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Chapter 5 

 

Planning Against Qualitative Job Insecurity: 

Testing Two Online Interventions 

 
Abstract 
Many contemporary workers experience job insecurity, which has negative consequences for their 
well-being. Because societal, organizational, and technological changes do not always imply 
potential job loss, especially qualitative job insecurity (i.e., worries about maintaining valued job 
features) is prevalent among workers. Therefore, we investigate whether proactive coping in the 
form of career planning can lower workers’ qualitative job insecurity. Building upon the 
ambidexterity literature and career development literature, we develop and test a goal-oriented 
(exploitation) and option-oriented (exploration) career planning intervention in two online 
experiments with a control group (NS1 = 256, NS2 = 212). We test the hypotheses that the 
exploitation intervention results in less qualitative job insecurity through increased goal awareness, 
and that the exploration intervention results in less qualitative job insecurity through increased 
option awareness. We further expect that workers’ career path commitment and perceived labor 
market demand moderate these indirect relationships. The Study 1 findings indicate that both the 
exploitation intervention and the exploration intervention can lower qualitative job insecurity via 
increased goal/option awareness respectively, regardless of workers’ career path commitment or 
perceived labor market demand. For exploration, engaging with the intentions formulated during 
the intervention was a prerequisite for this effect. In Study 2, however, these results were not 
replicated. We expect that the timing of data collection (i.e., during COVID-19 induced lockdowns 
vs. during labor market shortage 2.5 years later) may explain these differing findings. We discuss 
possibilities to further improve career planning interventions, such as developing a hybrid career 
planning intervention which combines activities aimed at exploitation and exploration. 

 

This chapter is based on: Langerak, J. B., Koen, J., Van Hooft, E. A. J., & Parker, S. K. 
(manuscript in preparation). Planning against qualitative job insecurity: Testing two online 
interventions.   



106   |   Chapter 5  
 

The past century has shown a shift in how careers unfold during the lifespan. Whereas 

careers used to form a linear trajectory in which progression was indicated by upward mobility 

within the same organization, careers are now often characterized by flexibility, more frequent job 

transitions, and a search for meaningful work (Hall & Rousseau, 2001; Hall, 2004). As a 

consequence, contemporary workers more often experience insecurity about their jobs for 

prolonged periods of time (Benz & Frey, 2008; Wu et al., 2020). In addition, digitalization, 

globalization, and artificial intelligence have changed the way we work. As such, workers do not 

only worry about potential job loss (i.e., quantitative job insecurity), but also about the potential 

of losing valued job features, such as stimulating job content and career opportunities (i.e., 

qualitative job insecurity; De Witte et al., 2010). Previous research showed that both quantitative 

job insecurity and qualitative job insecurity is problematic for workers’ well-being (Cheng & 

Chan, 2008; Jiang & Lavaysse, 2018; Langerak et al., 2022b; Sverke et al., 2002, 2019; Vander 

Elst et al., 2014). However, because qualitative job insecurity is more prevalent than quantitative 

job insecurity (Urbanaviciute et al., 2021), it is imperative to focus on how workers can lower their 

experience of qualitative job insecurity while navigating their careers (De Witte, 2005; Lee et al., 

2018; Shoss, 2017; Sverke et al., 2002). 

One promising way to minimize qualitative job insecurity among contemporary workers 

lies in proactive coping: efforts undertaken in advance to manage, modify, or prevent a potential 

stressor (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1997). Examples of such proactive coping in the context of careers 

are career self-management (Hirschi & Koen, 2021), job crafting (Tims et al., 2012), and proactive 

career behavior (Strauss et al., 2012). While prior research has shown that proactive coping can 

mitigate workers' future experience of quantitative job insecurity (Koen & Parker, 2020), empirical 

evidence on the relation between proactive coping and qualitative job insecurity is scarce. Yet, 

because qualitative job insecurity forms a stressor that poses a threat to workers’ valued job 

features, it may just as well be mitigated by proactive coping. For example, one may initiate a 

conversation with one’s supervisor about how to maintain valued job features despite ongoing 

technological advances. One important caveat, however, is that prior research on proactive coping 

and job insecurity has remained correlational, prohibiting causal conclusions (Bazzoli & Probst, 

2022). This implies that the associations between proactive coping and job insecurity − whether 

that be quantitative or qualitative − could be in the opposite direction (i.e., the experience of job 

insecurity may prohibit workers to engage in proactive coping; Koen & van Bezouw, 2022) or that 
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a third factor may cause both variables (e.g., trait neuroticism may hinder proactivity and foster 

job insecurity; Langerak et al., 2022a). Our first goal is therefore to advance previous research by 

examining the causal relationship between proactive coping and qualitative job insecurity. 

 In addition, our research serves the second goal of developing an evidence-based 

intervention that can stimulate proactive coping among contemporary workers. To achieve this, 

we integrate the career development literature (e.g., Bandura; 1991; Ibarra, 2004) with the 

ambidexterity literature (Almahendra & Ambos, 2015). The ambidexterity literature describes the 

importance of the extension of existing knowledge (i.e., exploitation) as well as the pursuit of new 

knowledge (i.e., exploration). Specifically, we develop and test two online proactive coping 

interventions aimed at career planning against a control group: one goal-oriented career planning 

intervention based on exploitation and one option-oriented career planning intervention based on 

exploration. Career planning is a vital part of proactive coping that is often considered a 

requirement to initiate any other forms of proactivity (Parker et al., 2010). We expect that both 

interventions can decrease qualitative job insecurity, but through different mechanisms: goal 

awareness and option awareness, respectively. Figure 5.1 presents an overview of our research 

models and hypotheses. 

Figure 5.1 

An Overview of our Research Models and Hypotheses 
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With its focus, this study makes four contributions. First, by using an experimental control-

group design, our study has the potential to unfold the causal relationship between proactive coping 

and qualitative job insecurity. This strengthens and extends prior studies with insight into how 

career planning can function as a proactive means against job insecurity. Second, through 

combining career development literature with ambidexterity literature, we broaden our 

understanding of the interplay of career planning and worker’s career situation. Rather than 

suggesting that career planning has no or adverse effects on job insecurity during “uncontrollable” 

contexts (El Khawli, 2022; Langerak, 2022), we investigate the possibility that it is the match 

between the type of career planning (goal-oriented vs. option-oriented) and the context (career 

path commitment and labor market demand) that determines the effect of proactive coping on job 

insecurity. Third, by investigating qualitative rather than quantitative job insecurity, we add to the 

relative scarcity of literature targeting coping with insecurity about valued job features. Lastly, by 

testing the two online career planning interventions among workers in a real-life setting, our 

research can provide easily accessible and dispersible trainings that can be applied in practice to 

reduce feelings of job insecurity.  

Career Planning as Proactive Coping 
 Proactive coping refers to all efforts undertaken in advance to manage, modify, or prevent 

a potential stressor (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1997). Proactive coping may increase various resources 

that can help at a later time during potential setbacks (El Khawli et al., 2022; Parker et al., 2010). 

Career planning can function as proactive coping through creating cognitive resources such as a 

plan and a focus on the future. For example, career planning can be used to anticipate technological 

advances that will affect one’s work, providing workers with a plan to maintain their desired job 

features. We consequently expect that an intervention that stimulates career planning – regardless 

of which type – has the potential to decrease qualitative job insecurity. 

