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Abstract

The current labor market reflects manifold crises, with increasing dynamics in the work
life and high unemployment rates. As a result, today’s career contexts are challenging for
individuals as well as for organizations. The need for career self-management demands higher
resources to respond to shocks and to build bridges over troubled career paths. This thesis
examines individual resources to respond to challenging conditions by means of qualitative
research (biographical interviews), a cross sectional survey study in a representative sample
and a literature review. The main theories and conceptual pillars of this thesis are the protean
career concept, the framework of sustainable careers, Career Construction Theory and the
Psychology of Working Theory. By examination of the intersection between structural
conditions and agentic responses, the aim is to contribute to the understanding of our careers
and the design of decent careers in the future. Hence, to provide insights into career crafting in
challenging times — individually, yet not alone but embedded in context and in co-creation with

others.
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1. General Introduction: Changing Career Landscapes, Changing Career Paths

Over the past three decades, substantial changes in career development have transformed the
work lives of people globally. Digitization, globalization and ecological factors have intensified
demands for individuals to self-manage their careers (Callanan et al., 2020; Kubicek et al., 2015). These
changes created a substantial shift in employment patterns and resulted in less stable career paths for
individuals. Hence, research on modern career development requires an understanding of context
(Gunz et al., 2016). Since 2007, the world of work has been transformed in multiple ways. In order to
sketch the forces that pose risks and opportunities for careers, a series of contextual factors need to be
understood as the backdrop of this thesis. First, the financial crisis of 2008-2009 caused a worldwide
recession, which was followed by austerity politics that caused downsizing and outsourcing, especially
in the public sector (Mazzucato, 2021). At the same time, technological advancements led to
intensification of work for some and job loss for others (Hirschi, 2018; Kubicek et al., 2015). Other
influential contextual factors include migration caused by wars in Syria and injustice due to
globalization and colonialization in African countries (Obschonka et al. 2018; Wehrle et al., 2019).
Moreover, individual wealth development from work is stunted and inequality is rising (Piketty, 2020).
Last but foremost, severe climate damage has led to environmental disasters and demands restructuring
of production and consumption on a global level (Kasser, 2011). Thus, already before the COVID-19
pandemic, under the influence of which parts of this doctoral thesis were conceived, it was apparent
that work and careers were changing. This context prompted my research interest and overall research
question: what actions can be taken by individuals who need and/or want to change their careers amids
a changing world of work?

The coronavirus pandemic has aggravated the labor market and led to a severe increase in

underemployment and unemployment (Blustein et a., 2020). Moreover, Kramer and Kramer (2020)



assume that the shock presented by the COVID-19 pandemic will lead to further shifts regarding the
values and statuses of occupations. Correspondingly, challenging contexts for careers have intensified.
According to Callanan et al. (2020), increasing career demands reflect economic, technological, global
and social forces. Moreover, these forces indicate a decline in stable long-term employment. Recent
reports from the international Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
warned that already before the COVID-19 pandemic, half the jobs across OECD countries were
expected to need to change (OECD, 2020). Given the shifts in technology, raised demands for
qualifications, the growth of the gig economy and other changing circumstances, it is more necessary
than ever not to lose sight of the capabilities and necessities to enable decent work as described in the
United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 8 pertaining to “decent work and
economic growth” (UN, 2015).

2

The changes in career contexts are mirrored in concepts of “new careers,” which mostly
emphasize individual agency in coping with the increasing demands for career-self management. While
research on careers has typically been located at the intersection between micro and macro
developments (Dokko et al., 2020), only recently has careers research examined the interplay between
agency and structure (Callanan et al., 2020). Therefore, it is crucial to discover, define and develop
how careers can be transformed in ways that are beneficial to the macro level, such as the environment,
as much as the meso level of organizational climate and the micro level of individual success. This
thesis, which is firmly grounded in the psychological stream of careers research (Gunz et al., 2020)
and thus focuses on individual abilities, aims to broaden the understanding of ways to manage career
challenges and to present ways to design future careers (Bal et al., 2019).

First, this thesis sheds light on career paths, including the valleys and peaks that arise from
changes in the broader context described above. This thesis details resources that might help

individuals overcome crises and ruptures in their career path and argues that the protean career (Hall,

2004, 2020; Hall et al., 2018) can serve as a pillar from which to build a bridge over career breaches.
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The protean career is shown to be a resource, particularly for career change. Thus, self-directed and
values-oriented career moves help individuals self-manage their careers. With reference to recent
developments in career concepts such as the sustainable career (De Vos et al., 2018; Van der Heijden
et al., 2015) and its dimensions of agency and meaning, this thesis provides a qualitative analysis of
accounts of individuals who made mid-career changes.

Secondly, this thesis highlights the role of career shocks (Akkermans et al., 2018) on career
paths and argues that career shocks are not an exception but the norm. Akkermans et al. (2018) built a
categorization of shocks based on the assumptions, that shocks occur outside individual control, yet
may vary in regard to their specific attributes; for instance predictability or valence. Though shocks
are acknowledged as powerful influences on career paths, research has only recently systematically
examined the role of shocks and possible responses to shocks. In particular, process-oriented
perspectives are scarce, as qualitative research constitutes only a fraction of research on careers (Gunz
et al., 2020). Moreover, career shocks are widely understood as triggers for changes in the career path
(Seibert et al., 2013). Yet, corresponding to the lack of research on shocks, change-related responses
to shocks need further investigation to increase understanding. This thesis presents a process model
encompassing career shock, shock responses and career changes. Hence, it unearths the immediate as
well as the long-term impacts of shocks on careers.

