, namely age, gender and educational level.

8.3 Data and Methods

8.3.1 Data and Sample

In our analyses, we used the dataset Careers in Flanders (2011) collected

under the auspices of Policy Research Centre Work & Social Economy1 in

Flanders (Belgium). The goal of the survey was to collect work- and career-

related information in order to support policy decisions concerning the labor

market. A two-step PPS sample of the population between 18 and 64 was

drawn, resulting in a study sample representative for the Flemish labor force

(excluding students and self-employed). Computer-assisted personal inter-

views (CAPI) were used to collect the data. Response rate for the survey

was 53.1%. The study dataset contained information from 1055 employed

respondents, 550 men and 505 women. Out of 1055, 496 (47%) have experi-

enced a job-to-job transition prior to their last employment and within the

period of 10 years preceding the survey, which constitutes our final analytical

sample.

1http://www.steunpuntwse.be
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8.3.2 Measures

Transition characteristics

The transition characteristics described hereinabove, were measured as fol-

lows. Job level was coded as a four-level categorical variable, levels referring

to promotions, lateral moves (between jobs on the same level), demotion,

and changes occurring within the same job. Transition externality was oper-

ationalized as a dichotomous variable, referring to internal (0) and external

(1) transitions. Time regime was operationalized as a four-level categorical

variable, referring to changes from part-time to part-time work, full-time to

part-time work, part-time to full-time work, and full-time to full-time work.

Finally, contract duration was coded as a four-level categorical variable, re-

ferring to transitions from non-permanent to non-permanent contract, from

permanent to non-permanent contract, from non-permanent to permanent

contract, and from permanent to permanent contract. Non-permanent con-

tracts included interim work and fixed-term contracts.

Transition outcomes

Psychosocial job quality variables were measured by scales based on the

Questionnaire on the Experience and Assessment of Work (van Veldhoven

et al., 2002). These pertain to the following variables, original scale names in

parentheses: workload (werkdruk), autonomy (zelfstandigheid in het werk),

social support (relatie met collega’s en directe leiding), cognitive demands

(geestelijke belasting), emotional demands (emotionele belasting), physi-

cal demands (lichamelijke inspanning), role clarity (taakduidelijkheid). All

scales were standardized as per VBBA manual, to range from 0 to 100. For

work demands scales (workload; and cognitive, emotional and physical de-

mands) the scoring was negative, meaning that higher scores implied a higher

negative impact of the respective factor. For work resources scales (auton-

omy, social support, and role clarity) the scoring was reversed in the positive

sense: higher values implied a higher positive impact of the factor. This

reverse scoring was used for the sake of a more natural interpretation of the

positive factors in the models.
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Aside from the psychosocial job quality variables, we considered three

additional outcomes: job satisfaction, career satisfaction and perceived job

insecurity. Both job and career satisfaction were measured on a scale from

1 to 10, higher values referring to higher levels of satisfaction. Perceived job

insecurity was measured on a scale from 1 to 5, with the following question:

“How high do you think is the chance to become unemployed in the nearby

future?” The variable was recoded for higher values to reflect higher levels

of perceived job insecurity.

Control variables

Employability was measured using the perceived employability scale proposed

by De Cuyper and De Witte (2008). The scale measured the quantitative

aspect of both internal and external employability, referring to a perceived

chance of finding a job, regardless of its quality, with respectively the cur-

rent employer or another employer, through the external labor market. An

example item from this scale: “I could easily move to another employer, if I

wanted to.” Robust Cronbach’s alpha for internal and external employabil-

ity was respectively 0.94 and 0.96, reliability and validity of the scales have

been demonstrated in De Cuyper and De Witte (2008). Both internal and

external employability variables were centered and standardized.

Self-directed career attitude was measured using a subset of four items

from the self-directed career attitude scale proposed by Briscoe et al. (2006).

Using the subset was motivated by a poor fit of the measurement model

for this factor alone, when using the entire scale (RMSEA = 0.112). When

using the subset, the fit improved substantially (RMSEA = 0.007). The

discrepancy in CFA fit between the original article and our analyses could

be explained by the specific population used to validate the original scale

(undergraduate and MBA students), as opposed to the representative sample

in our study. Based on the measurement models, four items with the highest

factor loadings were retained. These items exhibited the highest loadings in

the original analyses as well. The items retained were the first four items

from the original scale, for example: “Ultimately, I depend upon myself
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to move my career forward.” Robust Cronbach’s alpha for the measure of

self-directedness was 0.83. The self-directedness variable was centered and

standardized.

Previous career history was measured using two variables: the number of

jobs held in the past 10 years (relative to the moment of the survey), and the

occurrence of unemployment in the same reference period. The latter variable

was coded as dichotomous. Transition voluntariness was measured on a

scale from 1 to 10, 1 being completely involuntary and 10 being completely

voluntary. Transition timing was measured as the number of months elapsed

since the last job-to-job transition until the time of the survey.

Educational level was coded in three categories: lower education or none,

secondary education, and higher education (reference category). In regard

to gender, men were taken as the reference category. Age was measured in

years as a continuous variable.

8.3.3 Statistical Methods

We used Latent Class Analysis (LCA) to identify job transition classes and

construct a transition typology. Different class solutions were examined, with

the number of classes ranging from 2 to 10. The solution with the lowest

AIC (Akaike Information Criterion) was selected.

To detect differences in outcomes between respondents in different tran-

sition classes, we used multiple linear regression. Subsequently, we used

post-hoc between-group comparisons. For these tests, we adjusted p-values

to account for multiple comparisons, using multiple testing procedures un-

der free combinations (Westfall et al., 1999), as implemented in R (Hothorn

et al., 2008).
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8.4 Results

8.4.1 A typology of job transitions: four classes

Based on the four transition characteristics outlined hereinabove, a number

of latent class solutions were derived using LCA. We considered solutions

with the number of classes ranging from 2 to 10. Figure 8.1 shows AIC

values for each model.

