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Abstract

Career shocks can significantly impact individuals’ career development. We propose that how a
career shock affects career development depends on how people appraise it. Specifically, our
Career Shock Coping (CSC) model proposes that, dependent on personal characteristics, in-
dividuals differ in the extent to which they appraise career shocks as challenging and/or
threatening. Challenge and threat appraisals inspire approach- and avoidance-oriented career
behaviors, respectively, which differentially relate to career-related outcomes. A two-wave study
was conducted among medical students (N = 279) in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic as a
career shock. Supporting our CSC model, core self-evaluation (CSE) related negatively to threat
appraisal and threat appraisal related positively to avoidance-oriented career behavior.
Avoidance-oriented career behavior related positively to career decision-making stress. The
relations between CSE, challenge appraisal, approach-oriented career behavior, and career
decision-making stress were not significant. The findings have implications for career shocks
research and career counseling practice.
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Introduction

In the final phase of their studies, students must make decisions about their future career. Their career
decision-making process can be influenced by unexpected events—career shocks (Akkermans et al.,
2018; Bright et al., 2005). Career shocks are disruptive or extraordinary events that are caused by
factors beyond people’s control and trigger thoughts on their career (Akkermans et al., 2018). The
COVID-19 pandemic is one such career shock that has been found to affect the career decision-
making process of medical students (Byrnes et al.,, 2020; Cai et al., 2021). For example, the
pandemic triggered reflection on career preferences and choices and caused concerns about the
ability to make a deliberate career choice (Byrnes et al., 2020; Deng et al., 2021; Krier et al., 2022).
Making career choices can be accompanied by feelings of stress (career decision-making stress,
that is, undesirable stress experienced during the career choice process; Fris et al., 2022; Kleine
et al., 2021). This career decision-making stress is undesirable as it is associated with career
indecision, higher negative affect, and lower psychological wellbeing (Arslan & Bayraktar-Uyar,
2020; Creed et al., 2016; Germeijs et al., 2006). Extant literature suggests that career shocks, such
as the COVID-19 pandemic, can result in positive (e.g., increased work engagement; Kraimer
et al., 2019) as well as negative career-related outcomes (e.g., stress; Akkermans et al., 2018,
2020; Ragins et al., 2014). Whether career shocks lead to more or less favorable career-related
outcomes might depend on the coping strategies used, as these vary in adaptiveness (Vukeli¢ et al.,
2021). Currently, we lack understanding of the cognitive processes that trigger the use of specific
career shock coping strategies and their relationships with career decision-making stress. In
addition, we lack knowledge of individual characteristics that are associated with (mal)adaptive
coping with career shocks (Akkermans et al., 2018). This knowledge is critical to identify in-
dividuals vulnerable to adverse career shock consequences and to support them adequately.
To better understand how career shocks trigger specific coping strategies, we integrate Social
Cognitive Career Theory (Lent et al., 1994) with the Transactional Model of Stress and Coping
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) to develop a Career Shock Coping model (CSC; Figure 1), which we
apply to career decision-making stress. With this model, we propose that personal characteristics
influence the extent to which individuals appraise a career shock as a challenge and/or threat.
Challenge and threat appraisals are proposed to respectively promote approach- and avoidance-
oriented career behaviors, which, in turn, are differentially associated with career-related out-
comes. With the proposed CSC model, we aim to contribute to career theory by uncovering how

Career shock Coping behavior

Approach-oriented career
behaviors
(e.g.. networking, planning)

| Challenge appraisal

Personal characteristics \ Career-related outcomes
(e.g., core self-evaluation) | : (e.g., career decision-making
o ) / stress)

Avoidance-oriented career

5 behaviors
Threat appraisal el BN :
(e.g.. withdrawal,

procrastination)

Figure 1. Career Shock Coping Model.