Thirdly, demands for individuals to self-manage their careers have intensified. In reference to
the previously described pressure on the labor market and the individual, the concept of career
adaptability has seen substantial research since its introduction by Savickas (1997). Career
Construction Theory (CCT) and its corresponding Career Adapt-Abilities Scale (CAAS; Savickas &
Porfeli, 2012), which differentiates four distinct abilities to deal with challenging career contexts
(concern, control, curiosity, confidence), have been translated into many languages. Moreover, two
meta-analyses on career adaptability (Rudolph et al., 2017a; Rudolph et al., 2017b) led to testing and

refining a career construction model of adaptability. Despite the substantial body of research on career
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adaptability, few studies have examined the relation of intensified career planning and decision-making
demands (Kubicek et al., 2015) and adapting responses. In particular, the moderating role of career-
adaptability resources between intensified demands and individual responses seems relevant.
Moreover, career crafting (Akkermans & Tims, 2017; Tims &Akkermans, 2020) allows insight into
the agency dimension described within the sustainable career concept (De Vos et al., 2018; Van der
Heijden et al., 2015). However, the question remains whether adapting responses are facilitated by
career adaptability.

The final part of this thesis investigates further aspects that surfaced during the work on the
concept of the protean career (Hall 2004; Hall et al., 2018) as well as questions related to challenging
career contexts. The protean career concept describes adaptability and identity-awareness as crucial
meta-skills to deal with challenges in career paths. Given the positive claims about career adaptability
and identity, this thesis reviewed research on meta-skills to identify their potential ability to help
vulnerable populations build a “decent career” in reference to the UN’s SDG 8, “decent work,” and the
Psychology of Working Theory (PWT; Duffy et al., 2016, Duffy et al., 2018; Kenny et al., 2019). PWT
was explicitly developed to understand and develop decent work with respect to marginalized and
vulnerable populations. Hence, in addition to the protean career, the sustainable career framework,
Career Construction Theory PWT serves as the fourth and final lens to examine how to foster the two
crucial meta-skills required for a decent career for everyone who works. The use of PWT will also
serve as a remedy to the general bias in career research regarding vulnerable populations (Bal & Doci,
2018). Much of the research to date on protean careers has used samples with higher education and
positions (e.g., Gubler et al., 2014). Although the challenges in the labor market affect all individuals
who work, the coronavirus pandemic has exacerbated inequalities (OECD, 2020). Therefore, the fourth
component of this thesis examines whether career adaptability and identity can facilitate individuals’
bridge-building over the troubled waters of challenging career contexts.

Altogether, this thesis is founded on the assumption that it is high time to strengthen
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psychological career competencies, thus enabling individuals to manage challenges and to design
change. Moreover, this work aims to combine the agentic perspective on careers with other career
perspectives informed by sociological viewpoints that allow examination of the organizational and
public resources that need to be made available for career self-management. Hence, this work aims to
extend the agentic focus to an integrative perspective to overcome the debate of agency versus structure
(Mayrhofer, 2007; Schneidhofer et al., 2020). This thesis is embedded in a quarter century of career
research on the protean career (Hall, 2004, 2020; Hall et al., 2018), the sustainable career framework
(De Vos et al., 2018; Van der Heijden et al., 2015; Van der Heijden et al., 2020), Career Construction
Theory (Savickas et al., 2014) and Psychology of Working Theory (Duffy et al., 2016). To summarize,
this thesis aims to shed light on individual resources for developing a fulfilling career over the life-

span from a holistic perspective of contextual challenges.
1.1. Agency and Meaning

The following sections review findings about resources to manage peaks and valleys on the
career path, build bridges over breaches, respond to career shocks, and individually design a career
change from the perspectives of agency and meaning. These sections draw from one book chapter and
one out of three articles that form the basis of this thesis. The book chapter focuses on how individuals
can create personal career paths, i.e. how they can build bridges over career breaches. The first of the
four contributions to this thesis examines the career narratives of three individuals in mid-career and
unearths their individual agency and meaning. The book chapter described below, provides a
preliminary analysis from a larger qualitative study about challenges and changes on career paths from
the perspective of mid-career individuals.

A variety of career concepts exist today. Despite their differences, these concepts have similar
expectations with regard to agency and meaning (Baruch & Szucs, 2014). Agency refers to an

individual’s self-management of a career path and is of central importance. Meaning is another career



dimension and can appear in various forms (Van der Heijden et al., 2015). For instance, meaning is
often represented in career research as a calling (Valcour, 2015; see Hall & Chandler, 2005, “The
Career as a Calling”). One seminal career concept is the protean career concept (Hall, 2004; Hall et al.,
2018), which was formulated in the 1970s (Hall, 1996) but became more popular in parallel with major
shifts in the labor market in the 1990s. The protean career is built on the pillars of self-directedness
and values-orientation; hence, the two dimensions of agency and meaning are strongly reflected
(Gubler et al., 2014; Hall, 2004). Moreover, these two pillars are supposed to help individuals cope
with the challenges of career self-management imposed by increasing job demands and decreasing job
security due to automatization, globalization and cut-backs in social security nets.