Exploitation and Exploration in Careers 
While career planning is considered important for career success (e.g., Koen et al., 2012; 

Ng et al., 2005; Spurk et al., 2015), actual career trajectories may not always follow the steps 

delineated in a career plan. In fact, qualitative studies describe how careers often do not unfold 

according to a plan and how individuals often end up in positions they had not anticipated 

beforehand (Ibarra, 2004; Koen et al., 2016; Markus & Nurius, 1986). Especially since 
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contemporary careers have become more flexible and unpredictable, it may be important to not 

only focus on strengthening skills and knowledge needed to achieve the current career goal, but 

also to prepare for potentially unexpected events in one’s future career. In the ambidexterity 

literature, coping with such dynamic yet demanding environments is realized through engaging in 

exploitation activities (i.e., development of existing knowledge, improving existing features, low 

risk actions) and exploration activities (i.e., pursuit of new knowledge, experimenting, risk-taking) 

(see Almahendra & Ambos, 2015, for a review). Drawing the parallel with the dynamic and 

demanding career contexts that contemporary workers find themselves in, workers may benefit 

from using exploitation and exploration activities to plan their careers in a similar way. As such, 

we have developed a career planning intervention based on exploitation that draws upon traditional 

goal-setting theories (e.g., self-regulation theory, Bandura, 1991; goal-setting theory, Locke & 

Latham, 1990; expectancy theory, Vroom, 1964) and a career planning intervention based on 

exploration that draws upon possible selves theories (Markus & Nurius, 1986; Ibarra, 2004).  

To develop the two career planning interventions and examine their effects on individuals’ 

qualitative job insecurity, we have reviewed the career development literature to determine which 

processes align with the constructs of exploitation and exploration. We found that career planning 

generally consists of behaviors that resemble exploitation activities. That is, the majority of the 

career development literature is grounded in theories that suggest that careers are shaped through 

a goal-directed process (self-regulation theory, Bandura, 1991; goal-setting theory, Locke & 

Latham, 1990; expectancy theory, Vroom, 1964). Within this stream of literature, the goals that 

workers pursue are based mostly on one’s current environment and self-image and are relatively 

low-risk (Jiang et al., 2019). Workers may formulate desired career goals and devise strategies to 

reach these career goals (goal generation), after which they take corresponding actions to move 

towards these desired career goals (goal striving). In doing so, workers attempt to decrease 

discrepancies between the current reality and the desired state. 

While less prevalent within the career development literature, there are also studies on 

career planning behaviors that resemble exploration activities, most notably found in possible 

selves theories. Within this stream of literature, career planning towards a set goal based on the 

current environment and self-image is undesirable. It is assumed that workers discover their best 

career options through back-and-forth learning processes (Ibarra, 2004). In fact, rather than 

working towards a goal, possible selves theories assert that individuals create various images about 
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their working selves (identity narratives), including images about the future (future selves). These 

future selves can be identities one hopes to become, thinks to become, or even fears to become 

(Markus & Nurius, 1986). The more vivid the images of desired future selves are, the stronger 

such motivation towards or away from those selves becomes. As such, workers should not thrive 

to achieve one goal or desired self, but will rather be guided into a certain direction through the 

existence of multiple possibilities and the process of trying out different roles. Below we explain 

the exploitation planning intervention and the exploration intervention that we have developed 

based on the described career planning theories above, and the mechanisms through which we 

expect that these interventions may affect qualitative job insecurity. 

Exploitation Intervention 
  The exploitation intervention involves making a career plan and formulating actions to 

realize this plan (based on Koen et al.’s career adaptability intervention, 2012), which is in line 

with traditional career development literature based on goal-oriented motivation theories (e.g., 

goal-setting theory, Locke & Latham, 1990). Specifically, participants are asked to formulate one 

attainable, positive, and specific career goal that they want to achieve in the next ten years. Next, 

they are presented an example of a career plan following an arrow structure that involves the main 

goal and six sub-goals, and are instructed to make their own career plan following the arrow 

structure. After making this career plan, participants are asked to write down six actions they plan 

to initiate in the next two weeks to work towards their sub-goals. The intervention takes 

approximately ten to fifteen minutes and participants receive an overview of their answers for 

future reference. The complete intervention can be found in Appendix 5A.  

  We expect that this intervention increases workers’ awareness of career goals, which 

consequently lowers their qualitative job insecurity. Having a main goal to work towards provides 

workers with an image of what their future desired job may look like (i.e., what job features they 

value and wish to attain) and having sub-goals provides workers a clear path towards realizing this 

main goal. As such, workers may worry less about potentially losing valued job features such as 

salary, career opportunities, and stimulating job content because they feel they are actively 

working on creating their desired work situation (Locke & Latham, 1990).  

Hypothesis 1a: Workers in the exploitation intervention group experience less qualitative 

job insecurity than workers in the control group through increased goal awareness. 
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Exploration Intervention 
  The exploration intervention involves writing about multiple future selves and formulating 

actions to gather information about these future selves, which is in line with possible selves 

theories (Markus & Nurius, 1986; Ibarra, 2004). Participants receive an explanation of what a 

future work self is by means of an example, after which they are asked to imagine and write down 

three possible and positive future work selves of their own (cf. Strauss et al., 2012; yet we ask for 

multiple selves instead of one). Next, for each possible future work self, participants are instructed 

to write down what they may need, in terms of materials, skills, or abilities, to become these 

possible selves. After writing down the three possible future work selves and associated needs, 

participants are asked to write down six actions they plan to initiate in the next two weeks that 

would help discover these possible selves. The intervention takes approximately ten to fifteen 

minutes and participants receive an overview of their answers for future reference. The complete 

intervention can be found in Appendix 5B. 

We expect that this exploration intervention increases workers’ awareness of career 

options, which consequently lowers their qualitative job insecurity. Writing about positive future 

selves shows workers there are multiple ways through which they can achieve the job features they 

desire. As such, workers may be less worried about losing such features: If one option becomes 

threatened, they may choose to pursue another option in line with their values and interests (Ibarra, 

2004). 

Hypothesis 2a: Workers in the exploration intervention group experience less qualitative 

job insecurity than workers in the control group through increased option awareness.  

Matching Interventions with Individual Careers 
  While career planning generally consists of behaviors that resemble exploitation, prior 

research points towards the possibility that this one type of career planning may not be suited for 

all career situations. That is, exploitation-based career planning is generally related to positive 

career outcomes such as higher career satisfaction and lower career insecurity (Alisic & Wiese, 

2020; Ng et al., 2005), but research conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic showed opposite 

effects: exploitation-based career planning related to increased, rather than decreased, feelings of 

job insecurity (Langerak et al., 2022b). Possibly, exploration rather than exploitation is warranted 

in challenging situations. Put differently, exploring options may be a better choice when goals 
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become fragile due to obstacles that are encountered in achieving those goals (Lent, 2013). We 

propose that both exploitation-based career planning and exploration-based career planning can be 

beneficial for workers, as long as they are used under the right conditions. To further examine 

what these conditions exactly entail, we investigate two career conditions that may influence the 

effectiveness of the career planning interventions: career path commitment (Study 1) and 

perceived labor market demand (Study 2).  

Career Path Commitment. Individuals who have found a job that fits their preferences 

and want to pursue that line of work may particularly benefit from the exploitation intervention, 

to further strengthen their goal awareness and subsequently lower qualitative job security. Through 

the outlined exploitation activities (i.e., formulating goals and sub-goals), we expect workers high 

in career path commitment to become more aware of the career goals they aim to pursue. However, 

we expect that early career workers or workers with a less outlined career path may not be ready 

to limit oneself to such goals because they first want to consider their options. The same may be 

the case for individuals who already have a longer work record, but are unhappy with their current 

workplace (Ibarra & Otilia, 2016). As such, we expect that workers low in career path commitment 

will not experience an increase in goal awareness by doing the exploitation intervention. As they 

are less committed to a career path, they may have trouble identifying what their goals are. Such 

workers who are less committed to a career path, may particularly benefit from the exploration 

intervention, to further strengthen their option awareness and subsequently lower qualitative job 

insecurity. These workers are not limited by pursuing a singular career goal and are thus possibly 

more open to experiment and consider new possibilities. As such, whereas workers high in career 

path commitment may have trouble imagining more than one future work self, workers low in 

career path commitment may more easily imagine these and consequently become more aware of 

their career opportunities.  