Note. The direction of relations between personal characteristics and challenge- and threat appraisals as well as between
approach- and avoidance-oriented career behaviors and career outcomes depends on the specific personal characteristics
and outcomes that are measured.
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contextual factors such as career shocks shape career development through appraisal and coping
processes. Moreover, this model extends contemporary career self-management literature (Hirschi
& Koen, 2021), which stresses the importance of proactive, approach-oriented career behaviors,
by highlighting how career shocks affect avoidance-oriented career behaviors and career-related
outcomes. This study contributes to practice by providing guidelines for appropriate career
counseling of students facing a career shock.

Development of a Career Shock Coping Model

Our Career Shock Coping model (see Figure 1) poses that the impact of career shocks on career-
related outcomes depends on individuals’ appraisals of the career shock. Specifically, career
shocks are factors outside people’s control that trigger thoughts on their career (Akkermans et al.,
2018). Research has demonstrated that career shocks can significantly affect individuals’ career
development. For example, career shocks can affect job and career cognitions (e.g., career
optimism and perceived employability) and perceptions of self-efficacy (Ahmad & Nasir, 2021;
Hofer et al., 2021; Zhou et al., 2023). How career shocks affect individuals’ careers depends on an
interplay between individual and contextual factors (Akkermans et al., 2020; Blokker et al., 2019).
For example, it has been demonstrated that, for some people, negative career shocks can stimulate
active career behaviors (Zhou et al., 2023). Others cope more maladaptively and do not take action
to adapt to the new situation (Vukeli¢ et al., 2021). Currently, we lack an understanding of the
process through which career shocks affect individuals’ career behaviors and, subsequently, career
outcomes. Therefore, we integrate Social Cognitive Career Theory with the Transactional Model
of Stress and Coping into the Career Shock Coping model and propose that cognitive career shock
appraisals (i.e., challenge and threat appraisals) affect career outcomes through stimulating
specific coping responses (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Lent et al., 1994, 2000).

In Social Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT; Lent et al., 1994, 2000; Lent & Brown, 2013) career
shocks can be regarded contextual influences. SCCT generally categorizes contextual influences
as contextual supports (e.g., social support) and contextual barriers (e.g., adverse labor market
conditions; Lent & Brown, 2013). However, SCCT also acknowledges that the way contextual
influences affect individuals’ careers depends on their perception of themselves and their en-
vironment (Lent et al., 2000). Therefore, whether a career shock is a support or barrier depends on
an individual’s appraisal of this external event, which is proposed to impact subsequent career-
related behaviors and outcomes (Akkermans et al., 2018; Lent et al., 1994, 2000).

The appraisal of external events can be further understood based on the Transactional Model of
Stress and Coping (TMSC; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), which suggests that people appraise events
that affect their interests and goals as more or less challenging and more or less threatening. When
people face a career shock, they will evaluate its consequences for their career and available coping
options. The more individuals see potential benefits of the career shock or feel capable of overcoming
possible obstacles, the more they appraise it as a challenge. The more they believe the career shock will
have negative consequences and see no way to prevent these, the more they appraise it as a threat.

Challenged individuals see reason to take action, believe that their actions will be effective, and
are energized to cope with the situation (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Parker et al., 2010; Searle &
Auton, 2015). Therefore, challenge appraisals foster approach-oriented coping responses
(i.e., coping behavior oriented toward achieving a desired end state; Higgins et al., 1994; Moos
et al., 1990; Roth & Cohen, 1986). Threatened individuals, in contrast, expect not to be able to
cope effectively and to prevent negative outcomes. Therefore, threat appraisals foster avoidance-
oriented coping responses (i.e., coping behavior oriented away from a threat; Fugate et al., 2012;
Nicholls et al., 2012; Roth & Cohen, 1986).
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Integrating TMSC with SCCT, we develop a Career Shock Coping (CSC) model proposing that
career shock challenge appraisals instigate approach-oriented career behavior (i.e., active coping
behavior aimed at solving career obstacles and realizing career goals and decisions) and career
shock threat appraisals instigate avoidance-oriented career behavior (i.e., inactive coping behavior
aimed at denying career obstacles and delaying career goal directed activities and decisions). In
addition, building on TMSC, which suggests that approach and avoidance strategies differ in their
adaptiveness (Lazarus, 2001; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), the CSC model proposes that approach-
and avoidance-oriented career behaviors have positive and negative consequences for career-
related outcomes, respectively.

