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ABSTRACT 

How individuals can be employable and make successful career transitions throughout their 

working life is gaining increased attention from scholars in the field of vocational and 

organizational psychology for several decades now. Although contemporary career literature 

implicitly or explicitly assumes a strong connectedness between career transitions and 

employability, these two concepts have their own historical development in the literature. In 

this paper we provide a historical account of how the research fields around both have 

evolved, and we highlight some key insights from seminal work. We then review the 

literature to explore in more detail how the relationship between career transitions and 

employability has been empirically studied in the vocational and organizational psychology 

literature so far. We end with discussing the major observations from this review and 

formulate pathways for future research. 
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CAREER TRANSITIONS AND EMPLOYABILITY 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In the so-called ‘new career era’, career transitions and employability have gained increased 

attention from scholars in the field of vocational and organizational psychology (Forrier, Sels, 

& Stynen, 2009; Fouad & Kozlowski, 2019; Savickas, 2011). Both concepts are not new 

though, and they have been widely studied from diverse angles since several decades. 

Although contemporary career literature implicitly or explicitly assumes a strong 

connectedness between both, these two concepts have their own historical development in the 

literature. In this paper, we first provide a historical account of how the research fields around 

both have evolved, and we highlight some key insights regarding the conceptual relatedness 

of both concepts. Then, we review the literature to explore in more detail how the relationship 

between career transitions and employability has been empirically studied in the vocational 

and organizational psychology literature.  

A career is defined as the sequence of work experiences that evolve over the 

individual’s life course (Arthur et al., 1989), and refers to the movement of a person through 

time and social space. First, regarding the element of time, research on career dynamics has 

long focused on career stages that were interpreted to occur in parallel with adult development 

or life stages (e.g., Dalton et al., 1977; Hall, 1976; Nicholson & West, 1989; Super, 1957). 

Yet, in the contemporary career context, it is generally acknowledged that there is no such 

thing as one idealized career path characterized by a set of predictable transitions all workers 

go through at specific points in their life (De Vos et al., 2019). The idea of ‘one-life-one-

career’ (Sarason, 1977) is changing towards a focus on adapting one’s career identity and 

continuously acquiring new knowledge and skills throughout the life-span (Direnzo & 
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Greenhaus, 2011; Fouad & Kozlowski, 2019; Savickas, 2011), leading to much more complex 

and idiosyncratic career patterns, thereby making the individual employee the central actor 

(De Vos et al., 2019; Forrier et al., 2018).  

Second, the work experiences encompassing an individual’s career take place through 

the sequence of positions they occupy within the social space of a career field, an occupation, 

or an organization (Chudzikowski, 2012; Forrier et al., 2009). Career transitions refer to the 

moves within or across those social spaces, meaning that every move from one position to 

another can be considered as a career transition (Chudzikowski, 2012). As such, career 

transitions encompass much more than the transition from school to work or from 

unemployment to work; they are a recurring issue throughout the lifespan (Savickas, 2011). 

Career moves vary in terms of direction, type and magnitude (Feldman & Ng, 2007; 

Kornblum et al., 2018; Ng et al., 2007). They can encompass moving from one job to another 

within an organization, or moving between organizations, occupations, or career fields 

(Forrier et al., 2009). Moreover, throughout their career individuals can move between types 

of employment (e.g., working as an independent contractor, employee, or temporary agency 

worker) or forms of employment contract (e.g., temporary versus permanent). In the 

contemporary career context, also moves that cross the boundaries between a person’s work 

and private life (e.g., when temporarily interrupting one’s career to take care for children or 

relatives) are considered career transitions (Greenhaus & Kossek, 2014). Transitions may 

create minor or major interruptions in an individual’s career (Gunz et al., 2007) and have 

varying implications for career sustainability (De Vos et al., 2019). Occupational changes are 

probably the strongest turning points of individuals’ careers as they include a change of 

position and of employer (Dlouhy & Biemann, 2018; Feldman & Ng, 2007). Changes in 

employment type can be regarded as impactful as they have an impact on job security and 

financial aspects (e.g. social security implications when changing from working as an 
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employee to freelancer (Tran et al., 2019). Overall, career transitions imply mobility – a topic 

that is intrinsic to career research (Chudzikowski, 2012).  

Employability is important for individuals throughout their career in order to acquire 

and retain work that is in line with their career needs, and as such it determines the options 

that individuals have for realizing desired career transitions over time within or outside their 

current job or position (DiRenzo & Greenhaus, 2011; Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 

2006). Initially, employability research mainly focused on school leavers and the 

unemployed, thereby addressing two key types of career transitions. The rapid socio-

economic and technological changes leading to volatile labor markets and unpredictability of 

careers have made employability a permanent concern for individuals, organizations and 

policy makers (Direnzo & Greenhaus, 2011; Forrier et al., 2015; Savickas, 2011). As lifetime 

employment has been gradually replaced by the notion of lifelong employability (Forrier & 

Sels, 2003; Fugate et al., 2004; Hillage & Pollard, 1998; Rothwell & Arnold, 2007; Van der 

Heijden et al., 2009), lifelong learning and the transitions individuals make throughout their 

career have come to the forefront. Making career transitions can thereby provide opportunities 

for learning and development of competencies, thereby enhancing a person’s employability - 

whilst at the same time the latter might be a prerequisite for making a transition. Thus, career 

transitions and employability are key elements in contemporary careers and are important for 

the sustainability of careers over time (De Vos et al., 2019; Heslin et al., 2019; Van der 

Heijden et al., 2019). 

In the next sections, we will first provide a brief historical account of and key insights 

from research on employability and career transitions in their respective research fields. Next, 

we will take a conceptual view on the integration of both concepts and describe how the 

relationship between employability and career transitions has been studied in empirical 

research.  We will conclude with implications and suggestions for future research.  
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CAREER TRANSITIONS 

Career transitions have always been central to the career literature (Wang & Wanberg, 

2017). In their mapping of JVB article topics based on all JVB articles published between 

1994 and 2016, Byington et al. (2019) found that career choice—referring to a broad range of 

career transitions, including the initial choice of an occupation, the transition between jobs or 

occupations and the transition to entrepreneurship—was one of the five most prominent topic 

themes in this journal. Also Wang and Wanberg (2017), in their narrative review of 100 year 

applied psychology research on individual careers, identified career transitions as one of the 

five topical areas in the field. Although career transitions have received scholarly attention 

ever since Parsons (1909) wrote his seminal book “Choosing a vocation” (Wang & Wanberg, 

2017), research on the topic has strongly intensified in the past thirty years because of the 

changing nature of careers (Forrier et al., 2009; Fouad & Kozlowski, 2019; McPherson, 

2018). Since contemporary labor markets are faced with major economic (e.g., globalization) 

and technological changes (e.g., rise of artificial intelligence), it has become more challenging 

for individuals to achieve sustainable employment and accordingly, people are increasingly 

likely to change jobs, employers, and/or occupations multiple times throughout their career 

(McPherson, 2018; Sullivan & Baruch, 2009; Watts, 2005). Since career transitions are 

becoming more frequent (Chudzikowski, 2012), research interest in the topic has increased as 

well. 