Sullivan and Baruch (2009) outlined the developments in the labor market and their impact on
individuals’ careers. They emphasize that employees realized that narratives about a linear career
development and success were no longer attainable. Current research on wealth development and
distribution in industrialized countries with developed welfare systems (e.g., Germany) has shown that
since the 1990s, cohorts that enter the labor market are less likely to reach an income level similar to
or above the post-war and Baby Boomer generations (Friedrichs, 2021). Hence, the need for individuals
to self-manage their careers has increased.

Moreover, several authors describe a breach of the psychological contract (Rousseau, 1989)
related to negative outcomes for individuals, organizations and societies alike. The psychological
contract was conceived as a concept that widens the perspective on the relationship between employers
and employees. It extends the view from legal and financial terms only, onto social and emotional
facets of the relationship of individuals with work. However, a decrease in long-term contracts also
resulted in the breach of the career contract and led to more focus on the transactional (hence, money)
than the relational aspects of employment. For instance, Ng et al. (2013) showed that the breach of the
career contract can be linked to various negative outcomes such as the loss of social resources. The

protean career was conceived as a reaction to these shifts (Hall, 1996), and describes a change of
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responsibility for career management from organizations to individuals. Despite the demands and
exhaustion that might occur from increased career self-management demands, the breach in the
psychological career contract might also allow the re-assessment of careers and success from a
subjective point of view. Research on shocks and chance events also shows the potential of ruptures to
stimulate reflection about life goals and work identity (Akkermans et al., 2018; Ibarra, 2004; Seibert
et al., 2013).

In their meta-analysis of the protean career concept, Gubler et al. (2014) highlighted a research
gap in the understanding of actual protean career paths. Specifically, insights about how individuals
developed their careers and coped with ruptures were missing. The substantial body of research on the
protean career concept, combined with the lack of research on actual career paths, led to the research
question of how can individuals combine external demands and individual desires and develop
successful strategies for career development? This thesis first presents findings from the initial
investigation into career paths described in the book chapter presented herein. Second, an article
containing a detailed analysis of 25 career paths is presented.

The contribution of the career narratives lies in unearthing different tactics used by individuals
to manage the new demands of career self-management. This section of the thesis stems from
understanding the protean career concept as a transformational idea (Hall, 1996, 2004) and that agency
and meaning could serve as valuable resources for career development in changing times. The focus
on agency and meaning rather than the protean career signifiers of self-directedness and meaning was
chosen in order to embed the interview study within larger perspectives on careers including emerging
concepts such as the sustainable career (De Vos et al., 2018; Van der Heijden et al., 2015; Van der

Heijden et al., 2020).

Bridges over Breaches: Agency and Meaning as Resources for Dealing with New Career

Demands (Nalis, Irina, 2017, brief overview, for details see the attached reprint)




This chapter provides a theoretical and qualitative exploration of the role of agency and
meaning in handling career self-management. The chapter presents the results of a qualitative
study in the form of analysis of narratives of three individuals who had experienced ruptures
in their careers. To investigate the individuals’ actions and reflections on career development,
biographical interviews were conducted and thematically analyzed.

First, the chapter reviews the protean career and provides links to other emerging career
concepts such as the sustainable careers framework. Moreover, research on potentially
stabilizing forces in turbulent career paths such as career crafting, career resilience and career
narratives are offered. With an introduction on breaches in career contracts followed by a
review of the protean career concept, individuals’ ways of determining agency and meaning
are analyzed. The three career narratives presented illustrate strategies that were applied to
meet the heightened learning and adaptability demands of career development in general and
in the case of career change specifically. These career paths illustrate how self-directed and
values-oriented caree moves serve as resources in the face of heightened career self-
management demands and desires.

The interviews analyzed in this chapter were derived from a larger study into the
development of career paths after shocks. This chapter contributes insight into building
bridges over career breaches. The final part of the chapter offers several practical
recommendations for the development and maintenance of career paths with a heart for both

the individual and organizational level.

The study presented in the chapter demonstrates how people experienced career breaches yet
subsequently found ways to build career paths that better suited their values and were more closely tied
to subjective success than their original professions and paths allowed. Hence, the three career

narratives illustrate the potential of agency and meaning as resources for dealing with the demands of
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career management. Despite a focus on individual choices, this book chapter acknowledges that careers
develop from the interplay of agentic choices, opportunities and constraints (Schneidhofer et al., 2020).
Hence, career paths, with their valleys and peaks, play out in the field of structural or relational
influences. Moreover, the three career narratives provide insight on how the interviewed individuals
transformed their professional lives over time. Particularly, and in line with research on subjective
success (e.g., Gunz et al., 2019; Mayrhofer et al., 2016), their ideas of success changed along the
protean career path (Hall, 2004; Hall & Chandler, 2005) and allowed for the development of personal

ideas of meaning.
1.2. Career Shocks and Career Change

The second contribution to this thesis, engages further with the question of individual
responses to external challenges posed on the development of career paths. Particularly, the
experience of career shocks (Akkermans et al., 2018) and how these experiences lead to reflection
and action (Seibert et al., 2013), was identified as a research gap. To further the understanding of
the interplay of agency and structure (Gunz et al., 2016; Schneidhofer et al., 2020), the need to
examine the process of moving from pre- to post-shock career paths emerged, as career shocks
are the norm, not the exception. For instance, Akkermans et al. (2018) cited earlier research that
demonstrated that shocks throughout the work life are common and impact long-term career outcomes.