Hypothesis 1b: The negative indirect relationship between the exploitation intervention  

and qualitative job insecurity via goal awareness, is stronger (weaker) for workers high 

(low) in career path commitment, because of a relatively large (small) increase of goal 

awareness. 
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Hypothesis 2b: The negative indirect relationship between exploration intervention and  

qualitative job insecurity via option awareness, is stronger (weaker) for workers low 

(high) in career path commitment, because of a relatively large (small) increase of option 

awareness. 

Perceived Labor Market Demand. We expect that the increased goal awareness, stemming from 

the exploitation intervention, can only lower qualitative job insecurity when there is sufficient 

demand for one’s work in order to realize such goals. When this is not the case, the combination 

of increased goal awareness and low perceived labor market demand may exacerbate the 

experience of qualitative job insecurity. In contrast, we expect that the increased option awareness 

stemming from the exploration intervention can lower qualitative job insecurity when there is 

insufficient demand for one’s current line of work. That is, workers may benefit the most from 

increased option awareness when scarcity of work in the current field pushes workers to consider 

pursuing such options. When such scarcity is absent, workers may know options but not really 

engage with them, which subsequently may not influence levels of job insecurity.  

Hypothesis 1c: The negative indirect relationship between the exploitation intervention 

and qualitative job insecurity via goal awareness, is stronger (weaker) for workers high 

(low) in perceived labor market demand, because this strengthens (weakens) the negative 

relationship between goal awareness and qualitative job insecurity. 

Hypothesis 2c: The negative indirect relationship between the exploration intervention 

and qualitative job insecurity via option awareness, is stronger (weaker) for workers low 

(high) in perceived labor market demand, because this strengthens (weakens) the negative 

relationship between option awareness and qualitative job insecurity. 

Study 1 
  The purpose of Study 1 was to examine if and how exploitation-based career planning and 

exploration-based career planning can lower qualitative job insecurity and whether this effect 

depends upon one’s career path commitment. To this end, we conducted an online intervention 

study in which we tested the indirect relationships between the exploitation and exploration 

interventions and qualitative job insecurity via goal/option awareness, and the potential 

moderating effect of career path commitment. As exploratory analyses, we investigated the role of 
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engaging with the intentions formulated during the interventions and whether found effects were 

still visible two and six weeks after the interventions took place. 

Procedure and Participants 
 As we were interested in assessing whether hypothesized effects sustained over time, the 

research design involved three measurement points. At Time 1, participants received an online 

questionnaire to assess demographics and career path commitment. Next, participants were 

randomly assigned into three groups to do the exploitation intervention, the exploration 

intervention, or no intervention (control group). Following the intervention, participants completed 

measures for goal awareness, option awareness, and qualitative job insecurity. At Time 2, two 

weeks after the intervention, respondents again completed measures for goal awareness, option 

awareness, and qualitative job insecurity. In addition, respondents from the intervention groups 

were asked about their engagement with the intentions they had written down as part of the 

intervention. At Time 3, six weeks after the intervention, participants again completed measures 

for goal awareness, option awareness, and qualitative job insecurity. 

  We used Gpower version 3.1.9.7 to conduct a power analysis for our research models 

(including two groups and one moderator) in which we aimed for 90% power to detect a medium 

effect size (f2 = 0.15) with an alpha level of 5%. The power analyses indicated we required 50 

participants per intervention group (critical F = 2.70), which implied we needed a total sample size 

of 150 participants. We anticipated a drop-out rate of 50% for completing all surveys (Time 1 – 

Time 3) and wanted to be on the safe side, so we aimed to recruit 250 respondents. To be eligible 

to participate, workers had to be fluent in Dutch and work at least 20 hours per week. We recruited 

participants8 in November and December 2021 in the Netherlands. We recruited 121 participants 

via the social networks of six research assistants and recruited 135 more via Prolific to amply reach 

our target amount. The Prolific sample was paid for participating and the other sample had a chance 

to win a museum pass. 

Out of the 352 participants who started the first survey, 289 participants completed it 

(82.2%). Of these, 33 participants were excluded, because they worked less than 20 hours per week 

in the past month or did not do the intervention correctly (i.e., skipped questions or did not finish 

 
8 The study was approved by the Ethics Review Board of the authors’ university (2021-WOP-13063). Participants 
were informed about the anonymity and confidentiality of the data and the voluntary nature of their participation, 
and provided their informed consent. 



5

 Testing Two Career Planning Interventions   |   115   
 

 
 

it), resulting in 256 usable responses (72.7%) at Time 1. Of these responses, 78 (30.5%) were from 

the exploitation group, 73 (28.5%) were from the exploration group, and 105 were from the control 

group (41.0%). The mean age was 35.2 years (SD = 11.7) and 50.8% was female. Regarding 

highest level of education, 8.6% finished high school, 13.7% finished vocational education, 44.9% 

had a bachelor’s degree, 31.3% had a master’s degree, and 1.6% had a doctorate degree. Regarding 

contract type, 62.5% had a permanent contract, 24.6% had a temporary contract, 5.1% had a 

flexible contract, and 7.8% were self-employed. The response rates for the follow-up surveys were 

as follows: Nexploitation T2 = 57 (73.1%), Nexploitation T3 = 53 (67.9%), N exploration T2 = 63 (86.3%), N 

exploration T3 = 50 (68.5%), Ncontrol T2 = 85 (81.0%), Ncontrol T3 = 71 (67.6%).    

Measures 
  The measures used a 7-point Likert scale ranging from “Strongly disagree” to “Strongly 

agree”, unless stated otherwise. All measures9 were administered at Time 1, Time 2 (two weeks 

later) and Time 3 (six weeks later), except for career path commitment, which was only measured 

pre-intervention. Full measurement scales can be found in Appendix 5C. 

  Career path commitment was measured with the four career identity items from the Career 

Commitment Measure (Carson & Bedeian, 1994). An example item is: “My line of work is an 

important part of who I am”. The Cronbach’s alpha was .92. 

  Awareness of career goals was measured with six items from Gould's (1979) career 

planning scale, which were translated to Dutch by Koen et al. (2010). An example item is: “My 

career objectives are clear”. The Cronbach’s alpha’s for Time 1, 2, and 3 were .86, .85, and .84. 

  Awareness of career options   was measured with five items from Germeijs and De 

Boeck’s (2003) career indecision scale, which were translated to Dutch by Van der Horst et al. 

(2017). We reverse-scored the responses to calculate awareness of career options instead of career 

indecision. An example item is: “I can list the alternatives for my career”. The Cronbach’s alpha’s 

for Time 1, 2, and 3 were .86, .84, and .84.

 
9 We also measured self-efficacy regarding the realization of goals and options, to explore whether this moderated 
the relationship between awareness of career goals/options and job insecurity. Self-efficacy did not have any 
influence. For clarity and because we did not hypothesize specific effects, we decided not to include self-efficacy in 
the current paper. 
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Figure 5.3 

Overview of the Study 1 and 2 Main Results Regarding the Exploitation Intervention  

 

Note. Solid lines represent hypothesized relationships.  
** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, +  p < 0.10.   

 

Figure 5.4 

Overview of the Study 1 and 2 Main Results Regarding the Exploration Intervention  

 

Note. Solid lines represent hypothesized relationships.  
** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, +  p < 0.10.    
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 Qualitative job insecurity was measured with four items from Langerak et al. (2022) that 

we rephrased from questions into statements (e.g., “I worry about getting less stimulating work 

tasks in the future”). These items reflect the affective component of qualitative job insecurity,  

i.e. the emotional reactions about the perceived threat to valued job features (Huang et al., 2010; 

Jiang & Lavayesse, 2018). The Cronbach’s alpha’s for Time 1, 2, and 3 were .88, .89, and .89.  

 Engaging with intentions was measured two weeks after the intervention, by asking 

respondents from the intervention groups to what extent they fulfilled the actions they had written 

down as part of the intervention (1 = no, 2 = a little, 3 = somewhat, 4 = mostly, 5 = yes). 

Results 
 Table 5.1 presents an overview of the means, standard deviations, and correlations of all 

Study 1 variables. Overviews of the results are presented in Figure 5.3 (regarding the exploitation 

intervention) and Figure 5.4 (regarding the exploration intervention). 