Both vocational psychologists and organizational psychologists have examined career 

transitions for around 100 years now (Hom et al., 2017; Wang & Wanberg, 2017). Although 

each field has its specific angles and cross-pollinations remain limited to date (Blustein et al., 

2019; Fouad & Kozlowski, 2019), both fields went through some similar evolutions over the 

years.  
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In the early days (i.e., in the 1900s-1980s), vocational psychologists focused 

dominantly on understanding initial occupational choices―so dominantly school-to-work 

transitions―with the intent to help individuals make good career decisions and overcome 

career-decision making difficulties (Wang & Wanberg, 2017). Building on Parsons’ insight 

that successful career choices require a good understanding of the self and the labor market, 

several interest inventories (e.g., Strong Vocational Interest Blanc, 1927; Holland Vocational 

Preference Inventory, 1958) and systematic job classifications (e.g., Dictionary of 

Occupational Titles, 1939) were developed. In addition, researchers theorized about and 

explored various factors that influence people’s career choices, including the role of social 

learning, social-economic status, family, interests and personality (e.g., Krumboltz & Shapiro, 

1979; Neiner & Owens, 1985; Super, 1957).  

Early organizational psychologists were primarily concerned with understanding inter-

organizational transitions―i.e., turnover. This focus was spurred by the longstanding 

awareness that employee turnover disrupts organizational functioning and therefore comes 

with a financial cost (Hom et al., 2017). Early turnover researchers (in the 1920s-1980s) 

mainly aimed to predict turnover. Many turnover studies built on  March and Simon’s (1958) 

model, which had introduced two key antecedents of turnover: desirability to move (generally 

operationalized as job dissatisfaction) and ease of movement (generally measured as 

perceived job opportunities, which highly resembles perceived employability). March and 

Simon’s core insights reappeared in several other influential turnover models, such as 

Mobley’s work (1977;1979) ―which introduced turnover intentions―and the comprehensive 

model of Steers and Mowday (1981). Together, these models inspired hundreds of studies on 

what precedes the specific career transition of inter-organizational job mobility. 

Early vocational and organizational researchers thus dominantly explored antecedents 

of a few types of career transitions (i.e., school-to-work transitions in vocational psychology 
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and inter-organizational transitions in organizational psychology). From the 1980s onwards, 

we noticed some new trends in both fields. For one, the changing nature of careers inspired 

researchers in both fields to broaden their focus. In vocational psychology, the awareness 

grew that not only students, but also adults can go through a career transition (Watts, 1996) 

and may therefore benefit from career counseling (Bernaud et al., 2006; Verbruggen & Sels, 

2010). In organizational psychology, new concepts such as the ‘boundaryless’ and the 

‘protean’ career spurred researchers to examine more different types of career transitions, 

including horizontal transitions (e.g., Chudzikowski, 2012), international assignments (e.g., 

Stahl et al., 2002), and portfolio work (e.g., Cohen & Mallon, 1999), and to explore not only 

objective but also psychological mobility (e.g., Forret et al., 2010; Verbruggen, 2012), i.e., 

people's attitudes toward crossing boundaries (Sullivan & Arthur, 2006). 

Both fields also started to pay more attention to the phases after the career transition. 

In vocational psychology, both the original social-cognitive career theory (Lent, Brown & 

Hackett, 1994) and later adaptations of this model (e.g., social cognitive model of well-being, 

Lent & Brown, 2006) were highly influential. These models did not only introduce novel 

social-cognitive antecedents of career choices (e.g., self-efficacy, outcome expectations), but 

also drew attention to potential outcomes, such as performance (Lent et al., 1994) and well-

being (Lent & Brown, 2006). In organizational psychology, several studies started to examine 

the adjustment phase after (intra- and interorganizational) career transitions (Latack, 1984; 

Nicholson, 1984). These studies mainly applied a stress-coping perspective: career transitions 

are often stressful because they entail uncertainty and change, disrupt patterns and routines, 

and may threaten people’s self-concept (Armstrong-Stassen, 2003; Moyle & Parkes, 1999; 

Pinder & Schroeder, 1987; West et al., 1987). Organizational psychology researchers also 

started to examine outcomes of career transitions, such the impact on organizational 
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commitment, satisfaction and engagement (Gesthuizen & Dagevos, 2008; Kalleberg & 

Mastekaasa, 2001; Verbruggen et al., 2015). 

Another novel trend in both vocational and organizational psychology is the 

emergence of nonlinear theories and studies (Blustein et al., 2019). For a long time, 

theoretical and empirical work on careers focused almost exclusively on linearity, i.e., on how 

people become aware of the option or need to make a career decision, then explore a number 

of alternatives, decide on the most suitable alternative, act on it and finally realize this 

decision (e.g., Gati & Asher, 2001; Griffeth & Hom, 1995; Lent et al., 1994; March & Simon, 

1958; Mobley, 1977). However, desires and intentions to change often do not result in actual 

changes (Allen et al., 2005; Hom et al., 2012; Verbruggen & van Emmerik, 2018). This is 

because career decision and transition making is generally a highly complex process, 

influenced by myriad interrelated factors, including chance and unexpected events, and 

therefore hard to predict (Blustein et al., 2019; Pryor & Bright, 2011). In vocational 

psychology, this awareness gave rise to some novel theories, such as the chaos theory of 

careers (Pryor & Bright, 2011) and the systems theory framework (Patton & McMahon, 

2014). In organizational psychology, various new concepts were launched to capture forms of 

non-linearity, such as career inaction (Verbruggen & De Vos, 2020), reluctant stayers (Hom 

et al., 2012) and being locked-in (Stengard et al., 2016). In addition, several studies explored 

the consequences of these forms of non-linearity for people’s behaviors and attitudes, for 

instance for their contra-productive work behaviors and career satisfaction (e.g., Burton et al., 

2010; Mai et al., 2016; Verbruggen & van Emmerik, 2018).  

EMPLOYABILITY 

 Even though it might seem like a buzzword today, the term ‘employability’ goes back 

to the 1950s, when employability was conceived as an important determinant for securing 

paid work in the future  (Feintuch, 1955). Until the 1980s, employability research mainly 
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focused on unemployed persons and vulnerable groups on the labor market (Forrier et al., 

2015), thereby mainly studying employability at the macro-level (e.g., impact of public policy 

on employment rate). Human capital was seen as the major determinant of employability, i.e., 

the development of skills and knowledge needed for entry in a given occupational field and 

for a predictable linear career path (De Vos et al., 2019). The topic was not yet on the agenda 

of vocational and organizational psychologists. With their major focus on youth entering the 

workforce (Swanson & Gore, 2000), vocational psychologists were mainly concerned with 

helping individuals understand their self and the labor market in view of making a good 

occupational choice that would lead to a stable career path afterwards (e.g., Holland, 1958; 

Krumboltz, 1979; Super, 1957).  There was no interest in employability of employees having 

a paid job because, given the culture of job security and predictable career progress in most 

organizations, once someone had found a job the opportunity to stay employed was rather 

high  (Magnum, 1976). In their study of voluntary turnover, organizational psychologists, 

building on March and Simon’s (1958) model, addressed the influence of perceived ease of 

movement yet without labeling it employability at that time (Direnzo & Greenhaus, 2011). 