Figure 8.1: AIC values for solutions with n classes, 2 ≤ n ≤ 10

Based on the AIC graph, it becomes clear that the 4-class model describes
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the classification solution most appropriately—the AIC for that model is the

lowest.

Table 8.1: LCA model with four classes for job transitions in Flanders (2011).
Latent class probabilities per variable are provided. Variable categories with
highest probability are emphasized for each class.

Class 1 Class 2 Class 3 Class 4
Estimated class probabilities (0.410) (0.259) (0.240) (0.091)

Part-time to part-time 0.118 0.284 0.056 0.069
Full-time to part-time 0.089 0.580 0.000 0.000
Part-time to full-time 0.116 0.137 0.007 0.142
Full-time to full-time 0.677 0.000 0.937 0.789

Non-permanent to non-permanent 0.058 0.086 0.015 0.113
Permanent to non-permanent 0.075 0.000 0.000 0.000
Non-permanent to permanent 0.152 0.040 0.061 0.887
Permanent to permanent 0.714 0.874 0.925 0.000

Promotion 0.160 0.030 0.711 0.000
Lateral 0.686 0.441 0.181 0.477
Demotion 0.089 0.000 0.025 0.043
Same job 0.066 0.530 0.083 0.480

Internal 0.000 0.998 0.675 0.939
External 1.000 0.002 0.325 0.061

Note: N = 496, AIC = 3436.16.

Interpretation of the latent classes From Table 8.1 it becomes apparent

that Class 1 contains transitions that in most cases entail a transition from

full-time to full-time job and predominantly from permanent to permanent

contract. Transitions in this class involve primarily lateral moves (with a

small chance of a promotion) and are exclusively comprised of external tran-

sitions. In theoretical terms, this class corresponds to transitions that should

be typical for a new or transitional career pattern. This parallel is based on,

most importantly, transition externality (it is the only class where external
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moves are dominant), but also on the prevalence of full-time work, perma-

nent contracts and lateral moves with some chance of promotion. Based on

this, will label this class as the “Boundary crossers” class, referring to the

concept of the boundaryless career outlined in Section 8.2.3. This class is

the largest in the population, comprising about 41%.

Class 2 entails job transitions other than those from full-time to full-time,

including all three remaining types, most frequent one being from full-time

to part-time. Contract-wise, the class also entails predominantly permanent-

to-permanent transitions. The transitions of this class are either lateral or

occurring within the same job, and are almost exclusively internal. Based on

these properties, we will label this class as “Part-timers”. The population

share of this class is about 26%.

Class 3 is also comprised of full-time to full-time transitions, from per-

manent to permanent contract, just as Class 1. In contrast with the latter,

promotions are dominant in Class 3; transitions are more often internal than

external (67.5% vs 32.5% in terms of conditional probabilities). From the

theoretical perspective, this class is in line with transitions that are typi-

cal for a traditional career pattern, i.e. promotions within the organization.

Therefore we will label this class “Traditionals”. The population share of

this class is about 24%.

Class 4 also consists of full-time to full-time transitions, similar to Bound-

ary crossers and Traditionals, but transitions in this class occur from non-

permanent to permanent contract. Transitions occur laterally or in the same

job, and happen almost exclusively within the organization. This class typi-

fies a positive interpretation of atypical employment, which sees the latter as

a stepping stone to permanent employment (Barbieri, 2009). We will label

this class as “Joiners”, in the sense that they join the organizational ranks

permanently. The population share of this class is about 9%.

8.4.2 Transition outcomes

In subsequent analysis, we look at differences between transition classes in

terms of job quality outcomes described above. As our hypotheses aim at
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a juxtaposition of transitions related (1) to the traditional and the ‘new’

career types; and (2) to standard and atypical employment, it is necessary

to match the derived classes to the theoretical hypotheses. Regarding the

first set of hypotheses, we compare classes 3 and 1, as containing transitions

that correspond respectively to the traditional and the ‘new’ career types.

Concerning the second set of hypotheses, we compare classes 1 and 3 on

one hand, to classes 2 and 4 on the other, as containing transitions that

correspond respectively to standard and atypical employment.

Resource-related job quality and career satisfaction

Table 8.2 summarizes the regression models of the four resource-related job

quality indicators and the career satisfaction variable.

Several between-group differences were found to be significant. In terms

of autonomy, Part-timers score almost nine percentage points lower than

Traditionals, having controlled for the covariates. In terms of career satisfac-

tion, Boundary crossers score 0.54 scale points lower than Traditionals. The

post-hoc analyses have also shown a difference in job satisfaction between

Boundary crossers and Part-timers (δ = 0.55, p = 0.04), the former group

scoring higher. Figure 8.2 shows the effects of transition class for these two

outcomes, along with the corresponding confidence intervals.

Aside from the transition class, several control variables showed relation-

ships with the outcomes that are of interest. Self-directedness was signifi-

cantly related to all five outcomes, having a positive effect on all of them.

Number of previous held jobs had, on the contrary, a negative effect on job

satisfaction, career satisfaction and social support. Internal employability

was positively associated with job satisfaction and social support. Interest-

ingly, respondents with secondary education have higher reported role clarity

scores, on the average.

Demands-related job quality

Table 8.3 presents the regression models of the five demands-related job qual-

ity indicators.
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Figure 8.2: Effects of the transition class on autonomy, job satisfaction and
career satisfaction, after controlling for the covariates.
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For four outcomes the differences between transition classes were estab-

lished: perceived job insecurity, cognitive demands, physical demands, and

workload. These differences are presented visually in Figure 8.3.

Figure 8.3: Effects of the transition class on perceived job insecurity, cog-
nitive demands, physical demands, and workload, after controlling for the
covariates.