Career shocks are generally understood as unexpected events that occur outside the control of
the individual. Akkermans et al. (2018) argued that the majority of the working population experience
career shocks. Accordingly, Akkermans et al. (2018) developed a non-exhaustive list of five different
attributes to describe, analyze, and categorize career shocks: frequency, predictability/controllability,
valence, duration, and source. In their development of a framework to study career shocks,
Akkermans et al. (2018) showed that until recently much research and counseling on career-

development held unrealistic assumptions of a “makeable career”, which is developed by an



independent career actor. This study follows claims to provide a complementary view on career
development that bridges agency, which is investigated in individual responses to external shocks with
context, examined from the perspective of shocks. Hence, how careers can be developed at the
intersection of external influences and individual choices.

Alongside the high prevalence of shocks, another common phenomenon that shapes
individuals’ careers are changes between jobs or changes of career into a different field due to shocks
in the career (e.g., caused by unemployment). It needs to be acknowledged that linear and upward
careers are generally not the norm, nor are career paths that start and end within the same profession
and the same employer, (Akkermans & Kubasch, 2017; Barley et al., 2017; Rice, 2014).

To emphasize the prevalence of change in career paths, data from the U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics (Ahn et al., 2017) shows that people undergo an average of twelve job changes throughout
their work lives. The prevalence and number of career changes is of particular concern for various
reasons and demands substantial changes in training and education in soft and hard skills. This new
reality also calls for transformations in organizations and the basis of calculations of social security
systems (e.g., financial aid for unemployment but also for upskilling), as most of these factors are based
on unrealistic assumptions of continuous employment throughout the entire work life. Likewise,
concepts such as the universal basic income are more and more thoroughly discussed as an alternative
or addition to support phases of transition (Prainsack, 2020).

The ubiquity of changes in careers requires changes in organizational career development and
practices in human resources and recruitment, which still search applicants’ curriculum vitae for linear,
stable career developments within one field that steadily moves upward. Moreover, schemes for
payment and advancements in organizations, fail to recognize the reality of career changes.
Correspondingly, individuals still tend to experience shocks and the need and/or wish for changes on

the career path as individual failures, sometimes even as stigma (Seibert et al., 2016).
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Thus, to shed light on real career paths and in reference to the observations of Akkermans et al.
(2018) about the unrealistic ideal of the “makeable career,” the second study set out to investigate the
impact of career shocks on individuals’ career paths, with a special focus on changes that were

prompted by shocks (e.g., changes in careers).

From Shock to Shift — A Qualitative Analysis of Accounts in Mid-Career about the
Process of Career Change (Nalis, Kubicek, & Korunka, 2021, brief overview, for details see

the attached reprint)

This qualitative interview study aims to clarify how career paths are impacted by
career shocks and the interplay of external shocks and individual responses that ignites career
changes. By choosing in-depth qualitative interviews as data, this study allowed the
examination of the process from shock to shifts in careers by analyzing responses to different
characteristics of shocks and how the experience of shocks shaped the career path over time.
This study lays out how individuals shifted their careers due to shocks with different attributes
(frequency, predictability/controllability, valence, duration, source) to a satisfying path.

Data from 25 semi-structured interviews from individuals who had experienced
shocks in their work lives allowed the investigation and understanding of the process of
career development over time, from career shocks to immediate responses to shocks, with
special attention to career change.

Combining inductive and deductive methodology informed by Gioia
methodology (Gioia et al., 2013) for theory development and framing within the
categorization of career shocks as provided by Akkermans et al. (2018) allowed the
discovery of a set of different responses to the five different attributes of shocks.

A second round of analysis focused on the development of the career path over

time, and identified the role of certain attributes that resulted in different career change
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profiles. This analysis also showed that different attributes of career shocks were linked
to the magnitude of career changes. Thus, whether individuals were changing jobs in
response to the shock or moving into an entirely different field appeared to be influenced
by the types of shock encountered.

The theoretical contribution of this study is summarized in a process model
examining pre- to post-shock careers. The findings of this qualitative exploration
emphasize the role of the unplannable in career development and provide researchers
and practitioners with a variety of possibilities for individual career development
motivated by career shocks and their prevalence. Furthermore, the findings lay the
groundwork for future theory development and research on career shocks and aim to enable

the development of coping strategies.

This article presents a qualitative study that focused on changes in careers after experiences of

career shocks. The qualitative analysis, which combined an inductive method and theory development

based on Gioia et al. (2013) with a deductive lens provided by the categorization of career shocks by

Akkermans et al. (2018), unearthed the impact of shocks on immediate responses and showed how

these translated into different career-change profiles.