 As from the 1980s employability research gradually broadened its focus in terms of 

target groups and possible determinants and became a topic of interest for both vocational and 

organizational psychologists. First, important changes in the labour market such as mass 

restructurings affected the job security of working individuals (Hall, 1976). In the first place 

those workers belonging to an organization’s peripheral or external workforce (Atkinson, 

1984) became vulnerable for layoffs and could no longer rely on the organization for securing 

their future (Barley & Kunda, 2006; O’Mahony & Bechky, 2006). But also for core workers 

the psychological contract centered around lifelong job security in return for loyalty and hard 

work gradually eroded due to increasing changes in working organizations (Arthur et al., 

1999; Hall, 1976; Herriot & Pemberton, 1995). These evolutions led to individuals making 
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more transitions during their career, and becoming more self-dependent for obtaining and 

retaining work, i.e., their employability (Thijssen et al., 2008). Spurred by these evolutions, 

vocational psychologists started focusing on how unemployed people could find and retain 

work during economic depressions or recessions (Swanson & Gore, 2000). Within 

organizational psychology, the idea that the ‘career was dead’ (Hall, 1976) led to a gradually 

increasing focus on the individual as the central actor in careers and on individuals’ primary 

responsibility for their employability throughout their professional life (Arnold & Cohen, 

2008; Forrier et al., 2018). This was reflected in so-called ‘new career’ concepts such as the 

protean career (Hall, 1976; Hall & Mirvis, 1996) and the boundaryless career (Arthur, 2014; 

Arthur, 1994; Arthur & Rousseau, 1996). These concepts have in common that they have an 

optimistic focus upon the opportunities that self-dependence brings for developing a career 

that is fulfilling for people throughout their working life (Forrier et al., 2018) thereby 

conceiving the career as a sequence of learning experiences and opportunities for personal 

growth (Hall & Mirvis, 1996). With this broadened perspective upon employability of 

working individuals, researchers also started to study a wider range of possible determinants 

than only a person’s knowledge and skills. Within vocational psychology, attention was given 

to job search competencies and counseling employees to help them make effective career 

decisions throughout the career (Fouad, 2007; Swanson & Gore, 2000). Within organizational 

psychology there was a growing interest in understanding the individual competencies needed 

for a successful self-driven career, thereby extending the narrow view on human capital to 

include a broader set of skills such as flexibility, networking, marketable skills, and 

continuous learning (Sullivan & Arthur, 2006). A general decrease in interest in the role of the 

organization in influencing employability could be observed in the career literature – with 

other research fields (mainly human resource management) addressing the challenges and 

potential costs the focus on employability implies for employers (De Vos & Dries, 2013). 
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 The combination of rapidly increasing speed in technological developments, new 

business models, expanded globalization, and increased demands for productivity, creativity, 

and flexibility, has further stimulated the research interest in employability in the 21st century. 

In the field of vocational psychology, Savickas’ introduction of career adaptability, defined as 

"readiness to cope with changing work and work conditions" (Savickas, 1994, p.58) as a 

modification of Super’s career maturity construct, signifies a shift in focus from 

understanding one’s personal interests and strengths in view of obtaining satisfying work to 

the adaptive capacity individuals need for obtaining and retaining work throughout their 

career (Savickas, 2011). Career adaptability has given rise to a rich new field of career 

research that bridges the fields of vocational and organizational psychology (Fouad & 

Kozlowski, 2019). 

 Within organizational psychology there is a steady increase in research on the 

importance of employability for understanding individuals’ careers, thereby also explicitly 

linking employability to career transitions (Eby et al., 2003; Forrier et al., 2015) and the 

influence of a broad set of competencies that are needed to stay employable (Forrier & Sels, 

2003; Fugate et al., 2004; Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006). Compared to the initial 

view of employability as an individual’s chances for getting and staying employed (Feintuch, 

1955), current definitions more broadly refer to “the capacity of continuously fulfilling, 

acquiring or creating work through the optimal use of competences” (Van Der Heijde and 

Van der Heijden, 2006, p. 453), or “the chance for employment on the internal or external 

labor market” (Forrier and Sels, 2003, p. 106). These definitions all imply the acquisition of 

employment within or outside the current organization, and with regard to future prospects 

(Van Der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2006).  

 Current employability research can be divided in input- and outcome-based 

approaches (Forrier et al., 2015, 2018). First, the input-based approach emphasizes aspects 
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that increase the likelihood of obtaining and retaining a job, such as competencies or personal 

qualities (De Vos & Soens, 2008; Fugate et al., 2004; Koen et al., 2013; Peeters et al., 2019; 

Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006; van Harten et al., 2016). These are conceived as 

much broader than only functional expertise and include, for example, flexibility, adaptability, 

self-efficacy, self-awareness, and social capital. Forrier et al. (2009) have grouped these 

together under the label ‘movement capital’. Second, the outcome-based approach focuses on 

outcomes that are associated with this likelihood of obtaining and retaining a job, such as self-

perceived employability or the perceived chances to become employed in a job of one’s 

preferences (see for instance Berntson et al., 2006; De Cuyper et al., 2012; Rothwell & 

Arnold, 2007; Vanhercke et al., 2014; Wittekind et al., 2010). Employability has also been 

conceived as an indicator of career success in that regard (Arnold & Cohen, 2008; Eby et al., 

2003; Guan et al., 2019). Obviously, both types of employability approaches are important for 

understanding career transitions. Moreover, making career transitions, for instance internal 

and external job changes, are sometimes used as an indicator of employability (Forrier et al., 

2015; Raemdonck et al., 2012). 

 Employability research has been criticized for being hardly theory driven (Forrier et 

al., 2018). Yet, both vocational and organizational psychology can bring relevant theoretical 

perspectives to further our understanding of employability. For instance social cognitive 

career theory (Lent et al., 1994) helps to explain how self-efficacy, defined as individuals' 

beliefs about their abilities to carry out actions to reach a specific goal, may affect a person’s 

employability as it determines whether an action will be pursued, how much effort will be 

expended in carrying out that action, a person’s persistence in the face of obstacles, and 

ultimate performance. Conservation of Resources theory (Hobfoll, 1989), a motivation and 

stress theory, has been used to understand the role of employability as a personal resource that 
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helps individuals to stay resilient in terms of job loss or insecurity (e.g., De Cuyper, Raeder, et 

al., 2012) and that affects their wellbeing at work (Vanhercke et al., 2014). 

CAREER TRANSITIONS AND EMPLOYABILITY: INTEGRATION 

The concepts of career transitions and employability are closely related and research 

on both addresses a common theme: the changes individuals make throughout their career (for 

career transition researchers: the type of career changes made; for employability researchers: 

employment opportunities and enactment of these opportunities), the factors explaining these 

changes and their consequences for the person. Hence, both address the core of what is 

defined as a career, i.e. the evolving sequence of work experiences throughout a person’s 

working life (Arthur et al., 1989). Below, we provide a theoretical integration of the 

employability and career transitions literature by describing what both have in common in 

their conceptual and theoretical approaches. 

Conceptual Overlap 

First, process models explaining career transitions and employability include 

overlapping mechanisms. In career transition models, perceived ease of movement—which 

highly resembles perceived external employability—is a mediating variable (e.g., Forrier et 

al., 2009; Steers & Mowday, 1981), thereby building on March and Simon’s (1958) seminal 

work. Within employability literature, transitions are seen as indicator of a person’s 

employability (e.g., Forrier et al., 2015; Raemdonck et al., 2012). For instance, the 

employability process model developed by Forrier and Sels (2003), integrating different 

conceptualizations of employability, defines individuals’ labor market transitions as objective 

indicators of employability. Yet, most empirical work on employability and career transitions 

consider employability and transitions as distinct variables and address causal relationships 
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between both rather than framing them as two concepts explaining the same phenomenon 

(Forrier et al., 2015).  