Perceived job insecurity was found to be lower for Joiners, in compari-

son with Traditionals, for 0.3 scale points. No difference between Boundary

Crossers and Traditionals was found. Post-hoc tests have shown a difference

of 0.42 scale points for perceived job insecurity between Boundary-crossers
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and Joiners, the latter group scoring lower. Joiners also scored lower on

this factor than Part-timers, though the difference was just outside the sig-

nificance threshold (p = 0.07). We found differences in terms of cognitive

demands between Boundary Crossers and Traditionals, with the former cat-

egory scoring 5.6 scale points lower than the later, after controls. Post-hoc

analyses have also shown a difference of 8.1 scale points for cognitive de-

mands between Boundary Crossers and Part-timers (p = 0.03), score being

lower in the former group. Physical demands were higher for both Boundary

Crossers and Part-timers, in comparison with Traditionals, respectively for

7.2 and 10.5 scale points. No differences in terms of emotional demands were

found. Finally, workload was found to be lower for Boundary Crossers and

for Joiners, when compared to Traditionals, for 12.08 and 11.0 scale points,

respectively.

Also in this set of models, several of the control variables showed a rela-

tionship with the outcomes. Thus, age was negatively related to perceived

job insecurity. The number of previously held jobs increased the chance to

perceive current employment as insecure. At the same time, both internal

and external employability, as well as self-directed career attitude, had a pos-

itive effect on this outcome. Cognitive and emotional demands were lower

for lower-educated workers, while physical demands were higher for lower-

educated workers, in line with intuitive expectations. For women, cognitive

and physical demands were, on average, lower than for men, whereas emo-

tional demands were higher for women. In contrast with the previous set of

models, self-directedness played a negative role for cognitive and emotional

demands in this set. In line with the ‘honeymoon-hangover’ effect hypothe-

sis (Boswell et al., 2005, 2009; Gupta et al., 1992), transition timing had a

negative effect on emotional demands and workload.

8.5 Discussion and Conclusion

In this chapter, we have explored different transition characteristics and dis-

cerned four latent transitional classes, based on those characteristics. Fur-

ther, we have tested for differences between the transitional classes in terms
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of several job quality variables, including psychosocial job quality indicators,

job and career satisfaction, and perceived job insecurity.

Our transition typology reflects the distinctions covered in both career

theory and atypical employment research. Of the four classes, one contains

transitions that are theoretically aligned with the concept of new career,

being predominantly external to employing organization. Another class is

comprised primarily of promotions occurring internally; it therefore corre-

sponds theoretically to the traditional career. The remaining two classes can

be seen in the context of atypical employment: one pertaining to transitions

related to part-time work, and the other to the “stepping stone” perspective

on atypical work.

Concerning the juxtaposition between the traditional and the new career

type, our results support hypothesis 1A for career satisfaction and physical

demands. Traditional scored higher than Boundary-crossers on the cognitive

demands variable. The interpretation of this result is less than straightfor-

ward, since some studies have claimed that high cognitive demands in a job

can also have a positive connotation (Broeck et al., 2010). In this view, cog-

nitive demands can represent a challenge that engages a worker and makes

the job interesting. Some have suggested an inverted U-shaped relationship

between cognitive demands and well-being: either too low or too high level

of cognitive demands would have a detrimental effect, while in just the right

amounts, the factor can have an invigorating effect (Bakker et al., 2005;

Broeck et al., 2010). This hypothesis has received little empirical support

(Broeck et al., 2010). We have run additional tests, showing that after con-

trolling for gender, age and education, cognitive demands were significantly

related to career satisfaction (β = 0.1, p = 0.04), but not job satisfaction.

The hypothesis in regard to curvilinearity of this effect was not supported.

We can cautiously state, that, when taken together, these results seem to offer

more support to the hypothesis 1A, than to 1B, when considering cognitive

demands. At the same time, the results are far from being conclusive and

warrant further investigation in subsequent research. In terms of workload,

our results support hypothesis 1B.

Regarding the juxtaposition between standard and atypical employment,
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our results provide support for hypothesis 2A for autonomy, job satisfaction,

and physical demands. In terms of workload, we find support for hypothesis

2B. If we continue with the assumption that cognitive demands present a

positive challenge, then Part-timers scoring higher than Boundary-crossers

on this variable should be interpreted as support for 2B.

Our results suggest that standard employment in the context of tradi-

tional career is still the most qualitative employment arrangement. At the

same time, this comes at the cost of higher workload, which is a major pre-

dictor of exhaustion and burnout (Maslach et al., 2001).

The finding concerning Joiners reporting higher perceived job security is

counter-intuitive. It is possible that workers who have used atypical (e.g.,

temporary) employment as a stepping stone toward standard employment,

construe the transition as a signal of their value to organization.

A rather striking finding pertains to importance of self-directedness for

job quality. This variable was significantly related to most outcomes, only

exceptions being physical demands and workload. For resource-based qual-

ity indicators, the effects of self-directedness were strictly positive in the

sense of improving job quality. For demands-based quality indicators, self-

directedness reduced perceived job insecurity, but increased cognitive and

emotional demands. We have already stated that in our sample it seems more

feasible to interpret cognitive demands as a challenge rather than hindrance

(Broeck et al., 2010), implying that also here the effect of self-directedness

would be positive in the pragmatic sense. These results could be interpreted,

in line with existing research, as a stronger ability of self-directed workers

to gain more advantageous positions in the labor market and to negotiate

better working arrangements (Greenhaus and Kossek, 2014). Furthermore,

it is possible that highly self-directed individuals seek out more emotionally

engaging jobs, construing a somewhat higher level of emotional involvement

as an additional source of meaning in a job. Additional research is needed to

further explore the dynamic of self-directedness in the context of job quality.

Previous job mobility also had a noteworthy effect on job quality vari-

ables. Our study provides evidence that previous job mobility had a negative

effect on job and career satisfaction, as well as social support. Further, it
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increased perceived job insecurity. Two observations can be made in this

regard. First, this finding is in line with our earlier conclusion that the tradi-

tional career still signifies a more advantageous labor market position. Higher

job mobility typifies the new career, at least from a theoretical standpoint,

and the effect in question supports the idea that the traditional working path

is therefore more preferable in terms of job quality. Second, this finding res-

onates with the pessimistic view on the new career, where higher job mobility

is not only associated with higher unemployment probability (Kovalenko and

Mortelmans, 2016b; Light, 2005), but also with lower job quality.