1.3. Career Crafting

The following section presents two articles that shed light on the role of career adaptability

from two different angles. The first article presented below focuses on the relation between intensified

career planning and decision-making demands and the adapting response of career crafting. The next

article reviews career adaptability as one of two meta-skills for career development with special regard

to its potential to help individuals face challenging contexts.
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According to Savickas’ Career Construction Theory (CCT; Savickas, 1997; Savickas & Porfeli,
2012), career development differs among individuals in regard to readiness, adaptability resources and
adapting responses. In the article presented below, the CCT model of adaptation, as derived through
meta-analysis into career adaptability by Rudolph et al. (2017a), was chosen as a framework to
formulate hypotheses about the associations between structural demands, adaptability resources, and
the adapting response of career crafting.

Although ample research provides support for career adaptability as beneficial to deal with
career self-management tasks, a lack of understanding of structural demands could be detected in
Rudolph et al.’s (2017a) meta-analysis of career adaptability. The CCT model of career adaptation
offers an interesting lens as with the CCT model of career adaptability, career adaptivity is assumed to
be a trait. Hence, the role of external predictors of career adaptability are not comprehensively captured.

Therefore, the first research goal was to provide evidence as to whether and how intensified
career planning and decision-making demands were antecedents to adapting responses. Within the
concept of intensified demands (Kubicek et al., 2015), the subdimension of intensified career planning
and decision-making demands conceptualizes a change in career demands. Building on the theory of
social acceleration (Rosa, 2016), the concept of intensification of career planning and decision-making
demands aims to capture the growing demands placed on individuals’ career development. Thus, the
corresponding subscale of intensified career planning and decision-making demands from the
Intensification of Demands Scale (IDS; Kubicek et al., 2015) was used to investigate structural
antecedents to career adaptability and adapting responses.

Thus far, few studies have considered adaptability as a moderator. While career adaptability
outcomes have attracted a substantial amount of research, a gap remains in the understanding of the
relation of career adaptability to actual adapting responses, such as provided by the concept of career
crafting. Career crafting is embedded in the framework of sustainable careers (De Vos et al., 2018; Van

der Heijden et al., 2015; Van der Heijden et al., 2020) and was conceived by Akkermans and Tims
13



(2017) to describe individuals’ concrete responses of action to and reflection on career self-
management demands.

Career adaptability comprises four subdimensions (concern, control, curiosity, and confidence)
that have been shown to have distinctive qualities and impacts on career self-management (Rudolph et
al., 2017a; Rudolph et al., 2017b). The four career adapt-abilities can be measured separately with the
C-AAS (Savickas & Porfeli, 2012). Despite the availability of this scale, most research examines the
concept from an unidimensional point of view. This article contributes to a more fine-grained
understanding of the interplay of each of the career adaptability dimensions between structurally

imposed demands and individual career crafting responses.

Resources to Respond: A Career Construction Theory Perspective on Demands,
Adaptability and Career Crafting (Nalis, Kubicek, & Korunka, resubmitted, brief

overview, for details see the attached reprint)

This article investigates the association between intensified career planning and decision-
making demands with both dimensions of career crafting (goal setting and networking). In
addition, this study countered the tendency of sampling individuals with higher educational
backgrounds by choosing to conduct a survey with a sample that was representative of the
German workforce.

This study tested and extended the Career Construction Theory’s model of
adaptation and provides valuable insights into the relationship of contextual demands and
individual responses. This cross-sectional survey study focused on the role of adaptability
resources in the response to intensified career demands and whether these resources
strengthened the positive relationship between demands and the adapting response of

career crafting. Thus, this study examined structural predictors for adapting responses and
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investigated the interaction between intensified demands and career crafting responses
moderated by career adaptability. The model was tested with structural equation modeling.
The findings from a latent structure analysis showed that each of the four career
adaptabilities served as a resource to respond. The positive relationship between intensified
career demands and the career crafting responses of goal setting/networking and reflection

was strengthened by career adaptability resources.

To summarize, the aim of this paper was to investigate the interplay of external demands and
individual adapting responses for coping with the intensified demands of career self-management. The
central contribution of this paper lies in the integration of a predictor for career adaptability that is not
trait based but rather reflects the current intensified career planning and decision-making demands in
the CCT model of adaptation. Hence, this paper emphasizes the role of structural conditions in
hindering or fostering career self-management.