Prior to our main analyses, we conducted a Box’s M test that indicated that the relationships 

between the study variables of the two different datasets were not significantly different (Box’s M 

= 63.36, p = .28), supporting the decision to merge the datasets. We tested the expected indirect 

effects (Hypotheses 1a and 2a) and moderation effects (Hypotheses 1b and 2b) with Model 7 from 

PROCESS version 3.3 in SPSS (Hayes, 2017). To this purpose, we created dummy variables to 

compare the intervention groups with the control group and mean-centered all independent 

variables.  

Hypotheses Testing Exploitation Intervention (H1a, H1b, H1c) 

  Hypothesis 1a stated that workers in the exploitation group experience less qualitative job 

insecurity than workers in the control group through increased goal awareness. Our results 

indicated that workers from the exploitation group indeed showed higher goal awareness than 

workers in the control group (b = 0.55, SE = 0.16, p < .01, 95% CI: [0.24, 0.85]), and that workers 

with higher goal awareness experienced less qualitative job insecurity (b = -0.56, SE = 0.08, p < 

.01, 95% CI: [-0.72, -0.39]). In addition, supporting Hypothesis 1a, we found a negative indirect 

relationship from exploitation to job insecurity via goal awareness (b = -0.31, SE = 0.09, p < .01, 

95% CI: [-0.50, -0.14]). Hypothesis 1b stated that the negative indirect relationship between 

exploitation and qualitative job insecurity via goal awareness would be stronger (weaker) for  
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Figure 5.5 
Interaction Between the Exploitation Intervention and Career Path Commitment (p = 0.06)  

 
Note. Ncontrol = 105, Nexploitation =  78. 

workers high (low) in career path commitment. We found no support for this hypothesis, as the 

results displayed a moderation effect of career path commitment in the opposite direction at the 

90% confidence level (see Figure 5.5; b = -0.22, SE = 0.12, p = .06, 90% CI: [-0.41, -0.02]): The 

exploitation intervention increased the goal awareness for workers with an average (b = 0.56, SE 

= 0.16, p < .01, 95% CI: [0.25, 0.86]) or low career path commitment (i.e., 1 SD below average; b 

= 0.85, SE = 0.22, p < .01, 95% CI: [0.41, 1.28]), but did not show a significant effect on goal 

awareness for participants highly committed to their career path (i.e., 1 SD above average; b = 

0.27, SE = 0.22, p = .22, 95% CI: [-0.17, 0.70]). Additionally, career path commitment had a 

positive direct relationship with goal awareness (b = 0.45, SE = 0.09, p < .01, 95% CI: [0.28, 

0.62]).  
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Hypotheses Testing Exploration Intervention (H2a, H2b, H2c) 

  Hypothesis 2a stated that workers in the exploration group experience less qualitative job 

insecurity than workers in the control group through increased option awareness. Contrary to our 

expectations, results showed no significant relationship between exploration and option awareness 

(b = 0.14, SE = 0.17, p = 0.41, 95% CI: [-0.19, 0.47]), although we did find a negative relationship 

between option awareness and qualitative job insecurity (b = -0.64, SE = 0.09, p < 0.01, 95% CI: 

[-0.81, -0.47]). Hypothesis 2b stated that the negative indirect relationship between exploration 

and qualitative job insecurity via option awareness would be stronger  

(weaker) for workers low (high) in career path commitment. The results indicated no such 

moderation effect of career path commitment (b = -0.00, SE = 0.14, p = 0.98, 95% CI: [-0.27,0.27]). 

We did find a positive direct relationship between career path commitment and option awareness 

(b = 0.25, SE = 0.09, p < .01, 95% CI: [0.07, 0.43]).  

Exploratory Analyses 

 The Role of Engaging with Intentions. To further investigate the lack of support for the 

exploration intervention, we explored whether engaging with the intentions formulated during the 

intervention, may be a prerequisite for the exploration intervention to have an effect. Since 

engaging with intentions could not be analyzed as a moderator between the intervention and option 

awareness, because the control group did not formulate intentions, we conducted our analyses 

using data from the exploration group only. Subsequently, we applied PROCESS Model 7 to test 

an adaptation of our research model in which we used engaging with intentions after the 

intervention as the independent variable and subsequent (T2) option awareness and job insecurity 

as dependent variables, while controlling for prior (T1) option awareness. We found that engaging 

with intentions resulted in more option awareness (b = 0.34, SE = 0.12, p < .01, 95% CI: [0.10, 

0.58]), regardless of career path commitment (b = -0.07, SE = 0.09, p = .46, 95% CI: [-0.24, 0.11]. 

We found no direct relationship between career path commitment and option awareness (b = 0.12, 

SE = 0.08, p = .16, 95% CI: [-0.05, 0.28]). Option awareness was negatively related to job 

insecurity (b = -0.50, SE = 0.18, p < .01, 95% CI: [-0.85, -0.14]). Overall, we found an indirect 

effect of engaging with intentions on job insecurity via option awareness, regardless of career path 

commitment strength (b = -0.17, SE = 0.10, p < .01, 95% CI: [-0.39, -0.01]). We found no direct 

effect of engaging with intentions on job insecurity (b = -0.09, SE = 0.16, p = .54, 95% CI: [-0.42, 

0.22]), which indicates the effect was fully mediated by option awareness. 
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For comprehensiveness, we also explored the role of engaging with intentions for the 

exploitation intervention. The results showed that engaging with intentions did not result in more 

goal awareness when controlling for prior goal awareness (b = 0.17, SE = 0.10, p = .09, 95% CI: 

[-0.02, 0.36]), regardless of career path commitment (b = 0.05, SE = 0.06, p = .41, 95% CI: [-0.07, 

0.17]). We did find a direct relationship between career path commitment and goal awareness (b 

= 0.14, SE = 0.06, p = .03, 95% CI: [0.01, 0.27]). In addition, goal awareness was unrelated to job 

insecurity when controlling for prior goal awareness (b = -0.38, SE = 0.23, p = .10, 95% CI: [-

0.83, 0.08]). Overall, we found no indirect relationship from engaging with intentions and job 

insecurity via goal awareness (b = -0.06, SE = 0.05, 95% CI: [-0.18, 0.03]). We also found no 

direct effect of engaging with intentions on job insecurity (b = 0.19, SE = 0.17, p = .26, 95% CI: 

[-0.15, 0.53]). These results indicate that participants’ goal awareness directly after the 

intervention was not altered by engaging with their formulated intentions, and that workers goal 

awareness at Time 2 did not add predictive value beyond the goal awareness measured directly 

after the intervention at Time 1.  

 Effects over Time. We explored whether the found effects of the interventions remained 

visible over time by using job insecurity measures at Time 2 and 3 as outcome variables instead 

of job insecurity measured at Time 1. Regarding the exploitation intervention, the results indicated 

that effects remained visible up till two and six weeks later, as we found indirect relationships 

between the intervention and later job insecurity via goal awareness (for T2 job insecurity: b = -

0.20, SE = 0.09, p < .01, 95% CI: [-0.38, -0.05]; for T3 job insecurity: b = -0.18, SE = 0.10, p < 

.01, 95% CI: [-0.40, -0.03]). As we only found an effect of the exploration intervention when 

participants actively engaged with their formulated intention, we tested the research model with 

active engagement with intentions measured at T2 as predictor, and found a significant indirect 

effect on T3 job insecurity via T2 option awareness (b = -0.24, SE = 0.13, p < .01, 95% CI: [-0.52, 

-0.02]). 

Discussion  
  Results showed that the exploitation intervention decreased qualitative job insecurity 

through increasing goal awareness, with effects still visible two and six weeks later. While we 

expected that this effect would be stronger for workers with a strong career path commitment, we 

found that the effect may be somewhat stronger for workers with a weak rather than strong career 

path commitment. Perhaps that workers with stronger career path commitment are already 
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relatively aware of their career goals without an intervention. Results further showed that the 

exploration intervention in itself was not sufficient to decrease qualitative job insecurity via 

increased option awareness. Rather, only workers who actively pursued the exploration intentions 

that they had formulated as part of the intervention experienced lower qualitative job insecurity. 