Models explaining employability and career transitions also have in common that they 

both address the role of a person’s movement capital. In the input-based approach to 

employability, employability is defined in terms of movement capital (e.g., Fugate & Kinicki, 

2008; Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006) whilst the output-based approach, conceives 

it as a distinct variable explaining employability (e.g., De Cuyper et al., 2012; Vanhercke et 

al., 2014). The term movement capital was introduced in the turnover literature by Trevor 

(2001) and encompasses a person’s skills, knowledge, competencies and attitudes that 

influence their opportunities for mobility (Forrier et al., 2009). In employability research, this 

is being studied in terms of employability-enhancing competencies (Van der Heijde & Van 

der Heijden, 2006), dispositions (Fugate & Kinicki, 2008), personal resources (De Cuyper, 

Mäkikangas, et al., 2012) and other individual differences (e.g., education, current job-related 

skills, and willingness to change jobs; Wittekind et al., 2010) (see also Forrier & Sels, 2003; 

Peeters et al., 2019). This relates to the broader emphasis career scholars place on the role of 

individual characteristics important for contemporary career success, such as career 

competencies  (Akkermans et al., 2013; Defillippi & Arthur, 1994; Eby et al., 2003), 

adaptability (Savickas & Porfeli, 2012), or career resources (Hirschi, 2012).  

Agency versus Structure 

 Second, recent literature on both topics is characterized by a strong emphasis on the 

individual, consistent with the emphasis on agency in much of the recent careers literature. 

Fueled by new career concepts such as the boundaryless career (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996) 

and the protean career (Hall, 2004), much research has concentrated on mobile individuals 

who voluntarily build their careers across physical and psychological boundaries using career-

relevant skills, with employability being a prerequisite for realizing career success (Forrier et 
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al., 2009). Contextual elements (such as availability of jobs on the internal or external labor 

market) are mainly included as constraints reducing the likelihood of a career transition or 

turnover (DiRenzo & Greenhaus, 2011). Overall, the employability literature addresses how 

employability benefits employees and the opportunities that changing employment 

relationships and the increased focus on individual agency may bring for them (De Vos & 

Soens, 2008). The underlying idea is that employability helps individuals to benefit from a 

volatile and competitive environment characterized by fast-changing and demanding job 

requirements (Eby et al., 2003).  

Focus on Movement and Change  

Third, in both research fields there is an emphasis upon movement and change yet 

with a different focus. Employability research focuses on the factors facilitating or hindering a 

person’s sequence of job-related experiences, which is broader than transitions as these 

experiences can also accumulate while staying employed in the same job. Literature on career 

transitions is narrower in that it studies factors explaining transitions that take place on the 

internal or external labor market and what determines a successful transition (Ng et al., 2007), 

but pay less attention to transitions within jobs. The emphasis is upon the individual making a 

transition whereby antecedents of making a decision to change are studied and the type and 

magnitude of transition may bring along different challenges in view of successful adaptation. 

In employability research, given that much recent literature addresses perceived employability 

(cf supra), it is more about the opportunities for changing rather than the change itself, and 

upon the consequences of changes in the work context upon employability. 

There is only limited attention in both fields for the causes and consequences of lack 

of change. The concept of ‘being locked in’ in its recent modification by Stengård, Bernhard-

Oettel, Berntson, and Leineweber (2017), combines low preference to stay in one’s current 

job with lack of perceived opportunities to change (the latter referring to employability). Their 
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research suggests negative implications for well-being among employees feeling locked in – 

suggesting that a lack of change may be related to negative consequences but the research 

addressing this topic is scarce. 

Objective versus Subjective  

 Both employability and career transitions have been examined using either objective 

or subjective indicators. Employability studies taking an objective approach examine 

indicators such as length of employment in the current job or with the current employer, 

number of promotions or duration of unemployment (e.g., Baum et al., 2008; Buckman et al., 

2018; McArdle et al., 2007). Career transition research using objective indicators assess the 

number of career changes, whether career transitions are voluntary or involuntary, types of 

transition, magnitude of the transition, actual employee turnover (e.g., Chudikowski, 2012; 

Dhlouhy & Biemann, 2018; Forrier et al., 2015).  

 Both research fields also address subjective aspects of employability and career 

transitions. Many studies in the employability literature study self-perceived employability 

and how this perception of opportunities on the internal and external labor market is affected 

by individual and contextual factors, and how it relates to subsequent career decisions and 

outcomes (e.g., Berntson et al., 2006; Croucher et al., 2018; De Vos et al., 2011). This 

subjective component is also found in literature on career transitions with studies including 

intention to turnover, or measuring an individual’s attitude towards making a career transition 

(e.g., psychological mobility, Forret et al., 2010; Verbruggen, 2012). 

CAREER TRANSITIONS AND EMPLOYABILITY: REVIEW OF THE 

LITERATURE  

As becomes clear from the above, employability and career transitions literature have 

much in common as shown amongst others in the overlap in core variables included in 
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process models explaining employability and career transitions. In this section we further 

elaborate upon the relationship between both by reviewing empirical work addressing this 

relationship for working individuals, who are the central subjects in the ‘new career’ 

literature.  

Method Followed 

In line with best practice (Short, 2009) we initially used Web of Science to identify 

peer-reviewed empirical articles for this literature review. We searched articles with the 

following combinations in their title, keywords or abstract that were published until December 

2019: the combination of ‘employability’ and ‘career mobility’, ‘career transition’, ‘job 

alternative’, ‘job mobility’, ‘job transition’, ‘turnover’. These articles were supplemented by 

essential records identified by the authors, like essential articles that didn’t occur in our 

overview because of the search words that were used, for example some articles about 

‘employment opportunities’. After removal of duplicates, we found a total of 372 articles. 

Given that we chose to focus on career transitions as transitions in a working environment, we 

did not include a significant body of research which focuses on other types of transitions, for 

example school-to-work transitions or transitions encompassing retirement. This step left us 

with 118 articles focusing on working individuals.  .  

Next, the three authors independently screened the downloaded core articles to decide 

whether they met the inclusion criteria, and consulted with one another as to whether to 

exclude certain articles. We did not include book chapters, unpublished papers or dissertations 

as we could not verify the quality of research given the lack of peer review. Articles with only 

an abstract in English or articles that were too applied to a specific context or workers’ group 

were also excluded from the analysis, as well as conceptual papers. Our literature research left 

us with a total of 34 empirical studies for inclusion in our research. Table 1 gives an overview 

of the journals wherein two or more of these articles are published. As shown in this table, 



18 

 

Journal of Vocational Behavior is by far the most frequently used outlet for research on the 

topic. 

Table 1: Overview of Journals most Prevalent in the Literature Review 

Journal  Amount of articles published from our 

review 

Journal of Vocational Behavior 8 

Journal of Applied Psychology 4 

European Journal of Work & Organizational 

Psychology 

3 

Journal of Psychology 2 

Career Development International 2 

Personnel Review 2 

 

 Interestingly, as shown in Figure 1, the bulk of studies addressing the relationship 

between employability and transitions is quite recent and almost all of them are published 

after the year 2000. Probably the terminology used was somewhat different in the early years, 

for example ‘perceived job alternatives’ or ‘perceived employment opportunities’, and as such 

they are not included in this review.  