Moreover, this study showed that the four career adaptabilities had a slight but different and
positive impact on the relation between intensified career planning and decision-making demands and
career crafting. To summarize, this article contributes to the literature by filling gaps on structural
predictors for adapting responses and the role of career adaptability as a moderator between structural

demands and individual adapting responses.
1.4. Meta-skills Adaptability and Identity

The final article describes antecedents and outcomes of the two meta-skills, career adaptability
and identity, and their role in challenging career circumstances. According to Hall (2004) and Gubler
et al. (2014), meta-skills facilitate career competencies such as learning from past experiences and
developing new skills. Hence, to enable career self-management. From the perspective of individual

abilities to cope with challenging circumstances, it has been shown that the meta-skills of adaptability
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and identity equip individuals to self-manage careers in accordance with needs and goals (Gubler et
al., 2014; Lo Presti & Pluviano, 2016; Negru-Subtirica et al., 2015). In times of economic constraints,
the awareness of barriers to career development is crucial. Moreover, large numbers of people are
vulnerable to unemployment (e.g., young people, Chui et al., 2020) due to experiences of
marginalization. Challenges in careers are not inherently good or bad but rather depend on how
individuals perceive their ability to cope with the challenges. Hence, there is a need to acknowledge
structural barriers that are linked to demographic variables, as Kostal and Wiernik (2017) have
demonstrated that small disadvantages can have a strong impact on individual career paths.

Thus, in order to reflect critical voices pointing out neglected areas in careers research, mainly
the overemphasis on agency (Forrier et al., 2018) and the neglect of contextual constraints (Gunz et
al., 2011), this study set out to review the state of research on the two meta-skills in challenging
contexts.

The review builds on the conceptualization of adaptability and identity as meta-skills, as
described in the protean career concept (Gubler et al., 2014; Hall, 2004), since they are supposed to
help in overcoming obstacles on career paths. Current refinements of the protean career concept were
presented in an integrative review by Hall et al. (2018). In this review, adaptability was portrayed as
an ability that helps an individual to change during unstable conditions, while identity was defined as
the balancing meta-skill that provides an individual with a clear sense of the self and personal values.

This review aimed to bridge the protean career concept—which has often been associated with
the agentic emphasis on career development—with a perspective that was designed to examine work
and careers from an inclusive point of view, namely the Psychology of Working Theory (PWT) and its
conceptualization of decent work (Duffy et al., 2018; Duffy et al., 2016; Kenny et al., 2019). PWT was
chosen as a lens for the review of structural barriers in the examined literature, which encompasses one
or both of the meta-skills in challenging circumstances. The following article reviews the literature on

the meta-skills of adaptability and identity from the perspective of challenging career circumstances.
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Like a Bridge? Adaptability and Identity as Skills for Dealing with Challenging Career
Contexts (Nalis, Kubicek & Korunka submitted, brief overview, for details see the attached

reprint)

Career development is challenged by high unemployment rates and other contextual factors
that increase the demands on individuals for career self-management. Derived from the protean
career concept, adaptability and identity are defined as meta-skills that are supposed to enable
individual career development in regard to self-directed and values-oriented career moves.
This literature review identified articles which examined the meta-skills for career
development, adaptability and identity in challenging contexts. In addition, to the overview of
the contexts in which research has looked into the potential of the meta-skills in coping with
structural barriers, antecedents and outcomes of adaptability and identity were laid out. This
review contributes to questions on the interplay of macro and micro levels in career
development and brings light to blind spots in career research, namely whether assumptions
about the meta-skills of career adaptability and identity are also applicable in career contexts
that are characterized by challenges. The specific question addressed concerns underlines the
potential the potential of the meta-skills in regard to their role as a bridge over troubled waters
for everyone who is working. However, it became visible that more research especially in
regard to career identity and the interplay between both meta-skills is needed.

The findings lay the groundwork for further theory and research on career
development in challenging contexts by contributing a conceptual model of a decent career.
The decent career model encompasses antecedents to the development of the meta-skills of
career adaptability and identity and provides a four-dimensional view on outcomes of career
development under challenging circumstances. Hence the model presents ways to shape a

decent career path despite structural barriers posed by demographic differences (e.g., age,
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ethnicity, gender) and unfavorable conditions (e.g., crisis economy) to nurture individual
skills and provide for beneficial outcomes from an individual, organizational and societal

perspective.

The presented article summarizes existing research and the circumstances under which the
meta-skills of career adaptability and identity can serve as pillars for a bridge over the troubled waters
of careers today. It proposes the model of a decent career with malleable antecedents and a four-fold
categorization of outcomes that integrate the individual’s perspective of success both from subjective
and objective measurements as well as organizational outcomes. Further, it utilizes a perspective that
bridges individual career experiences and societal relevance (e.g., in regard to environmentally
conscious behavior). With reference to the concept of decent work as mentioned in the UN SDG 8 and
operationalized in PWT with a scale for decent work (Kenny et al., 2019), this review lays base for
further research and practice in career counseling pertaining to the development of careers that are
decent. Futhermore, the article aims to underpin the development of a perspective on careers that is
sustainable both for the majority of the working population and the larger economic and ecological

context.
2. Summary of Contributions

The aim of this doctoral thesis is to contribute to the understanding of resources for career
development in challenging career contexts that have emerged due to changes in the world of work and
in regard to individual needs and wishes for change. The findings of foru independent publications that
form the base of this doctoral thesis shed new light on the interplay of agency and structure for career
development. This doctoral thesis is based on four manuscripts which were either accepted, invited for

a revision, or submitted for publication in peer-reviewed academic journals and books. The previous
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sections provided an overview of these publications. In this section, the findings and limitations will
be discussed in regard to theoretical implications and future avenues for research and practice.