This effect was still visible six weeks after the intervention. Workers’ amount of career path 

commitment did not moderate this relationship.  

Study 2 
  The purpose of Study 2 was to examine whether and how exploitation-based career 

planning and exploration-based career planning can decrease qualitative job insecurity and 

whether this effect depends upon worker’s perceived labor market demand. To this end, we 

conducted another online intervention study in which we tested whether there were indirect 

relationships between the interventions and qualitative job insecurity via goal/option awareness 

and whether these were moderated by perceived labor market demand. As exploratory analyses, 

we investigated the role of engaging with the intentions formulated during the interventions and 

whether found effects were still visible two and six weeks after the interventions took place. 

Procedure and Participants 
  Based on the power analysis, we set the same target amount for participants as in Study 1 

(i.e., 250 participants) as we tested a similar research design. We recruited and paid participants 

via Prolific in May and June 2023 in the Netherlands and Flanders10. To be eligible to participate, 

workers had to be fluent in Dutch, work at least 20 hours per week and could not have participated 

in Study 1. The procedure of the online questionnaires, random assignment, and interventions was 

similar to the procedure of Study 1, with one exception: At Time 1 we also measured perceived 

labor market demand.  

Out of the 276 participants who started the first survey, 237 participants completed it 

(85.9%). Of these, 25 participants were excluded, because they worked less than 20 hours per week 

in the past month or did not do the intervention correctly (i.e., skipped questions or did not finish 

it), resulting in 212 usable responses (76.8%) at Time 1. Of these responses, 70 (33.0%) were from 

 
10 The study was approved by the Ethics Review Board of the authors’ university (FMG-3260_2023). Participants 
were informed about the anonymity and confidentiality of the data and the voluntary nature of their participation, 
and provided their informed consent. 
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the exploitation group, 62 (29.2%) from the exploration group, and 80 from the control group 

(37.7%). The mean age was 31.4 years (SD = 7.9) and 36.8% was female. Regarding highest level 

of education, 6.1% finished high school, 10.8% finished vocational education, 46.2% had a 

bachelor’s degree, 34.9% had a master’s degree, and 1.9% had a doctorate degree. Regarding 

contract type, 60.4% had a permanent contract, 24.1% had a temporary contract, 6.1% had a 

flexible contract, and 9.4% were self-employed. The response on the follow-up surveys was: 

Nexploitation T2 = 56 (80.0%), Nexploitation T3 = 52 (74.3%), Nexploration T2 = 51 (82.3%), Nexploration T3 = 46 

(74.2%), Ncontrol T2 = 70 (87.5%), Ncontrol T3 = 63 (78.8%). 

Measures 
 The measures used a 7-point Likert scale ranging from “Strongly disagree” to “Strongly 

agree”, unless stated otherwise. All measures were administered at Time 1, Time 2 (two weeks 

later) and Time 3 (six weeks later), except for perceived labor market demand, which was only 

measured pre-intervention. Full measurement scales can be found in Appendix 5C.   

 Perceived labor market demand was measured with four items from Wanberg et al. (2002). 

An example item is: “There are plenty of jobs open in my field or type of work”. The Cronbach’s 

alpha was .90. 

  Awareness of career goals was measured with the same measure as in Study 1.  

The Cronbach’s alpha’s for Time 1, 2, and 3 were .83, .84, and .81. 

  Awareness of career options was measured with the same measure as in Study 1.  

The Cronbach’s alpha’s for Time 1, 2, and 3 were .87, .86, and .88. 

  Qualitative job insecurity was measured with the same measure as in Study 1.  

The Cronbach’s alpha’s for Time 1, 2, and 3 were .84, .88, and .89. 

  Engaging with intentions was measured in the same manner as in Study 1.  

Results 
Table 5.2 presents an overview of the means, standard deviations, and correlations of all 

study variables. Overviews of the results are presented in Figure 5.3 (regarding the exploitation 

intervention) and Figure 5.4 (regarding the exploration intervention). We tested the expected 

indirect effects (Hypotheses 1a and 2a) and moderation effect (Hypotheses 1c and 2c) with Model 

14 from PROCESS version 3.3 in SPSS (Hayes, 2017). We created dummy variables to compare 

the intervention groups with the control group and mean-centered all independent variables. 
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Hypotheses Testing Exploitation Intervention (H1a, H1b, H1c) 

  Hypothesis 1a stated that workers in the exploitation group experience less qualitative job 

insecurity than workers in the control group, through increased goal awareness. Results indicated 

no difference in the amount of goal awareness between the exploitation group and control group 

(b = 0.03, SE = 0.18, p = .89, 95% CI: [-0.33, 0.38]), although we did find a negative relationship 

between goal awareness and qualitative job insecurity (b = -0.41, SE = 0.09, p < .01, 95% CI: 

[ -0.59, -0.23]. Hypothesis 1c stated that the negative indirect relationship between exploitation 

and qualitative job insecurity via goal awareness, would be stronger (weaker) for workers high 

(low) in perceived labor market demand. Results indicated no moderating effect of perceived labor 

market demand (b = 0.03, SE = 0.07, p = 0.17, 95% CI: [-0.11, 0.17]). We did, however, find a 

direct negative relationship between perceived labor market demand and qualitative job insecurity 

(b = -0.31, SE = 0.08, p < 0.01, 95% CI: [-0.47, -0.15]).  

Hypotheses Testing Exploration Intervention (H2a, H2b, H2c) 
  Hypothesis 2a stated that workers in the exploration group would experience less 

qualitative job insecurity than workers in the control group through increased option awareness. 

We found no differences in option awareness between the exploration and control group (b =  

-0.06, SE = 0.17, p = .74, 95% CI: [-0.40, 0.29]), although we did find a negative relationship 

between option awareness and qualitative job insecurity (b = -0.54, SE = 0.10, p < .01, 95% CI: 

[-0.75, -0.34]). Hypothesis 2c stated that the negative indirect relationship between exploration 

and qualitative job insecurity via option awareness, is stronger (weaker) for workers low (high) in 

perceived labor market demand. Results showed no moderating effect of perceived labor market 

demand (b = 0.08, SE = 0.07, p = .30, 95% CI: [-0.07, 0.22]). Notably, while we found a negative 

direct relationship between perceived labor market demand and qualitative job insecurity in the 

exploitation group, we did not find this relationship in the exploration group (b = 0.01, SE = 0.08, 

p = .93, 95% CI: [-0.15, 0.17]). 
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Exploratory Analyses 

The Role of Engaging with Intentions. Following the unexpected finding that 

exploitation did not increase goal awareness and exploration did not increase option awareness, 

we explored whether engaging with the intentions formulated during the interventions may be a 

prerequisite for such effects. Since engaging with intentions could not be analyzed as a moderator 

between the intervention and goal/option awareness, because the control group did not formulate 

intentions, we conducted a multiple regression using data from the intervention groups only. 

Subsequently, we applied PROCESS Model 14 to test an adaptation of our research model in which 

we used engaging with intentions after the intervention as the predictor and subsequent (T2) 

goal/option awareness as dependent variable, while controlling for prior (T1) goal/option 

awareness. We found no relationship between engagement with intentions and goal awareness (b 

= 0.06, SE = 0.08, p = .51, 95% CI: [-0.11, 0.23]) and no relationship between goal awareness and 

qualitative job insecurity (b = -0.30, SE = 0.20, p = .14, 95% CI: [-0.70, -0.22]), when controlling 

for prior goal awareness. We did find a direct relationship between engagement with intentions 

and qualitative job insecurity (b = -0.39, SE = 0.12, p < .01, 95% CI: [-0.64, -0.14]). The results 

indicated no moderation effect of perceived labor market demand (b = 0.14, SE = 0.09, p = .13, 

95% CI: [-0.04, 0.32]). We did find a direct negative relationship between perceived labor market 

demand and qualitative job insecurity (b = -0.46, SE = 0.10, p < .01, 95% CI: [-0.67, -0.25]). 