Figure 1: Overview of Articles by Publication Year 
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 In the next sections we go more in-depth into our literature review. We first describe 

the major findings from studies conceiving employability as an antecedent of career 

transitions. Second, we review the articles wherein career transitions are treated as antecedent 

of employability. Next, studies addressing the bi-directional relationship between both 

concepts are reviewed, followed by those studies addressing psychological mobility.  

Employability as Antecedent of Career Transitions 

 The large majority of studies in our review consider employability as important for 

individuals in order to acquire and retain work that is in line with their career needs, and as 

such it is theorized to determine the options that individuals have for realizing desired career 

transitions over time. This is reflected in empirical designs studying employability as an 

antecedent of career transitions. Most of this research focuses on the relationship between 

perceived external employability and (intention to) turnover. The main idea behind these 

studies is that the more alternatives people perceive on the external labor market, the more 

likely it is that they will leave their organization. Early studies on this topic (e.g., Arnold & 

Feldman, 1982; Griffeth & Hom, 1988; Michaels & Spector, 1982) build on March & Simon 

(1958) and, hence, used labels like ‘perceived ease of movement’ or ‘perceived employment 

alternatives’ as indicator of employability. More recent studies on this relationship are more 

often situated in the employability literature and, accordingly, use concepts like perceived 

employability (e.g., Nelissen, Forrier & Verbruggen, 2017).  

Although most studies found support for perceived alternatives to trigger turnover 

(intentions) (e.g., De Cuyper et al., 2011; Nelissen et al., 2017), some did not find a 

significant relationship (e.g., Mitchell et al., 2001). These mixed results have stimulated 

researchers to examine moderating variables affecting the relationship between employability 

and turnover. This research found that employees who perceive themselves as highly 

employable are more likely to have turnover intentions or to actually leave their employer in 
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case of low affective commitment (Acikgoz et al., 2016), high perceived job security 

(Acikgoz et al., 2016), low job control (De Cuyper et al., 2011), and low perceived career 

opportunities (Lu et al., 2016), among others. Other studies have addressed perceived 

employability as a moderator explaining when other variables lead to turnover (intentions). 

For example, Wheeler, Coleman, Gallagher, Brouer, & Sablynski, (2007) found that 

perceived job mobility moderated the job satisfaction-intent to turnover relationship such that 

this relationship is stronger when perceived job mobility is high versus low. Swider, 

Bosewell, & Zimmerman (2011) found evidence for a moderating role of perceived job 

alternatives in the relationship between job search and turnover. 

While most studies relating employability to turnover (intentions) focus on perceived 

employability, some studies also include other indicators of employability, such as 

employability-enhancing activities or occupational expertise. In these studies, employability is 

often framed as a potential risk for employers, thereby referring to the so-called management 

paradox (De Cuyper & De Witte, 2011), stating that development activities enhancing 

employees’ employability also increase the risk for employee turnover. Therefore, employers 

may be reluctant to invest in employability-enhancing activities. On the other hand, 

development activities are considered to be important for employee performance and retention 

(see for instance the literature on high performance work systems; Takeuchi, Chen, & Lepak, 

2009). Research suggests there is something to say for both pathways ( e.g., De Vos, Van der 

Heijden, Forrier, and De Cuyper, 2017; Nelissen, Forrier, and Verbruggen, 2017). For 

instance, Nelissen et al. (2017) found that while employee development may increase the 

likelihood of turnover by increasing perceived external employability (i.e. perceived job 

alternatives with other employers), it may reduce turnover via perceived internal 

employability (i.e. perceived job alternatives with the current employer). Moreover, results 

from this study suggest that factors such as type of development initiative (Nelissen et al., 
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2017) matter. Comparable results were obtained in a cross-sectional study by De Vos, Forrier, 

Van der Heijden, & De Cuyper (2017) who found that occupational expertise (an indicator of 

movement capital) was associated with job search intensity through perceived internal and 

external employability. Perceived internal employability negatively mediated the relationship 

between occupational expertise and job search intensity, whilst there was a positive 

mediational effect of perceived external employability. 

Finally, a few studies examining employability as an antecedent of mobility have 

focused on other transitions than turnover, such as industrial and occupational boundary 

crossing. For example, Kornblum, Unger, & Grote (2018) studied the influence of two 

indicators of employability - education level and openness to experience - together with 

labour market conditions, on career mobility. They found that level of education had a 

positive effect on organizational and industrial boundary crossing, and changes in the labour 

market were related to organizational boundary crossing, while openness to experience had no 

effect on career mobility. None of the predictors were related to occupational boundary 

crossing. 

 All in all, the available research suggests that employability generally increases the 

likelihood of career transitions: employees with high employability are more likely to leave 

their current organization, and sometimes even industries. The relationship is buffered when 

employees feel satisfied or committed in their current job, when they perceive high job 

control or opportunities for internal career development. The latter is also confirmed by 

studies including both perceived internal and external employability, with the former 

decreasing the likelihood of (intention to) turnover. Our review did not show evidence, 

however, for the influence upon other types of transitions. 

When overlooking the studies on employability as antecedents of job mobility, it is 

notable that the large majority of these studies focuses on perceived employability as (a 
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subjective) indicator of employability and on (intent to) turnover as the type of job mobility. 

Other indicators of employability and mobility are rare. In addition, although several studies 

on this relationship use two-wave designs in which transitions are assessed at T2, research 

was rarely truly longitudinal in nature, i.e., measuring similar concepts at different moments 

in time. As such, we know little about how, for instance, changes in employability affect the 

process of making a career transition over time. Moreover, most research is based upon single 

source, perceptual data with only few studies including actual turnover data – thereby limiting 

the conclusions we can draw regarding actual career transitions.  

Career Transitions as Antecedent of Employability  

 Studying career transitions may also help to understand employability. As career 

transitions create new experiences for individuals, this enables them to develop new 

competencies, which may enhance their movement capital (Forrier et al., 2005; 2009). These 

competencies can be job-specific, but successfully making a transition also requires 

transferable skills such as adaptability, flexibility, or networking (Clarke, 2009; Forrier et al., 

2009). In contrast with the studies reported above, there is only a minority of studies 

addressing this direction of the relationship between career transitions and employability, and 

findings seem to depend on the type of career transition being studied.  Moreover, the 

outcomes studied as indicators of employability are rather diverse. 

 The idea that career transitions enhance employability fits with career theories taking 

an agentic perspective on careers and is particularly prevalent in the boundaryless career 

model (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996). The central tenet of this model is that the changes in work 

roles and environments encountered through career mobility provide opportunities to develop 

new job-related competencies as well as a broader set of career competencies enabling future 

employability. (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996). Yet, other voices point to the potential negative 

consequences of career transitions for employability when one’s current skill set does not 
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transfer to the new work role (e.g., Greenhaus et al., 2008). Guan et al. (2019) recently 

reviewed empirical studies addressing the relationship between career boundarylessness and 

career success and included employability as a possible mediator of this relationship. Their 

review included 61 studies addressing psychological or physical mobility, and voluntary as 

well as involuntary transitions Overall the conclusion of this review is that boundaryless 

careers have mixed effects on career success, depending on various individual and contextual 

factors. When zooming in on those studies addressing the impact of (indicators of) 

employability, evidence is rather positive. For example, Guan et al. (2019) report a positive 

association between having a variety of roles and responsibilities during one’s career and 

strategic thinking competency among executives (Dragoni, Oh, Vankatwijk, & tesluk, 2011), 

and for a positive relationship between career boundarylessness and career competencies 

(Colakoglu, 2011; Stumpf, 2014) as well as career adaptability and competencies (Guan et al., 

2016).  