The present thesis contributes to existing career research and provides theoretical implications
in regard to research on contemporary careers and the challenges and changes individuals face. The
first two research articles, in which individuals’ exploration of career paths were shaped by challenges,
provide insight into the interplay between external factors and individual responses with special
attention to temporal aspects (Mayrhofer et al., 2020) as well as individual career choices and career
changes triggered by external impacts on the career path.

Increasingly, more authors point to the need to understand the interplay of structure and agency
in career development (Gunz et al., 2020; Gunz et al., 2016; Schneidhofer et al., 2020). Moreover,
definitions and measurements for success (Mayrhofer et al., 2016) are changing to reflect a broader
understanding of a fulfilling work life. Building on previous research on the changing nature of success
caused by breaches in the psychological contract (Clinton & Guest, 2014; Hall, 2004) the book chapter,
which was presented first in the preceding reviews, examined individuals’ attempts to build their
careers corresponding to their needs. According to recent research, sustainable careers are signaled by
health, happiness and productivity (De Vos et al., 2018; Hirschi et al., 2020). The findings of the book
chapter support these claims and show that agency and meaning can allow individuals to build bridges
over breaches in career paths. Hence, the search for meaning and the personal quest for success help
individuals shape their careers above and beyond merely coping with challenging circumstances.

In the article on post-shock careers the full data of 25 career biographical interviews were
available for analysis. The analysis unearthed the impact of shocks on career paths and found different
responses to shocks according to how the shock was described. The derived process model, which
encompasses the shock, individuals’ reactions, and outcomes, aims to further theoretical development

on the role of external impacts on careers. Three central topics that seem fruitful for future research are
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the interplay of shocks and the development and achievement of subjective success, the impact of
shocks on employability and career changes, and the transferability of skills.

The aspect of transferability can also be linked to the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Recent public surveys show that in many professions that have been hit especially hard, large groups
of people consider leaving the field (e.g., arts and entertainment, the hospitality sector or the travel
industry). Hence, the body of research derived in careers research, especially in questions related to
employability (Forrier et al., 2018) should be considered for development of training and counselling;
for instance, in meaning-oriented counseling (e.g., through narrative practice, Ibarra & Barbulescu,
2010) and training for beneficial attribution styles (Seibert et al., 2016). Moreover, conceptualizations
and scales for measuring success from multi-dimensional perspectives (e.g., Mayrhofer et al., 2016;
Shockley et al., 2016) could be applied in development of interventions in response to the pandemic.

The first two publications reviewed in this thesis provide insight into career paths that have
seen difficulties independent of the pandemic, yet are nonetheless relevant for future ways in which
individuals could build their careers using individual, organizational, relational and public resources.
Although the first two publications emphasized individual responses, the career narratives also showed
the necessity of social security nets for individuals dealing with uncontrollable and the need to change;
whether individuals could make productive use of a breach in their careers had many influencing
factors and was built on different pillars. However, the role of financial security was underlined in
different accounts, whether it was financial aid for unemployment or maternity leave. Moreover,
education and re-training were a central pillar in these narratives, as changing careers to another field
demands new skills. Several participants thus made use of the Austrian model of the “Bildungskarenz,”
a state-sponsored sabbatical of paid leave to up-skill or re-skill.

The second context this thesis contributes to is research on career adaptability. In the study of
resources to respond, career adaptability (measured with the Career Adapt-Ability Scale, C-AAS,

Savkickas & Porfeli, 2012) was examined as a moderator of the relationship between intensified career
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demands (Kubicek et al., 2015) and the adapting response of career crafting (Akkermans & Tims, 2017;
Tims & Akkermans, 2020). Using a representative sample, this research yielded insights into the
differences and similarities of the positive impacts of the four career adaptability resources of concern,
control, curiosity and confidence on the relationship between demands and responses. Although a
substantial body of research has already examined positive aspects of career adaptability, much of this
research was based on the trait perspective of career adaptivity, hence investigating intensification of
demands provided a novel angle on career adaptability and adaptive responses (Rudolph et al., 2017a).

The fourth contribution to this thesis, the review article on adaptability and identity as meta-
skills to deal with challenging career circumstances, focused on the literature that extends the
sometimes-narrow choice of samples into career development. With reference to the Psychology of
Working Theory (Duffy et al, 2016), the state of research on the presumably positive forces of
adaptability and identity—as claimed in one of the most influential concepts of new careers, the protean
career concept (Hall, 2004; Hall et al., 2018) — was examined in regard to the knowledge of antecedents
to foster the meta-skills as well as understanding of outcomes. By deliberately choosing to only review
research that was undertaken in vulnerable populations, a completing perspective on career self-
management in challenging times was provided. The review on adaptability and identity as pillars for
a bridge over challenging career contexts resulted in a conceptual model of antecedents and outcomes
of a decent career. The conceptual model of the decent career could serve to further research with
regard to challenging circumstances. In addition, as shown by this review, career self-management,
while demanding, provides an opportunity for wide parts of the working population and is not limited
and to individuals with less challenging backgrounds. Hence, the review challenges lay assumptions
that “new careers” are only for the well-off and invites research into and re-design of careers and the

labor market for everyone in order to foster decent work (UN SDG 8) and decent careers.
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2.1. Limitations and Directions for Further Research