  For the exploration group, the results showed no relationship between engagement with 

intentions and option awareness (b = -0.09, SE = 0.14, p = 0.51, 95% CI: [-0.38, 0.19]), when 

controlling for prior option awareness. We also found no direct effect of engaging with intentions 

on job insecurity (b = -0.33, SE = 0.26, p = .20, 95% CI: [-0.85, 0.18]). We did find a negative 

relationship between option awareness and qualitative job insecurity (b = -0.58, SE = 0.26, p = .03, 

95% CI: [-1.10, -0.07]). The results indicated no moderation effect of perceived labor market 

demand (b = 0.07, SE = 0.12, p = .55, 95% CI: [-0.16, 0.31]). 

 Effects over Time. Because we found no effects of the interventions, we repeated our 

analyses with job insecurity measured at Time 2 and 3 to assess whether the relationship between 

goal/option awareness and job insecurity remained visible over time. Regarding the exploitation 

intervention, results showed a negative relation between goal awareness and job insecurity 

measured at Time 2 (b = -0.45, SE = 0.09 p < .01, 95% CI: [-0.64, -0.27]) and job insecurity 

measured at Time 3 (b = -0.21, SE = 0.11 p = .06, 90% CI: [-0.39, -0.03]). Regarding the 
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exploration intervention, results showed a negative relation between option awareness and job 

insecurity measured at Time 2 (b = -0.50, SE = 0.12 p < .01, 95% CI: [-0.73, -0.27]) and job 

insecurity measured at Time 3 (b = -0.37, SE = 0.12 p < .01, 95% CI: [-0.62, -0.12]). 

Potential Unintended Manipulation Effect. Because we found a negative relationship 

between perceived labor market demand and qualitative job insecurity in the exploitation 

intervention group, but not in the exploration intervention group, we explored whether doing the 

interventions may moderate the relationship between perceived labor market demand and job 

insecurity. This would be important information as it would imply that the positive relation of 

labor market demand on job insecurity can be broken through interventions. We found that doing 

the exploration intervention moderated the negative relationship (b = -0.34, SE = 0.13, p < .01, 

95% CI: [-0.58, 0.09]) between perceived labor market demand and job insecurity (b = 0.43, SE = 

0.17, p < .05, 95% CI: [0.10, 0.77]). That is, the control group showed a negative relationship 

between perceived labor market demand and job insecurity (b = -0.34, SE = 0.13, p < .01, 95% CI: 

[-0.58, -0.09]), whereas the exploration group showed no relationship (b = 0.10, SE = 0.11, p = 

0.39, 95% CI: [-0.13, 0.32]). We did not find such a moderating effect for the exploitation 

intervention.  

Discussion 
  The Study 2 results showed that both the exploitation intervention and exploration 

intervention had no significant effect on workers’ experience of qualitative job insecurity. Not the 

interventions itself, nor engaging with exploitation and exploration intentions affected goal and 

option awareness. Interestingly, we found no moderating effect of perceived labor market demand, 

but instead discovered a negative direct relationship between perceived labor market demand and 

qualitative job insecurity which was no longer present when workers did the exploration 

intervention. 

General Discussion 
Societal, organizational, and technological changes have made qualitative job insecurity 

(i.e., worries about maintaining valued job features) an increasingly prevalent work stressor among 

contemporary workers. In the current research, we developed two online career planning 

interventions – the exploitation intervention and exploration intervention – and tested whether 

these can minimize qualitative job insecurity among workers. The results from Study 1 indicated 
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that the exploitation intervention was effective in decreasing qualitative job insecurity through 

increasing workers’ goal awareness and that the exploration intervention was effective in 

decreasing job insecurity via increased option awareness, but, in the latter case, only when workers 

actively pursued the exploration intentions that they had formulated as part of the intervention. 

However, these results were not replicated in Study 2. We also did not find evidence for the 

expected moderating role of career path commitment and perceived labor market demand.  

Theoretical Implications 
A first theoretical implication comes from interpretating the inconsistent findings of Study 

1 and Study 2. Both studies support the idea that increased awareness of one’s career goal and/or 

increased awareness of one’s potential career options are negatively related to the experience of 

qualitative job insecurity. Yet, the interventions developed for the current study did not 

consistently stimulate such awareness. This indicates that the effects of the interventions may 

depend upon the characteristics and conditions of workers participating in the intervention. These 

conditions, however, were not the conditions we investigated as potential moderators (i.e., career 

path commitment and perceived labor market demand). An important question then is what these 

characteristics and conditions may be. Although both studies used the same methods, offered the 

same online interventions, and tested the same indirect effects, there are three differences that may 

help to answer that question. 

First, Study 1 consisted of a sample of workers recruited by research assistants combined 

with workers recruited via Prolific, whereas Study 2 consisted solely of workers recruited via 

Prolific. As such, one may conclude that using a Prolific sample is the cause for our null findings. 

However, this does not seem to be the case: Upon further analysis of Study 1 data, we found that 

the intervention effects based on the Prolific subsample were larger than the effects based on the 

other subsample. Second, there were differences in the sample compositions: t-tests indicated that 

the participants from Study 1 were, on average, slightly older and more often female than the 

participants from Study 2. Third, Study 1 was conducted in a different time period than Study 2. 

Study 1 took place in November and December 2021, when the COVID-19 pandemic had a large 

influence on daily work life. During this period, the Netherlands went through increasingly strict 

lockdowns. Study 2 was conducted in May and June 2023 without such pandemic-related 

restrictions, but during high labor market shortages and, hence, plenty of work opportunities. 

While we found similar mean levels of qualitative job insecurity (t(527)= -0.18, p = .85) among 
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the sample of Study 1 (M = 3.38, SD = 1.39) and the sample of Study 2 (M = 3.41, SD = 1.35), it 

is conceivable that the COVID-19 restrictions created a sense of necessity to prepare for the future 

which made engaging in career planning more effective. As of yet, proactive coping theory 

(Aspinwall & Taylor, 1997) does not delineate boundary conditions for proactive coping in order 

to be effective. Our results point towards the possibility that a sense of necessity to prepare for the 

future may be one such boundary condition. We therefore recommend future research to 

investigate the boundary conditions for effective proactive coping in general, and a sense of 

necessity as a boundary condition in particular.  

  A second theoretical implication stems from the exploratory results from Study 2. These 

results indicate that perceived labor market demand had a direct negative relation with qualitative 

job insecurity in both the control group and exploitation group, yet not in the exploration group. 

As such, exploration-based career planning may have the potential to make workers’ experience 

of qualitative job insecurity less dependent upon labor market conditions. 

This is a valuable contribution considering that the relationship between the labor market and job 

insecurity is often considered an unchangeable given: The less work opportunities there are, the 

more reason to worry about maintaining a pleasant job (cf. Shoss, 2017). Apparently, even though 

the exploration intervention did not make workers consciously more aware of their career options, 

it did make their perception of labor market demand less influential in their experience of job 

insecurity. More research is needed to replicate this finding and unpack the underlying mechanism. 

Possibly, thinking about several positive future career possibilities made workers more optimistic 

about their career potential, which in turn lowered the experience of job insecurity (Eva et al., 

2020). If future research can confirm this hypothesis, it would imply that possible selves theories 

(Markus & Nurius, 1986; Ibarra, 2004) form an additional theoretical perspective from which the 

development of career optimism can be explained and investigated further. 