 Thus, transitions may be beneficial for enhancing an individual’s employability, yet 

the studies reported above all addressed voluntary career transitions. Less is known about 

when and how involuntary transitions may enhance employability, or what might be the 

impact moderating role of transition type (e.g., job, organizational or occupational) or 

direction (e.g. promotion versus demotion).  

 Within the so-called ‘new career’ literature, studies have addressed psychological 

mobility as antecedent of employability. Boundaryless mindset has been found to be 

positively related to unemployed adults' employability (McArdle et al., 2007). Kirves, 

Kinnunen, & De Cuyper (2014) found that employees’ perceptions of their opportunities for 

residential mobility (move to another place because of a new job) – so another type of 

psychological mobility - was positively associated with perceived employability. These 

studies thus suggest that a mindset of psychological mobility – and thus openness for career 
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transitions – is positively associated with employability. Again, these findings should be 

interpreted considering the type of employability being studied. In a five-wave longitudinal 

study addressing perceived chances for upward mobility among Norwegian workers,  

Bernstrøm, Drange, & Mamelund (2019)  found that employees with higher perceived 

chances for upward mobility and those with higher education levels had a significantly lower 

preference for job security which might be considered as the counterpart of preference for 

transitions. 

 While much of the research in our review is quantitative, Clarke (2008) adds 

additional insights based upon a qualitative study consisting of in-depth interviews with 

managers going through a career transition program.  These interviews revealed that 

individuals differed in the extent to which they had a traditional versus boundaryless or 

protean career. This was reflected in behaviors supportive of future employability (lifelong 

learning, flexibility, career planning) among the latter group as opposed to behaviors more in 

line with traditional careers (short-term focus on current job requirements, development of 

organization or industry specific skills) among the former group. Those individuals with 

experience across a range of roles and organizations, as well as a focus on developing 

themselves for the future, were more confident in their employability and more optimistic 

about the future. 

 In the studies reported here, employability has been operationalized in different ways. 

While some studies capture individuals‘ perceptions of their opportunities on the labor market 

(e.g., Clarke, 2008), other studies assessed employability in terms of job-related or generic 

knowledge or skills (e.g., Dragoni et al., 2011). In our review, we limited our selection of 

studies to those explicitly conceptualizing the latter in terms of employability or “movement 

capital“. The findings reported here all point to the relevance of making career transitions for 

strengthening one’s movement capital. A further exploration of the literature on training and 
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development may provide additional insights to understand when and how transitions provide 

a learning context for individuals that enables them to develop new competencies that 

contribute to their employability.  

 As we noticed already in the previous section, also the studies addressing the 

relationship between transitions and employability are rarely longitudinal, with designs 

allowing to address changes in employability over time as a consequence of career transitions. 

Therefore, insights into the process of how employability develops over time, influenced by 

career transitions, remains limited. Again, transitions are often measured in terms of 

psychological mobility rather than actual mobility, which also limits the conclusions one can 

draw regarding whether and under which conductions actual career transitions enhance 

employability.  

Bi-directional Relationship between Employability and Career Transitions  

 While most theoretical models on turnover mainly focus upon the antecedents 

explaining turnover (and the possible role of employability therein), employability is mostly 

theorized as a process consisting of a cycle or dynamic chain of recurring relationships 

between employability and transitions (Forrier & Sels, 2003; Forrier et al, 2015). Also 

theoretical models taking a broader perspective upon mobility (broader than turnover) propose 

such a cyclical process in which employability may explain transitions, which in turn have 

implications for employability (Forrier et al., 2009). Obviously, these process models all 

include an element of time. Yet, perhaps because of the latter, the empirical evidence for these 

relationships is limited although available studies provide some interesting insights. Forrier et 

al. (2015) using a two-wave study found that job transitions promote employees’ movement 

capital, which then affects perceived employability and ultimately feeds back to job 

transitions. Furthermore, they found that past external but not internal job transitions were 

positively related to movement capital. Perceived external employability related positively to 
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external transitions over time, while perceived internal employability related positively both 

to external and internal transitions over time. Both internal and external transitions were 

positively related to movement capital. Although this study is not truly longitudinal in that not 

all were repeated measures and there were only two data collection waves, the results are 

interesting in that they show how the relationship between employability and transitions 

works in multiple directions and that it is thereby important to consider both the internal and 

external labor market in terms of transitions and employability.  

 Dlouhy & Biemann (2018) studied the implications of occupational transitions for 

human capital among German workers during the first 15 years of their career. Using path 

dependency as an explanatory framework, these authors theorized and found that working in a 

certain occupation leads to an increase in human capital over time. When more occupation-

specific skills and knowledge are obtained, the opportunity costs of an occupational change 

increase and the occupational career becomes increasingly locked in, thereby decreasing the 

likelihood of occupational transitions. Thus, while occupational seniority leads to increased 

employability in terms of occupation-specific knowledge and skills, it also reduces the 

development of a broader skillset and therefore lowers the likelihood of transitioning to 

another occupation. These two studies suggest that career transitions and employability are 

mutually related over time, but that the type of transition may matter in predicting whether 

employability may stimulate individuals to engage in future career transitions or leads to a 

lack of change over time. Moreover, it seems to be important to specify the scope of 

employability: whether it concerns employability in the current job or organization versus 

employability on the broader labor market. To further our insights, it is also needed that 

appropriate research designs are being used that capture the interrelatedness of both over time. 

Again, our review and the limited number of studies capturing this process perspective, points 
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out the need for future research to validate available findings and address the issues 

mentioned here. 

DISCUSSION AND PATHWAYS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

Overall, our review of the empirical literature addressing the relationship between 

career transitions and employability supports the idea that both concepts are strongly related: 

employability helps to explain the transitions employees make during their career, whilst 

transitions are beneficial for employees’ employability. As such they support the idea that 

transitions are a recurring issue throughout the career and that individuals’ movement capital, 

opportunities for change and actual transitions form a dynamic chain (Forrier et al., 2015). 

These findings align with the central tenet of sustainable careers literature, namely that 

individuals continuously affect their career potential through the opportunities they encounter, 

the choices they make, and the learning cycles they go through (De Vos et al., 2019; Van der 

Heijden & De Vos, 2015). The individual’s career potential, in turn, affects subsequent career 

opportunities and its sustainability over time.   

While the findings reported above might not be surprising given the longstanding and 

rich research tradition in both fields, what’s maybe more important, in our view, is to consider 

what’s left out of scope in current work on the relationship between both. In what follows, we 

elaborate on the most pertinent observations in that regard, i.e. (1) the discrepancy between 

the breadth of both concepts and how they are empirically being studied, (2) the over-

emphasis on the individual and lack of attention for the role of the organization, (3) the focus 

on linearity, and (4) the limited attention for time. We end with some opportunities we see for 

bridging the fields of vocational and organizational psychology in view of furthering our 

understanding of the dynamics of career transitions and employability across the career. 

Career Transitions and Employability: Broad Concepts versus Narrow Study Focus 
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In essence, career mobility implies the transition from one position to another and 

these transitions can take many forms including change of jobs, organizations, occupations or 

a combination (Chudzikowski, 2012; Feldman & Ng, 2007; Forrier et al., 2009). Moreover, 

they can differ in direction and imply a lateral, upward or downward move (Ng et al., 2007). 