Both internal and external employability had positive effects, decreasing

perceived job insecurity, improving job satisfaction and social support. Inter-

nal employability was also associated with greater cognitive demands. These

findings provide support for the crucial role of employability in contempo-

rary labor markets. At the same time, the effects of employability were not

as pronounced as transition class effects or that of self-directedness, which

indicates its limited role in securing a qualitative job.

By a way of a summarizing conclusion, we can state that new flexible

work forms can entail serious risks, without offering much in return in terms

of job quality. At the same time, traditional employment also carries a risk

of higher workload, and therefore burnout and stress. Attention needs to

be paid to both kinds of risks to ensure better labor market conditions and

better outcomes for workers, employers and governments.

8.6 Policy implications

Our study has several implications for policy. First, the advantageous posi-

tion of standard employment in the traditional career setting is a worrisome

phenomenon given that the general policy impetus is to decrease labor mar-

ket regulation. In this respect, concerns can be raised about workers on both

sides of labor market flexibility. Those in labor market strata that are most

exposed to the process of flexibilization, such as workers in atypical employ-

ment or with transitional career trajectories, are at higher risk of ending up

in poor quality jobs, contrary to the intention of policy makers on all levels.
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Those kinds of jobs entail, after all, substantial societal costs and undermine

labor market participation. The so-called flexicurity approach, on which pol-

icy makers bet to counter the negative effects of labor market flexibility, may

fall short. Ensuring security would not necessarily (and even not likely to)

improve job quality, as the latter pertains to a different work aspect entirely.

As Clark (2005) suggested, the increase in job insecurity may not be what

we need to worry about when looking at the new employment relationship;

rather, it is the satisfaction with work itself that has decreased, which may

be related to changes in job quality and result in an increase of work-related

stress disorders.

Second, even when we look at the ‘privileged’ labor market transitions,

within standard employment or the traditional career setting, high workload

can constitute an issue that falls in the very same category, namely leading

to work-related stress and burnout. This means that improving job quality

should not be restricted to more risk-laden labor market positions, but rather

that this is a universal problem that concerns all workers. Kalleberg (2012)

arrived at a similar idea, stating that even “good” jobs, e.g., highly paid and

with high levels of autonomy, have some “bad” characteristics. For example,

they require people to work hard, often at the expense of work-family balance.

Third, given the strong relationship between self-directedness and job

quality, it could be suggested that fostering self-directedness, e.g., through

career counseling (Verbruggen and Sels, 2008), could be a part of the solution.

At the same time, it seems more feasible to assume that self-directedness

merely enables workers to negotiate for a better quality job, and does not

improve the number of high quality jobs available on the market. In this

light, both supply- and demand- side measures would be recommendable.

Finally, our results discourage a willy-nilly stimulation of labor market

mobility, e.g., through relaxing hiring and firing regulations or through use of

less protected employment contracts. A proper flexicurity approach, which

would take a full account of the dark side of deregulation, is crucial to offset

the negative effects of increasing flexibility.
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Part III

Conclusion and directions for

future research
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Chapter 9

Discussion and conclusion

9.1 Overview of the principal findings

This thesis departed from a mismatch between career literature on one hand

and broader labor literature on the other. This mismatch was predicated

on a set of assumptions that permeate contemporary career research. The

first assumption concerns a tectonic shift from the traditional career type

as the prevailing pattern, to the ‘new’ or transitional type taking its place.

The second assumption concerns an inherently positive nature of this shift,

with a possibly ideological emphasis on the creative and liberating aspects

of the new career. At the same time, many concerns have been raised by

labor scholars in various study domains, that the new employment relation-

ship, emergent in the globalized, financialized, technologically advanced, and

liberalized economy, has many negative aspects. If this is the case, it is

inevitable that contemporary careers would contain traces of such develop-

ments. The focus of the studies presented in this thesis was on such negative

aspects of new careers.

The empirical studies yielded evidence that is by and large supportive of

the existence of the negative outcomes in new careers related to employment

insecurity, employability and job quality. The study of Belgian careers pre-

sented in Chapter 6 suggested a bifurcation in the transitional career pattern

that in terms of mobility would correspond to the ideal type of the new ca-

169



reer. One class of transitional careers was characterized by a set of subjective

and objective outcomes that were either comparable or better than in the

traditional career. Another career class was characterized by intermittent

employment that included recurring unemployment spells and disadvantages

in terms of subjective and objective career outcomes, a career type wrought

by insecurity.

The evidence from the study of European careers presented in Chapter 5

suggested a similar bifurcation, albeit in another way. It was found that, over

time, the transitional career pattern became increasingly polarized in terms of

employment insecurity. Earlier careers of that type were more homogeneous

with regard to employment insecurity, yet the variation thereof increased over

time. This implies that some of the transitional careers became more stable,

while others became more afflicted by unemployment spells. In addition,

the findings of that study suggested an overall deterioration of employment

security in the transitional type, which, again in terms of mobility, would

correspond to the ideal-typical new career.

The study comparing agency and contextual factors (Chapter 7) does

not offer any direct evidence to the polarization hypothesis, having focused

on the distinctions between potentially more and less advantaged worker

strata in how self-directedness affects perceived employability. The study did

affirm, however, the notion that both structural and individual factors are

shaping one’s employability, which is a key element in countering the inherent

instabilities and uncertainties of flexible labor markets. That finding does

indirectly bear consequences for labor insecurity, as it implies that even in the

era individualization and the alleged erosion of career boundaries, the classic

labor market divisions, such as those based on gender or age, are still very

much intact. The strong link between self-directedness and employability

also necessarily implies that those with low levels of self-directedness are at a

disadvantage on the labor market. It is possible that given its significance, it

is self-directedness itself that at least partially defines more and less privileged

labor market strata. Its effect was stronger than the effect of most structural

factors in the model, after all. Finally, the study found that previous history

of mobility or unemployment has an effect on employability, suggesting a
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path dependency or ‘precarity trap’ effects.