Limitations and Future Research Recommendations 
Our research has some limitations and points towards future research opportunities. The 

first two limitations lay in our chosen research design. Although brief online interventions have 

their benefits (e.g., easily accessible and dispersible), the absence of synchronous feedback and 

limited time invested in career planning may have negatively affected the effectiveness of the 

interventions. Synchronous feedback, for example from a career counsellor, may help participants 
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with solving obstacles in their planning and staying motivated. In addition, the short duration of 

the interventions may be a limiting factor: Proactive coping is not only about the immediate effect 

of detecting threats and preparing for them, but also about increasing persons’ resources 

(Aspinwall & Taylor, 1997). In the current research, we expected an immediate development in 

resources in the form of goal and option awareness. However, resource development does 

theoretically not to occur immediately but after continuous proactive coping over a longer period 

over time (Cangiano et al., 2021; Langerak et al., 2022). The finding that the exploration 

intervention from Study 1 was only effective after engaging with the formulated intentions 

supports this theory.  

A recent study from Zammitti and colleagues (2023) provides empirical evidence in line 

with these suggestions, by illustrating that an online career counselling intervention lasting 45 

days, with 3 synchronous career counselling meetings, can increase resources such as career 

adaptability, optimism, and hope. Because our interventions of ten to fifteen minutes may not be 

enough time to build resources, we recommend future research to investigate whether repeating 

career planning activities, for example quarterly or yearly (e.g., comparing, adjusting or 

complementing plans) and guided by a career counsellor, may be a more effective means to 

generate resources that can minimize job insecurity. It may also be worthwhile to investigate 

whether interventions given in person together with peers – rather than online – may be more 

effective because of a more motivating and inspiring environment. Contact with peers provides 

opportunities for engaging with exploration activities during the time of the intervention. 

As a third limitation we surmise that a perceived lack of necessity of participants may have 

negatively affected our research findings, as our results pointed to the possibility that such a sense 

of necessity may be a boundary condition for effective proactive coping. This sense of necessity 

should not be confused with a sense of urgency. Proactive coping is aimed at mitigating potential 

stressors or preparing for them and should hence be initiated before a situation is urgent – otherwise 

there is not enough time to accumulate resources (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1997). However, with 

necessity, we mean that participants should feel that they need to engage in proactive coping to 

create a more positive future for themselves. This sense of necessity may be similar to the “reason 

to” motivational state that Parker and colleagues (2010) describe as being potentially more 

important in proactive goal generation and goal striving than “can do” states. As most of our 

participants were paid for participation, they may not have felt such a necessity or reason to. 
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Therefore, we recommend to recruit participants who subjectively perceive they may be helped 

with career planning. For example, by specifically targeting these participants in the recruitment 

text, providing the exercise without financial compensation, and including sectors with low labor 

market demand or high automatization risk.  

Fourth, our interventions were limited in that they did not combine exploitation and 

exploration activities. Most research based on the ambidexterity literature has built on the 

assumption that exploration and exploitation are inherently contradictory activities, yet it may be 

possible to combine the two with so-called paradoxical practices such as hybrid tasks (cf. 

Papachroni, & Heracleous, 2020). We thus encourage future researchers to investigate the 

proposition that exploitation and exploration do not need to be addressed with different tasks at 

different timepoints, but that paradoxical practices can combine the two without such a division. 

An example of a hybrid career planning task can be creating a planning based on current experience 

and knowledge (exploitation) which also includes alternative scenario’s (e.g., a plan B) that 

consider the possibility that certain obstacles may occur in the future (exploration). Because we 

did not find that one type of career planning works better at certain times than others (i.e., results 

were not different depending on workers’ levels of career path commitment and perceived labor 

market demand), combining the exploitation and exploration in one intervention may be the most 

beneficial course of action since it may subsequently combine the benefits of both.  

Lastly, while our research provides directions to investigate how career planning may 

lower qualitative job insecurity, the question remains whether such career planning may also be 

effective to lower other forms of insecurity (e.g., quantitative job insecurity or career insecurity). 

However, it may be hard to draw hard lines between different types of insecurity because their 

measures often are confounded. The measurement from Spurk and colleagues (2022), which 

includes eight sub-scales that each targets a different fragment of insecurity that workers 

experience in contemporary careers, may offer a solution in this regard.  

Practical Implications 
 Our results underline that being aware of one’s career goals and career options relates to 

decreased qualitative job insecurity. Yet, how such awareness can be stimulated likely depends 

upon individual boundary conditions that were not examined in the current research. As the Study 

1 results indicated that the exploitation and exploration intervention can be effective under the 
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circumstances presented by the COVID-19 pandemic, we surmise a sense of necessity or “reason 

to” motivational state (cf. Parker et al., 2010) may be a boundary condition for the effectiveness 

of career planning interventions. As such, we advise that organizations do not only offer workers 

the possibility to participate in career planning interventions, but also take time to explain how 

participating in such interventions may positively affect workers’ future. Preferably, participation 

will be an individual decision and not obligatory or standard-procedure. The content of such career 

planning interventions consist ideally of exercises that combine the acknowledgement of current 

skills, experiences, and career trajectory (i.e., based on exploitation) and the investigation of new, 

relatively unexplored, career possibilities (i.e., based on exploration). During conditions where 

labor market demand is perceived to be low by workers it is advisable to put the emphasis on 

exploration. To further increase workers motivation to engage in career planning, it may be 

worthwhile to arrange an on-site training where workers meet a training facilitator and other 

workers. As such, workers can receive professional feedback and start exploration activities by 

sharing experiences with fellow workers.  

Conclusion 
  Combining the career development literature with the ambidexterity literature, we 

conducted two online experiments to investigate whether and how exploitation-based career 

planning and exploration-based career planning could decrease qualitative job insecurity. Despite 

the similar methods and research models, we found inconsistent results across the two studies: The 

intervention effects from Study 1 were not replicated in Study 2. This may be due to the different 

timing of data collection (i.e., during COVID-induced lockdowns vs. during labor market 

shortages). We argue that both types of career planning may only be effective when workers feel 

a sense of necessity or “reason to” motivation to engage with their career future (Parker at al., 

2010), and recommend future research to investigate the potential of hybrid trainings that combine 

exploitation and exploration. 
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Appendix 5A: the Exploitation Intervention 

We all sometimes think about the future and what we want and can become with our work. What 
people want to achieve with their work is also called a career goal . Some people already have a 
clear idea of their career goal, while other people have rarely thought about their career goal. In 
the following assignments, we will ask you to formulate a career goal and then create actions to 
take steps toward achieving this goal. 
 
Assignment 1  
Think about the further course of your career. What career goal would you like to have achieved 
in 10 years?  
 
Make sure your goal is positive, achievable, and specific. For example, a career goal may relate 
to a particular job or position (e.g., “being a business owner of have a permanent position"). A 
goal can also include a combination of factors (e.g. “work at Ikea as a department manager”). 
  
Please provide a brief description of your career goal here: 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
Assignment 2  
To get a more concrete picture of how you can achieve your career goal, we ask you to draw up a 
goal tree. A goal tree contains sub-goals that can help achieve the larger career goal. 
 
On the back of this A4 is an example of a completed goal tree. The goal tree shows two paths 
that contribute to achieving the main goal.  
Now try to think of 6 sub-goals for your own career goal (described in assignment 1). The 
intention is that the sub-goals will help you achieve your career goal. You can draw the goal tree 
or write your own goals in the example. 
  
Assignment 3  
Now that you have a more concrete picture of your career goal and sub-goals, we would like to 
ask you to plan actions to achieve your 5th and 6th sub-goals (3 per goal). You are supposed to 
plan these actions for the next 2 weeks. An action does not necessarily have to directly realize a 
sub-goal, but it should be a step towards realizing the sub-goal. 
  
Please note that the actions are possible and feasible for you in the next 2 weeks. The actions 
must also be specific. A specific action names a time indication, specific person, or specific 
means. Instead of “viewing vacancies”, a better action would be: “look for 2 suitable vacancies 
on Tuesday evening after dinner”. 
 