Following the literature taking a work-home perspective on careers (Greenhaus & Kossek, 

2014), even transitions between work and other life domains throughout the career might be 

considered a transition. This is in sharp contrast with the findings from our literature review 

where the vast majority of articles study transitions by measuring (intention to) turnover.  

The same holds for employability research which does not reflect the breadth of the 

concept referring to people’s’ (perceived) chances for obtaining and retaining work (Forrier et 

al., 2009; Rothwell & Arnold, 2007; Thijssen et al., 2008; Vanhercke et al., 2014). Most of 

the research studying employability from an output-based perspective addresses (perceived) 

opportunities to change while there is little or no attention for the (perceived) opportunities to 

keep one’s current job. Even the term movement capital might be misleading in that regard, as 

it suggests that employability is about changing jobs and not (also) about keeping one’s 

current job (Peeters et al., 2019). 

In part, this observation can be explained by the breadth of both concepts. Because 

they are so broad in scope, the risk exists that both are used as umbrella terms and that more 

specific concepts are used to study particular types of transitions (e.g. promotion, demotion, 

occupational change), or employability (e.g., being locked in); a criticism that is being raised 

in the literature for several years now (e.g., Forrier et al., 2015; 2018; Forrier & Sels, 2003; 

Peeters et al., 2019). This also became apparent during our literature review. On the one hand, 

further inspection of the studies we initially found using our key words revealed that (one or 

both) of our key terms were only used in the introduction or discussion to position the 

research in the field of contemporary careers but did not really address employability or 



29 

 

career transitions. On the other hand, several other studies that did not result from the 

systematic search were added as they did study employability in relationship with transitions 

yet using different labels (e.g., Carless & Arnup, 2011; Equeter et al., 2018; Guan et al., 2016; 

Wheeler et al., 2007). This was especially apparent when considering the input-based 

conceptualization of employability (Forrier et al., 2009). Several studies in our review 

measure employability via indicators of movement capital (e.g., Forrier et al., 2015 included 

amongst others education and adaptability as indicators over movement capital) whilst other 

studies that did not turn up in our review, study the same indicators without labeling it 

employability (e.g., Haibo et al., 2018, studied the role of adaptability; Kornblum et al., 2018, 

studied the influence of education and openness to experience). Obviously this limits the 

accumulation of knowledge on the topic and may also limit potential integration of insights 

from vocational and organizational psychology literature.  

Broadening the perspective upon employability. To move the field further, future 

researchers could do a meta-analysis departing from a clear conceptualization and typology of 

indicators of employability in relationship with different types of career transitions. This 

would allow for a more systematic search and grounded criteria for including studies in the 

analysis such that sound conclusions can be drawn about the strengths, directions and 

conditions explaining the relationships by bringing together a wider range of studies on this 

topic.  

Broadening the types of research populations studied. The research populations 

included in our review are working individuals – yet almost all studies we found address 

transitions between organizations or occupations with very limited research on employability 

in relationship with transitions to other types of employment. However, the employment 

relationship is only one of many ways in which individuals can work for organizations 

(Barley et al., 2017; Tran et al., 2019). Some studies have addressed the employability of 
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workers in precarious employment (Håkansson & Isidorsson, 2015) or the employability of 

freelancers (LoPresti et al., 2018) but this stream of research is still limited and does not relate 

employability to career transitions. Interesting research questions here are whether 

employability affects individuals’ choices for a transition from standard employment to an 

alternative, employer-independent form of work such as freelancing or entrepreneurship (see 

also Burton et al., 2016), what are potential push or pull motives, what explains a successful 

transition, and how employability is enhanced through enacting a non-standard career form 

including multiple short-term (parallel or sequential) assignments for different organizations. 

Person-Centric Focus and Limited Consideration of Context 

A common thread in the studies in our review is their focus on the individual as the 

level of analysis. What becomes clear from these studies is that many of them implicitly or 

explicitly build on the ‘new career’ paradigm (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996; Arthur et al., 1999; 

Hall, 1996) in which the employee stands on the forefront while the organization, seen as the 

context within and across which careers unfold, stays at the background and is often not 

addressed (Forrier et al., 2018). It also not surprising given the tradition in vocational 

psychology to focus on the individual’s career (Fouad & Kozlowski, 2019; Savickas, 2011) 

Yet, this is also an important omission that may limit our understanding of how employability 

is related to career transitions in several ways. First, career transitions on the internal labor 

market are often not considered although also mobility on the internal labor market is a type 

of career transition (e.g. forms of horizontal or vertical mobility; Ng et al., 2007). While this 

focus has increased our understanding of what explains employees’ external mobility, it also 

limits our thinking especially given that most employees still spend long periods with the 

same employer (Rodrigues & Guest, 2010). Second, organizational practices do play an 

important role in employees’ internal and external employability (see for instance the 

literature on the role of training and development in explaining employability (e.g., Benson, 
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2006; De Vos et al., 2011; Veld et al., 2015) as well as their decisions to move on the internal 

or external labor market (see for instance the literature on the importance of organizational 

career management for employee retention, (e.g., Armstrong-Stassen & Ursel, 2009; Kraimer 

et al., 2011). This is also supported by two studies in our review showing that organizational 

career management practices affect career mobility decisions via both internal and external 

employability perceptions (Nelissen et al., 2017) and that internal career opportunities may 

buffer the positive relationship between perceived external employability and turnover 

intentions (Lu et al., 2016). Yet, further research is needed to understand the role of the 

organizational context. Future research might address, for example, how career experiences 

within organizations, e.g. career management practices such as temporary project work, 

lateral moves, or job enrichment, but also individual practices such as job crafting or i-deal 

negotiation may affect an individual’s employability, future career decisions, and the 

relationship between both.  

Moreover, today’s volatile work context implies that jobs are no longer a stable 

composition of tasks requiring a predictable set of skills in order to perform (Van der Heijde 

& Van der Heijden, 2006). It is therefore not only interesting to study employability in 

relationship with transitions individuals make, but also investigate employability in 

relationship with transitions occurring within the job. Having a high job or occupational 

tenure does not necessarily mean that a person will always need the same skillset in order to 

stay employable; with jobs changing rapidly due to technological evolutions, the lifecycle of 

competencies needed for successful performance in the job is shortening rapidly (De Vos et 

al., 2019; Thijssen et al., 2008; Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006). Thus, the divide 

between job-specific competencies or occupational expertise being important for staying 

employable in the current job versus the need for a broader set of competencies for being able 

to move (cf. movement capital, Forrier et al., 2009) may no longer hold. With rapid changes 
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also occurring within jobs, this might also increase the importance of employability-

enhancing competencies such as adaptability or flexibility (Van der Heijde & Van der 

Heijden, 2006), or what Peeters et al., (2019) recently have called ‘employability capital’, for 

keeping pace with these changes. Therefore, future research could further address the impact 

of changes such as digitization and how this affects not only employability but also 

individuals’ career changes.  