The study of career transition types (Chapter 8) provided evidence that

suggests a more negative than positive interpretation concerning the mobility

that is theoretically associated with the new career. It suggested that the

traditional career type is more advantageous in respect to job quality. This

study too underscored the positive role of self-directedness in its association

with job quality. In addition, this study also found an effect of preceding

career mobility, affecting job and career satisfaction, social relationships at

work, as well as perceived job insecurity in a negative way.

9.2 Discussion of the principal findings

Overall, the empirical evidence presented in the preceding chapters tends to

be predominantly in line with the pessimistic view of the new career, that has

been extensively discussed in labor literature, but is virtually absent in con-

temporary literature on new careers. Careers with higher levels of mobility

and employer changes seem, on the average, to be associated with a higher

chance of unemployment (also see Light, 2005), with concomitant scarring ef-

fects, potentially lower job quality and poorer prospects in terms of objective

and subjective career success. This conclusion confirms to a certain extent

the idea that the negative consequences of labor flexibility intensification may

become stratigraphically engendered in career trajectories.

The negative overall conclusion is consistent with both Atkinson’s core-

periphery model and the labor market segmentation theory. Thus, the study

of European careers (Chapter 5) posits an increase in employment insecurity

in the transitional career pattern, with a possible simultaneous polarization

in terms of security within that type. At the same time, the traditional career

pattern remained stable. Similar findings were established in the fourth

study (Chapter 8) as well, career transitions associated with the traditional

career path having been found more beneficial than those typically associated

with the new career. This evidence suggests that at least on the average,

non-traditional careers may be more typical for workers who involuntarily

occupy relatively precarious labor market positions vulnerable to the negative
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consequences of flexibilization outlined in the introduction (also see Baruch

and Vardi, 2016; Kalleberg, 2011).

At the same time, these findings do not negate the thesis of the emer-

gence of successfully unfolding protean and boundaryless career types that

offer a degree of freedom and independence from the organizational limita-

tions. The study of careers in Belgium (Chapter 6) suggested that some

mobile careers may entail higher levels of career success. The polarization

found in the study of European careers (Chapter 5) entails that some of the

transitional careers became more stable in terms of employment security.

The study comparing agency and contextual factors (Chapter 7) concluded

that individual agency will have a positive effect on employability in an uni-

form fashion for both lower and higher educated workers, implying that even

those in less advantageous labor market positions are at least in principle

able to overcome structural constraints.

Overall, this thesis suggests that while new career theories may capture

an important part of reality, that reality is but a part of a broader picture.

Career literature could therefore significantly benefit from establishing con-

nections with the broader literature concerning the dark side of flexible work

and its relation to contemporary careers.

9.3 Overview and discussion of secondary find-

ings

Aside from the principal findings, several lateral insights have emerged in the

analyses. First, a lot of variation between countries has been found in the

composition of career patterns. The ‘stepping stone’ and the ‘transitional’

career patterns that theoretically correspond to the traditional and ‘new’ ca-

reer ideal types, appear in all countries in the analysis. This suggests that

the new career theory adequately captures the dichotomy of these principal

types. At the same time, it neglects the other career types, most conspicu-

ously the mixed and the inactive types, thus excluding a large proportion of

women from consideration. The same dichotomy may also be less efficient
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in capturing any eventual country-specific peculiarities in the development

of career patterns over time. For example, the thesis of an unambiguous

transition from the traditional to the ‘new’ career type is not necessarily

present in all countries, according to the studies in this thesis and also recent

external empirical research. Also the degree to which this alleged change

takes place, would differ per country. This variation is very much in line

with labor literature that observes a differentiated proliferation of globalized

liberal economy throughout the world, resulting from the interaction with

local cultural, organizational, and political contexts. Based on these consid-

erations, it would seem that the dichotomy between the traditional and the

new career is, though useful, perhaps too simplistic to accommodate the nu-

ances of future career research. Based on the findings of this thesis, at least

two additions could be made to it: the family-oriented career, approaching

work from the work-life balance (cf. Greenhaus and Kossek, 2014), and the

precarious career, capturing unsuccessful or involuntary boundaryless work

trajectories (cf. Baruch and Vardi, 2016).

Second, a related issue pertains to the ‘Anglo-Saxon bias’ of contemporary

career studies. If variation can be found even between counties belonging to

the same welfare state regime, we can also expect substantial differences

between countries with the liberal regimes, from which the vast majority of

new career research originates, and other countries, where new career research

just began emerging.

Third, the results presented in this thesis cast some doubt on the novelty

of the new career, in the form it is usually suggested in the respective liter-

ature1. Our career pattern analysis clearly demonstrated that a substantial

amount of job-to-job mobility existed in careers unfolding across a greater

part of the twentieth century. Even the traditional career could feature mul-

tiple transitions, albeit usually concentrated in the beginning. The transi-

tional career, featuring job-to-job transitions across its entire span, clearly

1Although the notion of the protean career was coined in 1976 by Hall (1976), main-
stream career research started focusing on the post-traditional career forms only around
mid-1990s, largely assuming that the emergence of these career forms occurred around
the same period. From the contextual perspective, the flexibilization processes that have
spurred the nascence of the new career, started unfolding during the late 1970s.
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resembles the boundaryless type, as far as physical mobility is concerned;

it also accounts for a substantial proportion of the labor force in multiple

countries. These findings suggest that the socio-economic changes associ-

ated with globalization could have tipped the overall career typology towards

higher proportions of the transitional type, but also that this type in itself is

not radically new. Instead of a Copernican shift in career patterns, it would

be more fitting to speak of changes in degree, especially considering recent

evidence about the still strong position of the traditional career type in many

countries.

Fourth, the same results raise a question as to career mobility being

the distinctive feature of the new (boundaryless) career. Many studies have

operationalized boundaryless careers in terms of physical job mobility, yet our

results indicate that it is not only the amount of job changes that delineates

this career type, but also the timing and the spread of transitions throughout

the entire career span. The distinction between the boundaryless and the

traditional career type may not be as clear-cut in reality, and should perhaps

be conceptualized as a spectrum, rather than a dichotomy.