Other examples of actions are: “Look up on Sunday afternoon where I want to take a course X”, 
“Inquire with my aunt on Thursday evening about her experiences in position X”. 
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When formulating an action, consider: What can you already do and what do you still want to 
learn to achieve a sub-goal? What are you missing to achieve your sub-goal, and how can you 
get it? 
Example goal tree: 

Space for notes (e.g. actions for assignment 3): 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
Note: The interventions tested in Chapter 5 were administered online via Qualtrics and subsequently the above 
assignments were optimized for that specific online environment. The interventions were administered in Dutch, and 
for the purpose of this dissertation translated to English by Google Translate (https://translate.google.com/).  
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Appendix 5B: the Exploration Intervention 
 
We all sometimes think about the future and what we want and can become. People create 
mental images of different possible work futures.  
 
Some people have one clear vision of their work future (“I'm going to be a dentist”), but many 
people have multiple possible futures in mind. For example, someone can imagine three different 
work futures, in which he or she is a visual artist, art teacher, or policy officer. Work futures may 
also be more distant. For example, someone can envision possible work futures as an IT 
consultant, polar expedition leader, and childcare worker. 
  
We would like to ask you to imagine 3 possible (positive) work futures for you. Try to look as 
far into the future as possible, but in such a way that you can still see a somewhat clear picture of 
that future.  
 
It can be difficult to imagine more than one work future. To get inspiration, you can think of, for 
example: What did you want to be when you were a child? What hobbies would you perhaps like 
to take up further or more seriously? What kind of work do your role models (if any) do? Have 
you done tasks in the past that you particularly enjoyed? What kind of work would you like to do 
if everything were possible?  
 
Try to imagine 3 different work futures and not multiple variants of the same future (“department 
leader of department A in company X” is too close to “department leader of department B in 
company 
 
What do your 3 work futures look like? In any case, describe below what your tasks/activities are 
per work future and what a normal working day might look like. Also consider things such as 
environment, atmosphere, commuting, transport, colleagues, building/office, etc. 
 
Example:  
Work future 1: In this work future I have my own clothing store. It is only a small shop, but we 
sell enough and there is a nice atmosphere. As an owner, I am involved in the purchasing of 
clothing (traveling to manufacturers, assessing quality, negotiations), financial administration, 
and managing the staff. There is no such thing as a normal working day, but I enjoy the days 
most when I am in my store and can see customers enjoying what I have purchased. 
  
Again, to get inspiration you can think of, for example: What did you want to be when you were 
a child? What hobbies would you perhaps like to take a step further? What do any role models of 
yours do for work? Have you done tasks in the past that you particularly enjoyed? What would 
you like to do if everything were possible? 
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Assignment 1a  
Describe your Work Future 1 in approximately 50 words: 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
Assignment 1b  
Describe your Work Future 2 in approximately 50 words:  
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
Assignment 1c  
Describe your Work Future 3 in approximately 50 words:  
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
Assignment 2  
Great that we managed to come up with 3 work futures! For this follow-up assignment, we 
would like to ask you to consider these 3 work futures one by one. What do you think you need 
to make these work futures a reality? Think of skills and characteristics. But also resources such 
as information, money and space, or people in/outside your network. 
  
Example:  
Work Future 1: To make this reality a reality, I still have to learn many skills, such as 
accounting, negotiating and leadership. But I think what would especially help me for this future 
is more self-confidence. I would also like to have more information, to know whether I have a 
realistic idea of what it means to have a clothing store. And of course I will need money and 
space to make my shop physically possible. 
  

a. What do you think you need to make this Future of Work 1 a reality? 
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

b. What do you think you need to make this Future of Work 2 a reality? 
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

c. What do you think you need to make this Future of Work 3 a reality? 
………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………….... 
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Assignment 3 
Now that you have a more concrete picture of possible work futures and what is required for 
them, we would like to ask you to plan actions aimed at these work futures. The intention is that 
you plan 2 actions per work future that you will carry out in the next two weeks . An action 
should be a step towards realizing a work future. To come up with actions, it helps to look back 
at the skills, attributes, and resources you described in the previous assignment. 
  
Example:  
Actions for the future of work 1:1. My friends and family WhatsApp and call to ask if they know 
a clothing store owner I can get in touch with.2. Search online for online training courses that 
focus on entrepreneurship (and ideally self-confidence). 
  

a. In assignment 2, you described skills, characteristics, and resources that you need for 
Work Future 1. What actions are you planning for the next two weeks to get closer to 
Work Future 1? 
1. …………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
2. …………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

b. In assignment 2, you described skills, characteristics, and resources that you need for 
Work Future 2. What actions are you planning for the next two weeks to get closer to 
Work Future 2? 
1. …………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
2. …………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

c. In assignment 2, you described skills, characteristics, and resources that you need for 
Work Future 3. What actions are you planning for the next two weeks to get closer to 
Work Future 3? 
1. …………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
2. …………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

 
 
 

 

 
Note: The interventions tested in Chapter 5 were administered online via Qualtrics and subsequently the above 
assignments were optimized for that specific online environment. The interventions were administered in Dutch, and 
for the purpose of this dissertation translated to English by Google Translate (https://translate.google.com/). 
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Appendix 5C: Measurement Scales 

Career Path Commitment 
Reference: Carson, K. D., & Bedeian, A. G. (1994). Career commitment: Construction of a 
measure and examination of its psychometric properties. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 44(3), 
237-262. https://doi.org/10.1006/jvbe.1994.1017 

Items: 
1. My line of work/career field an important part of who I am. 
2. This line of work/career field has a great deal of personal  meaning to me. 
3. I do feel "emotionally attached" to this line of work/career field11. 
 4. I strongly identify with my chosen line of work/career field.  

Awareness of Career Goals 
Reference: Gould, S. (1979). Characteristics of career planners in upwardly mobile occupations. 
Academy of Management Journal, 22(3), 539-550. https://doi.org/10.2307/255743 

Items: 
1. I have not really decided what my career objectives should be yet. (reverse-scored) 
2. I have a plan for my career. 
3. I have a strategy for achieving my career goals. 
4. I know what I need to do to reach my career goals. 
5. My career objectives are clear.12 
6. I change my career objectives frequently. (reverse-scored) 

Awareness of Career Options 
Reference: Germeijs, V., & De Boeck, P. (2003). Career indecision: Three factors from decision 
theory. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 62(1), 11–25. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0001-
8791(02)00055-6  

Items: 
1. I don’t have an overview of the different alternatives on the labor market yet. (reverse-scored) 
2. I can list the alternatives for my career. 
3. I have an idea of the differences between the career options. 
4. I know whether the characteristics of the alternatives correspond to the things I want to 
achieve.  
5. I don’t know if I am prepared for all career options. (reverse-scored) 
Note. Italics denote edits made to constructs items that are more explicitly about career options. 

 
11 Originally, the scale includes “I do not feel "emotionally attached" to this line of work/career field”. 
Adjustment was made to avoid reading errors among participants.  
12 Originally, the scale includes “My career objectives are not clear”. Adjustment was made to avoid 
reading errors among participants. 
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Perceived Labor Market Demand 

Reference: Wanberg, C. R., Hough, L. M., & Song, Z. (2002). Predictive validity of a 
multidisciplinary model of reemployment success. Journal of Applied Psychology, 87(6), 1100–
1120. https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.87.6.1100 

Items: 

1. There are plenty of jobs open in my field or type of work. 
2. There is little demand for the type of skills I have. (reverse-scored) 
3. There are many job openings in my area of work. 
4. There are few jobs in my field. (reverse-scored) 

Qualitative Job Insecurity 
Reference: Langerak, J. B., Koen, J., & van Hooft, E. A. J. (2022). How to minimize job 
insecurity: The role of proactive and reactive coping over time. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 
136, Article 103729. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2022.103729 

Items: 
1. I worry about my career development. 
2. I worry about my future pay development. 
3. I worry about getting less stimulating work tasks in the future. 
4. I feel insecure about what my work will look like in the future. 

Note. All items were adapted so that they measure current job insecurity instead of job insecurity experienced during 
the past week. The original format started with: “Could you please indicate, how often you, in the last week…”. 
 