In approaching the end of this work, it must be acknowledged that this thesis has both strengths
and limitations. A central strength of this thesis is its combination of qualitative and quantitative
research and its aim to provide the basis of further theory development. Moreover, the studies that form
the foundation of this thesis have examined the realm of career self-management with special attention
to challenges to agency while simultaneously providing insight into the opportunities that individuals,
organizations and society as a whole can pursue. Hence, this work furthers understanding of the
interplay of structure and agency in career development. Notwithstanding these strengths, the data is
based on self-reports. Therefore, to extend and improve understanding of the interplay of individual
career self-management and structural context, future research should integrate additional socio-
economic data. For example, future research could combine self-reported data with data on income
development and changes in the labor market such as job prospects. Moreover, intervention studies
could be developed to further investigate the malleability of responses and meta-skills and their
outcomes for different population groups and different career stages, both in regard to age as well as
broader perspectives of life-domains and individual ideas of success.

Generally, assumptions and approaches in careers research must be challenged, particularly
since the COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated unemployment (Blustein et al., 2020) in vulnerable
populations (e.g., in relation to ethnic background, Owens et al., 2019) and social classes (Blustein et
al., 2019; Duffy et al., 2016). Further macro and micro shifts in the world of work as a result of the
COVID-19 pandemic require anticipation and should be acted upon. For instance, Kramer and Kramer
(2020) assume that questions of status, meaningfulness and calling of different occupations will see
changes along with increased occupational segmentation, resulting in inequality and gaps between
“good jobs” and “bad jobs.” In a similar vein, Blustein et al. (2020) call for a research agenda on

unemployment in the time of COVID-19.
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From a theoretical perspective, future research into the nature of the interplay of structure and
agency must also be wary of overly optimistic claims and must acknowledge trauma and barriers to
career self-development such as alienation. Alienation is of special interest as a factor hindering career
development and outcomes. Jaeggi (2005) described alienation as a prevalent phenomenon in the
current time of technological and social acceleration (Rosa, 2016). Alienation might be more prevalent
today than throughout the decades after Karl Marx first introduced the term in 1844. In his economic-
philosophical manuscripts from 1844, Marx’s definition of alienation includes the four results of
alienating work: first, the worker is alienated from the product of his work; second, the worker is
alienated from his activity; third, following German humanistic tradition, the worker is alienated from
himself as a producer; and fourth, the worker is alienated from others (quoted in Jaeggi, 2005, p. 29-
30). Situations similar to those described by Marx can be found in many current workplaces. Today,
most countries are characterized by industrial or service economies in which the employee has only
little or no influence on the means of production. A further step towards alienation due to changing
work environments might lie in the platform economy and social media, in which individuals are no
longer consumers but, because of their data, become the products themselves (as proposed by Shoshana
Zuboff in her influential work on surveillance capitalism, 2019). Another sign of alienation might be
the instrumentalization of social bonds (Chiaburu & De Vos, 2013; Jaeggi, 2005), in which friendship
is replaced by networking (Turkle, 2011). Notwithstanding these risks, digitization might help
individuals to foster networks and find peers for their individual career development as much as they
experience further pressure and the feeling of being left out.

This thesis also contains some practical implications. Although the data was gathered before
the COVID-19 pandemic, insights from this thesis on developing satisfying career paths despite
challenges provide valuable perspectives on dealing with career shocks stemming from this global

crisis that has severely affected the labor market. Much of the findings have the potential to be
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applied in career counseling (e.g., using individual responses and profiles to identify coping

strategies).

2.2. Conclusion and Outlook

This thesis deals with career development in challenging contexts, which is a reality of work
lives globally and for the majority of people trying to find, maintain and succeed in paid labor. In line
with the overarching focus of this thesis on the interplay of structure and agency in career development,
it is crucial both to understand and to improve the interplay of public and private. In regard to career
development in challenging contexts, the fostering of psychological resources must be understood, and
opportunities to do so must be designed, in tandem with a better equipped and innovative public sector
(Mazzucato, 2021).

Consequently, new conditions on the labor market and for social security system must be
designed to better reflect the changes and needs of individuals, organizations and society in our times.
It must be acknowledged that linear and upward moving career paths within one sector and one
profession are the exception, not the basis on which to build the future of work. Psychologists, careers
researchers and counsellors can work to change the dominant social narratives about careers and
success (Blustein et al., 2020) and to “discover how to provide more of these career enhancing
experiences to workers around the world” (Hall, 2019, p. 405). To emphasize this necessity, Hall
(2019) referred to Erich Fromm’s seminal work and his investigations of “freedom from” (e.g., the
absence of pain or punishment) and “freedom to” (e.g., sense-making, social connections) in regard to
career paths and the necessary learning process to design one’s own path according to own’s need and
capabilities, yet not alone but in cooperation (Sennet, 2012). Therefore, I wish to end with a quote by
Hannah Arendt (1958/2013) who wrote the following in her influential deliberations on human
condition and the working life, the vita activa: “Action, as distinguished from fabrication, is never

possible in isolation; to be isolated is to be deprived of the capacity to act.”
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