Fifth, our research suggested that traditional stratificational mechanisms,

such as those concerning age and gender, are no less important than individ-

ual agency factors, thus countering the claims in mainstream career literature

in regard to seemingly unfettered individual capabilities to construct one’s

career. The same finding suggests that such structural stratificational mech-

anisms are likely to impede career success for workers in less advantageous

labor market positions, rendering them more vulnerable to the negative con-

sequences of flexibility.

Sixth, our results confirm the necessity to consider the negative conse-

quences of modern careers, not only for workers, but also for organizations

and policy makers. From juxtaposing labor and career literatures, and by

looking empirically at the dark side of modern careers, it became apparent

that the overly positive hype about being free from organizational constraints

and being self-determining career entrepreneurs runs dangerously close to

being ideological in nature. Extolling the virtues of new careers and down-

playing their risks may benefit some employers in the short run, but is likely
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to create problems for workers, policy makers, and societies at large in the

long-term perspective. While it is impossible to fully ascertain the ideology

at work in the field of career studies, it is best to err on the side of caution

and safeguard the research practice by balancing the split of focus between

positive and negative aspects of new careers.

9.4 Implications for career research

Our results have several implications for career studies as a field on one hand,

and for policy makers on the other. The idea that the distinction between

the traditional and the new career may resist the usual dichotomous con-

ceptualization, and allude to a continuum instead, poses a new challenge for

career theorists. At the time of this writing, the mainstream understand-

ing of the new career pertains to its covering of a plethora of career forms

(Arthur, 2014). Therefore, on one hand, there exists a monolithic and reified

notion of the traditional career, and on the other—a variety of career forms

sprouting from the new employment relationships. Our results paint a more

complex picture: instead of a one-to-many, they suggest a many-to-many

transformation of career types. Moreover, at least in terms of mobility, the

differences between those many types are gradual; and the evidence available

suggests that the shifts between the types over time were gradual as well.

This means, for example, that the four-quadrant model, categorizing bound-

aryless careers on high and low physical and psychological mobility (Sullivan

and Arthur, 2006), may lack precision: at what cut-off point can we speak

of low and high mobility? What with careers that have neither high nor low

mobility, but fall somewhere in between? Future research needs to address

these questions.

Answering this challenge stumbles against a classic methodological prob-

lem in the field of career studies, namely the scarcity of fine-grained long-

term career data. Our results have shown that the distinction between career

types stems not only from the raw amount of transitions, but also from the

timing of transitions in the course of a career. This implies that short- or

even medium-term data can offer only limited, and in some cases poten-
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tially misleading insights about careers. Generating long-term data is, on

the other hand, a very costly enterprise, requiring immense commitments

without guaranteeing tangible policy outcomes. Retrospective data, even

given their obvious methodological constraints, offer a potential solution in

this respect. Watching over the quality and the reliability of such data is

essential.

Future career research will benefit from comparative studies, focusing on

the variation between countries in terms of career patterns along with their

objective and subjective covariates and patterns. It became clear from our

analyses that one-size-fits-all conceptualizations of the new career will not

resonate with empirical reality very well. For example, there are pronounced

differences in the proliferation of the transitional pattern between countries

in Europe. These differences, can be argued, require specific attention, as

they can lead to an understanding of the nuances in the dynamic of the

new employment relationship and its unfolding in various contexts. A focus

on differences between various welfare regimes can be especially fruitful in

this regard, enriching career studies with insights concerning the interaction

between macro-level contexts and evolutions in career structure.

The importance of context in which careers unfold, constitutes a related

point in the discussion of our results. In the recent years, there has been

a growing awareness in the field of career studies that careers cannot be

fruitfully studied without considering their connection to a broader societal

framework (e.g., Delva et al., 2016; Eggenhofer-Rehart et al., 2016; Mayrhofer

et al., 2007). Current thesis contributes to exploring this connection, provid-

ing some valuable insights that help putting the mainstream Anglo-Saxon

research as well as agency-focused perspectives in a more nuanced light.

Nevertheless, this area of research is still rather underdeveloped in terms

of empirical effort. One of most painfully obvious gaps in mainstream ca-

reer research is, in my view, its detachment from broader critical literatures

on labor and its explorations of risks associated with the new employment

relationship in the context of globalization, financialization, technological

advancements, and the neoliberal Zeitgeist. It can be argued that establish-

ing the link between careers and their context can be readily built upon a
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cross-pollination between the two literatures.

Another promising avenue of analysis, which was not taken in this thesis,

but would constitute a natural continuation thereof, is the analysis of power

in contemporary careers. From the standpoint of social critical theory (espe-

cially its neo-Marxist threads), social relations of production are the basis of

power relations between social classes, between capital and labor. By exten-

sion, with a reference to the earlier metaphor of stratigraphy, careers must be

embedded in power relations as well. It is possible that the specific individual

power balance in employment relationships plays a crucial role in producing

specific effects of labor flexibilization. Workers with highly sought after skills

are more likely to dictate the course their careers take, being empowered by

the possibilities of modern technologies to organize time and space. Their

high employability tips the power balance in their favor, as their continuous

employment is virtually guaranteed regardless of any eventual conflicts with

current employer. Such workers can harness flexibilization in their favor in or-

der to build better working lives, striking the right balance between work and

family, including continuous learning and challenging work of their choice.

Those workers who lack power in the employment relationship, e.g., due to

the ease of replaceability, are more likely to experience the negative aspects

of flexibility, such as precarity and instability. They are much less likely to

escape organizational controls, and will not cross labor market boundaries

as easily. As Standing (1999) argues, labor flexibility is ultimately about

control. Employees want to be flexible on their terms, while employers strive

towards forms of flexibility that suits their needs. Control, on the other hand,

reflects power, and power ‘produces insecurity among those subjected to it

and put at a disadvantage by its existence and use’ (Standing, 1999, p. 39).