Linearity Focus 

Most research on employability and career transitions so far has focused on linearity 

and consistency. That is, these studies tend to think about and study employability and career 

transitions in a largely chain-like linear way. For instance, employability studies often 

examine how employability investments enhance people’s employability competences, which 

in turn increase their perceptions of being employable, which may then result in a new job 

(e.g., De Vos et al., 2011; Forrier & Sels, 2003; Forrier et al., 2015). Similarly, theories and 

empirical studies on career transitions focus on how people who became aware of the option 

or need to make a career decision formulate a change intention, explore a number of 

alternatives, decide on the most suitable alternative, act on it and then realize this decision 

(e.g., Gati & Asher, 2001; Griffeth & Hom, 1995; Lent et al., 1994; March & Simon, 1958; 

Mobley, 1977; Van Esbroeck et al., 2005). The focus on linearity and consistency is also 

apparent in the analytical techniques that are used in these literatures, which are dominantly 

regression-based (e.g., multivariate regressions, SEM) and focus on how one variable on 

average relates to another variable. However, overall, these linear, regression-based models 

tend to have limited exploratory power, with R²s of 15% at most (e.g., Berntson et al., 2006; 

De Vos et al., 2011; Veld et al., 2015).  

Due to the dominance of linear models and regression-based techniques, we know 

little about deviations from the average relationship or the consequences of such deviations. 
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For instance, why don’t people experience more perceived employability after following a 

training or receiving performance feedback (e.g., Akkermans et al., 2019; Nelissen et al., 

2017)? And what are the consequences when a person who made an external job transition 

does not experience more employability competencies after the transition, even though the 

average employee in this situation does so (Forrier et al., 2015)? As Van Maanen suggested 

already in 1977, the crucial factor in understanding careers (and by extension: employability) 

may lie precisely in understanding deviation from the average relationship. Examining 

deviations from the average relationship may largely enhance our understanding of core 

employability and transition concepts. For instance, understanding why two people with 

similar competencies have different employability perceptions will help us learn more about 

the meaning of perceived employability. In addition, examining these deviations may also 

shed light on different paths that can follow from a particular starting state or, conversely, 

different paths that lead to the same end state. For instance, a desire to change can be followed 

by taking action, which in turn is followed by realizing the desired change, but it is also 

possible that people do not take sufficient action or take action but encounter external barriers 

that inhibit the change to happen (i.e. multifinality; Verbruggen & De Vos, 2019). Similarly, 

different events and reasons have been found to lead to turnover (e.g., Maertz & Kmitta, 

2012). Shedding light on different pathways can help to more fully understand a specific 

phenomenon. 

Stepping away from the chainlike linear way of thinking may also trigger researchers 

to examine novel ways in which employability and career transitions are related. Our review 

revealed that most studies that include both concepts model perceived employability as an 

antecedent of making a career transition (most often: turnover), or vice versa, i.e., career 

transitions as antecedent of employability. Recently, however, research has shown that 

looking at interaction of both variables is meaningful as well. In particular, research on the 
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locked-in phenomenon showed that employees who did not make a transition and experienced 

low employability reported lower subjective health and more depressive symptoms (Stengård 

et al., 2016) compared to those who were not locked-in. It could be interesting for future 

research to look at other – and perhaps more complex – combinations as well. For instance, 

what if people are unhappy in their job, perceive high employability but do not change jobs? 

This might be a case of career inaction, which, according to Verbruggen and De Vos (2019), 

is at risk of lower well-being as well. 

Role of Time 

Even though the concept of careers is inherently dynamic in nature, the way in which 

time has been incorporated in empirical studies is rather limited. This is an ongoing concern 

in career research (Fouad & Kozlowski, 2019) that is being confirmed in our literature review 

with most studies using a cross-sectional design. Both factors within the person and within 

their context change over time, and may affect the choices individuals make to stay in the 

same job or make a career transition, or to participate in development activities that broaden 

their competencies or increase their current expertise. Together the accumulation of decisions 

people make may positively or negatively impact their future opportunities thereby affecting 

the sustainability of their career over time (De Vos et al., 2019; Heslin et al., 2019). 

Longitudinal research designs are imperative to answer questions such as whether, when and 

how career transitions trigger change in people’s employability competences and perceptions 

and if so, how durable this change is. Both changes within the person and within the context 

are important to consider in that regard. Think, for instance, of the consequences of 

technological changes for employees’ employability and career transitions.  

Conceptualizing the element of time will also be important in future research. For 

instance, time can be conceived as linear or cyclical time, with linear time referring to careers 

as a set of stages and the cyclical view arguing that careers can exist of multiple sequences of 
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stages that restart when taking a new job for instance (Mirvis & Hall, 1994). Understanding 

the impact of time in people’s sensemaking processes regarding their career will also be 

important. People understand their current and orient their future selves through an interplay 

of past and current events, which is referred to as temporality  (Schultz & Hernes, 2012). 

Finally, considering time is important to understand the interplay of periods of stability and 

change, as people often hold a steady position over time and use their current jobs as 

reference point for career changes, making the distinction between jobs and careers blurry 

(Hall & Las Heras, 2010). Investigating both periods of stability and change will help to 

further our understanding of employability as a person’s change for obtaining and keeping a 

job (Nagy et al., 2018).  

Not only other research designs, but also other analytic methods may be necessary if 

we want to better capture time in career and employability research. For instance, optimal 

matching procedures could be used to find patterns in people’s career paths over time (e.g., 

Biemann et al., 2012; Kovalenko & Mortelmans, 2014). Also latent growth models could be 

interesting to examine how, for instance, perceived employability changes over time. 

Applying a dynamic systems perspective, i.e., an integrated approach wherein context and 

temporal processes are taken into account simultaneously (Kozlowski et al., 2013; 

Vantilborgh et al., 2018; Wang et al., 2016) can also be an innovative method as it 

investigates the rules that govern the change, regulation and maintenance of states within the 

same person (Wang et al., 2016), whereby change can be caused by external variables or by 

its previous state. 

Bridging Vocational and Organizational Psychology  

We conclude with some final reflections on the perspectives of vocational and 

organizational psychology upon the relationship between career transitions and employability. 

As discussed earlier in this paper, both topics are a central focus in both disciplines although 
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both have been looking at them from different angles. While career transitions have always 

been at the core of vocational psychology, with a gradual broadening of focus from 

occupational entry and unemployed people to include the careers of all working individuals, 

they have also been an area of interest for organizational psychology researchers with an 

evolution in focus from explaining organizational turnover to attention for a broader range of 

career transitions putting the individual at the forefront. On the other hand, the research 

interest for employability by both vocational and organizational psychology researchers is 

relatively younger. It coincides with the growing interest in career choices as a recurring issue 

throughout the lifespan within vocational psychology and the focus on individual agency in 

careers within organizational psychology since the 1980s. The strong increase in studies 

addressing the relationship between career transitions and employability in the 21st century 

provides opportunities for further integrating insights from both disciplines. This is already 

the case for career adaptability (Savickas, 1994), which is core in many conceptualizations of 

employability and in explaining successful career transitions. In the same vein, social 

cognitive career theory (Lent & Brown, 2013) can provide further theoretical ground for 

understanding the process of how employability and career transitions relate over time, as 

individuals prepare for and cope with change throughout their career.  Inversely, 

organizational psychology can help to contextualize future research by addressing the role of 

the employment relationship, job characteristics, organizational practices and relationships in 

the work setting and their interaction with individual career attitudes, to name just a few.  

Finally, the longitudinal research designs and data-analytical techniques aimed at 

explaining turnover have a long history in turnover literature, may inspire future research in 

vocational psychology to study the bi-directional relationship between career transitons and 

employability over time.  
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In all, we hope that this paper inspires career scholars to widen their perspective upon 

and learn from the seminal work in both organizational and vocational psychology to increase 

our understanding of careers and employability in their future research projects.  
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