On the other hand, some theorists have argued that the post-Fordist era un-

der the neoliberal banner has entailed substantial shifts of power from labor

to capital (Harvey, 2011). An analysis of careers in the light of development

of power relations over time seems therefore to offer a suitable vantage point

to acknowledge the conflictual nature of employment relations, and not solely

the co-operational one, as managerial literature would suggest.

Mainstream career theory may want to reconsider, based on our results,
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which are in line with other recent research, its main thesis of the career

transformation. The Copernican revolution in the world of careers, where

the traditional pattern is abandoned in favor of the boundaryless one, is not

supported by much evidence, certainly not in the European countries we

have considered. The data available point towards slight shifts over time,

with many workers still craving securities of the traditional career, and the

traditional pattern still playing an important role. It seems therefore prudent

to abandon this thesis, and instead of its uncritical propagation to consider

the roles that both traditional and new careers play in the context of flexible

employment relationships.

Concluding this thesis, it seems prudent to recall a less well-known aspect

of the protean metaphor that serves as basis for the protean career ideal type.

In the usual career-related use of the metaphor, the ancient sea god Proteus is

appraised for his ability to change shape and form as the situation demands

(Inkson, 2006). In the same fashion, workers are to adapt to constantly

evolving circumstances of the new flexible economy. We must remember,

though, that the real power of Proteus was to foretell the future, yet only for

those who were able to capture and hold down the god, remaining unwavering

in the face of horrifying shapes he assumed. This image seems very apt

indeed, as many contemporary workers will try and chase the chance to have

a successful career in flexible and ever-shifting employment environments.

However, not everyone will be able to lock the god down; many will be

thrown off by changes too rapid or too severe—all adaptation has its limits.

Only select may be able to force flexibility to work in their favor, while for

others success may remain as elusive as the shape-shifting god himself.

9.5 Implications for policy makers

The nascence of the flexible post-Fordist economy posed many challenges for

policy makers. While respective policy efforts have been mainly focused on

labor issues, the long-term career perspective is worthy of consideration as

well (McQuaid and Fuertes, 2014). It stands to argue that as employment

relationships became less stable overall (notwithstanding the uneven spread
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of this instability), it may be expedient to look not solely at the current

employment state, but also at the entire series of employment relationships

and the transitions between them, which is exactly the viewpoint of career

studies.

One of the most poignant ethical questions that envelop the discussion of

new careers, pertains to the issue of responsibility for employability of work-

ers and for the task of career management (Van Buren, 2003). The general

consensus in the new career literature is that this responsibility has largely

shifted towards workers themselves. This shift may be perceived positively,

as empowering employees to direct their own career, or negatively, as trans-

ferring the risk of employment discontinuity onto their shoulders. Van Buren

(2003) argues that employers should assume some of the responsibility for

investing in employees’ employability. Our findings lean towards supporting

this proposition, designed to ameliorate the disadvantages of workers operat-

ing in the secondary labor market segments. Many scholars have expressed

concern, as outlined in the introduction, that these workers will carry the

brunt of flexible working conditions. At the same time, employers are less

motivated to invest in their employability; and such workers themselves may

lack resources to make similar investments themselves. If responsibility for

one’s career becomes a solely individual affair, precarization of parts of the

labor force can become a macro-level problem of both social and economic

nature; the issue needs therefore to be tackled on the level of society as

whole. Our analyses indicate, for example, that structural constraints still

play a pivotal role in shaping one’s employability, thus limiting the individual

capacity to remain employable. This limitation, in turn, can result in career

destabilization, which, according to our results, can lead to undesirable out-

comes in terms of job quality, subjective and objective outcomes. Employers

should be stimulated to participate in fostering employability of their employ-

ees, e.g., through tax incentives. Current policy measures aimed at hiring

at-risk workers could be extended towards the long-term approach of facil-

itating future labor transitions for the workers in question. Labor unions,

often struggling with their traditional role in the context of the new econ-

omy, seem like another feasible actor to assume a part of career/employability
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management function for their members as well.

An obvious policy recommendation that has been made in the empiri-

cal studies, is to reject an unequivocal introduction of flexibility into labor

market regulations. Too often implementations of flexibility have been syn-

onymous with reducing unemployment and countering market inefficiencies,

yet empirical evidence is ambiguous as to supporting this link. We would

urge policy makers to consider the long-term career-related consequences of

flexibilization for disadvantaged workers, considering our results that indi-

cate an impact of earlier career events, such as unstable employment, on

subsequent career trajectory, conform with the cumulative disadvantage per-

spective (O’Rand, 1996).

Reflecting on the dark side of contemporary careers, one can suspect an

existence of a Matthew-effect in regard to the externality of career manage-

ment and investments in employability. Flexible employment relationships

place the burden of looking after one’s own career and sustaining one’s em-

ployability on the workers themselves. Highly skilled workers operating in

primary labor market segments are more likely to be supported by their orga-

nizations concerning these two aspects, all while having a higher capacity for

individual career and employability management. At the same time, periph-

ery workers and those with less sought after skills, who are most in the need

of external support with career and employability management, are less likely

to receive them from the employing organization. These workers also often

lack human capital to make the investments themselves. All in all, it stands

to argue that workers in less advantageous labor market positions require

additional policy support to ameliorate the negative effects of flexibility for

them, e.g., through career counseling or by involving the employers in career

management via fiscal incentives. This will remain an on-going challenge for

all actors involved, as can be attested by recent surges in political populism

often aimed at attacking the processes of globalization and marketization. It

is too early to foretell whether such surges represent a countermovement in

Polanyan terms (Polanyi, 2001), yet it is clear that there is much discontent

with the marketization or disembedding of employment relationships, and

by extension that of careers. If Fordism is seen as thesis, and post-Fordism
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as antithesis, we may be entering a phase of a synthesis between the two,

potentially with a partial re-embedding of labor into social relations between

employers and employees. It can only be hoped that career research will play

a positive role in such synthesis, by providing adequate and nuanced insights

in all aspects of the new employment relationships, as they unfold over time.
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Núñez, I. and Livanos, I. (2010). Higher education and unemployment in

Europe: An analysis of the academic subject and national effects. Higher

Education, 59(4):475–487.

OECD (1999). OECD Principles of Corporate Governance. Paris.

OECD (2006). OECD Employment Outlook 2006: Boosting Jobs and In-

comes. OECD Publishing.

OECD (2015). Pensions at a Glance 2015. OECD Pensions at a Glance.

OECD Publishing.

O’Rand, A. M. (1996). The precious and the precocious: Understanding

cumulative disadvantage and cumulative advantage over the life course.

The Gerontologist, 36(2):230–238.

O’Connor, J. S. (2013). Non-standard employment and European Union em-

ployment regulation. In Koch, M. and Fritz, M., editors, Non-Standard

Employment in Europe, Work and Welfare in Europe, pages 46–63. Pal-

grave Macmillan UK. DOI: 10.1057/9781137267160 4.

Palley, T. (2016). Financialization: The Economics of Finance Capital Dom-

ination. Springer. Google-Books-ID: mLsYDAAAQBAJ.

208



Pelsmacker, P. D. P. D. (2001). Advertising in Belgium. In Kloss, P. D. I.,

editor, Advertising Worldwide, pages 40–66. Springer Berlin Heidelberg.

Piore, M. J. and Sabel, C. F. (1984). The Second Industrial Divide: Possi-

bilities for Prosperity. Basic Books.

Pohjola, M. (2002). The new economy: facts, impacts and policies. Infor-

mation Economics and Policy, 14(2):133–144.

Poje, T. P. (1986). Segmentation and mobility: An analysis of labour market

flows on the Danish labor market. Acta Sociologica (Taylor & Francis Ltd),

29(2):171.

Polanyi, K. (2001). The great transformation: The political and economic

origins of our time. Beacon Press, Boston, MA, 2nd edition.

Pollert, A. (1988a). Dismantling flexibility. Capital & Class, 12(1):42–75.

Pollert, A. (1988b). The ‘flexible firm’: Fixation or fact? Work, Employment

& Society, 2(3):281–316.

Pringle, J. and Mallon, M. (2003). Challenges for the boundaryless ca-

reer odyssey. International Journal of Human Resource Management,

14(5):839–853.

Procter, S. J., Rowlinson, M., McArdle, L., Hassard, J., and Forrester, P.

(1994). Flexibility, politics & strategy: In defence of the model of the

flexible firm. Work, Employment & Society, 8(2):221–242.

Raemdonck, I., Tillema, H., Grip, A. d., Valcke, M., and Segers, M. (2012).

Does self-directedness in learning and careers predict the employability of

low-qualified employees? Vocations and Learning, 5(2):137–151.

Reich, R. B. (2008). Supercapitalism: The Transformation of Business,

Democracy, and Everyday Life. Vintage Books.

Richardson, M. S. (2000). A new perspective for counsellors: From career

ideologies to empowerment through work and relationship practices. In

209



Collin, A. and Young, R. A., editors, The future of career, page 197–211.

Cambridge University Press.

Riso, S. (2010). Very atypical work: Exploratory analysis of fourth European

working conditions survey. Technical report, Eurofund.

Rodrigues, R. A. and Guest, D. (2010). Have careers become boundaryless?

Human Relations, page 0018726709354344.

Roobeek, A. J. M. (1987). The crisis in Fordism and the rise of a new

technological paradigm. Futures, 19(2):129–154.

Roper, J., Ganesh, S., and Inkson, K. (2010). Neoliberalism and knowledge

interests in boundaryless careers discourse. Work, Employment & Society,

24(4):661–679.

Rosenbaum, J. (1989). Organization career systems and employee misper-

ceptions. In Arthur, M. B., Hall, D. T., and Lawrence, B. S., editors,

Handbook Of Career Theory, pages 329–353. Cambridge University Press.

Rousseau, D. (1995). Psychological Contracts in Organizations: Understand-

ing Written and Unwritten Agreements. SAGE Publications.

Rudra, N. (2002). Globalization and the decline of the welfare state in less-

developed countries. International Organization, 56(2):411–445.

Saxenian, A. (1996). Beyond boundaries: Open labour markets and learning

in Silicon Valley. In Arthur, M. B. and Rousseau, D. M., editors, The

Boundaryless Career: A New Employment Principle for a New Organiza-

tional Era, pages 23–39. Oxford University Press.

Schettkat, R. and Yocarini, L. (2006). The shift to services employment:

A review of the literature. Structural Change and Economic Dynamics,

17(2):127–147.

Schmid, G. (1998). Transitional labour markets: A new European employ-

ment strategy. Discussion Papers, Research Unit: Labor Market Policy and

Employment FS I 98-206, Social Science Research Center Berlin (WZB).

210



Schmid, G. (2010). Non-Standard employment and labour force participa-

tion: A comparative view of the recent development in Europe. Technical

report, IZA, Bonn.

Schoenberger, E. (1988). Multinational corporations and the new interna-

tional division of labor: A critical appraisal. International Regional Science

Review, 11(2):105–119.

Segers, J., Inceoglu, I., Vloeberghs, D., Bartram, D., and Henderickx, E.

(2008). Protean and boundaryless careers: A study on potential motiva-

tors. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 73(2):212–230.

Semmer, N. K., Elfering, A., Baillod, J., Berset, M., and Beehr, T. A. (2014).

Push and pull motivations for quitting: A three-wave investigation of pre-

dictors and consequences of turnover. Zeitschrift für Arbeits- und Organi-

sationspsychologie A&O, 58(4):173–185.

Sennett, R. (1998). The Corrosion of Character: The Personal Consequences

of Work in the New Capitalism. W. W. Norton & Company.

Sharit, J., Czaja, S. J., Hernandez, M. A., and Nair, S. N. (2009). The

employability of older workers as teleworkers: An appraisal of issues and

an empirical study. Human Factors and Ergonomics in Manufacturing &

Service Industries, 19(5):457–477.

Shepard, S. B. (1997). The new economy: What it really means. Business

Week.

Silla, I., Cuyper, N. D., Gracia, F. J., Peiró, J. M., and Witte, H. D. (2008).
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