Since, according to the TMSC and SCCT, the appraisal of events is central to people’s coping
behavior and (health) outcomes, it is important to also consider its determinants. Research on
individual differences in appraisal suggests that general personal characteristics predict how
people appraise situations, irrespective of the nature of the particular events (Kuppens & Tong,
2010). For example, more neurotic individuals generally appraise events as more difficult to cope
with (Gunthert et al., 1999). Extending this reasoning to the appraisal of career shocks, we propose
in our CSC model that personal characteristics may influence the extent to which career shocks are
appraised as challenging and/or threatening.

The Current Study

In the current study, we apply our CSC model to a specific career-related outcome, namely, career
decision-making stress. Specifically, we investigate the development of career decision-making
stress among medical students in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic as a career shock.

Personal Characteristics and Challenge and Threat Appraisals

Personal characteristics in our CSC model can reflect various individual traits and cognitions. In
the present study, we focus on core self-evaluation (CSE), which is a broad and fundamental
characteristic affecting people’s perception of the environment (Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2009;
Strauser et al., 2020). CSE reflects a basic evaluation of one’s worthiness, effectiveness, and
capability as a person (Judge et al., 2003). CSE encompasses four underlying sub-traits: self-
esteem, generalized self-efficacy, neuroticism, and locus of control (Judge et al., 2003). Research
demonstrates that CSE influences emotions, behavior, and cognitions, including appraisals of the
external world (Chang et al., 2012; Judge et al., 1998). Therefore, we propose that CSE plays a
central role in appraising a career shock (i.e., the COVID-19 pandemic) as challenging or
threatening to one’s career. Individuals higher on CSE are more confident, self-efficacious, less
neurotic, and feel more in control of their environment. Therefore, the higher students’ CSE the
more capable they will feel to deal with the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic for their
career, and thus the more they will appraise the pandemic as a challenge and the less they will
appraise it as a threat.

Hypothesis 1: CSE relates (a) positively to a challenge appraisal of COVID-19 and (b)
negatively to a threat appraisal of COVID-19.

Appraisals and Career Behavior

In our CSC model we pose that challenge and threat appraisals inspire distinct coping behaviors.
Depending on the appraisal of career shocks, people engage in approach-oriented career behavior
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(e.g., networking, planning, career consultation, and proactive development) or avoidance-
oriented career behavior (e.g., withdrawing from and ignoring career obstacles).

As challenged students believe they can change the situation, see reason to change the situation,
and are energized to change the situation (Lazarus, 2001; Parker et al., 2010), they engage in
approach-oriented coping (Hirschi et al., 2013; Moos et al., 1990; Searle & Auton, 2015). They
actively alter the self and/or the environment (Green et al., 2010) to prevent negative and attain
positive outcomes and so they engage in approach-oriented career behavior to cope with the career
challenge. This behavior includes active behaviors such as networking (i.e., developing and
maintaining relationships with others who can potentially assist in one’s work or career; Forret &
Dougherty, 2004), planning (i.e., “setting career goals and thinking of strategies to achieve these
goals”; Gould, 1979; Valls et al., 2020, p. 2), career consultation (i.e., discussing career de-
velopment with others in the field of work; Claes & Ruiz-Quintanilla, 1998), and proactive skill
development (i.e., “the acquisition of skills and knowledge required in the future”; Strauss et al.,
2012, p. 3). These behaviors can be performed on-site or online (e.g., using video calling, online
resources, and LinkedIn). Thus, challenged students feel resourceful and expect to be able to cope
with the career shock, possibly with considerable effort. To prevent negative and attain positive
consequences for their career decision-making, challenged students will engage in approach-
oriented career behaviors, such as career planning, networking, consultation, and proactive
development.

Hypothesis 2a: Challenge appraisals relate positively to approach-oriented career behavior.

In contrast to challenged individuals, threatened individuals are overwhelmed by feelings of
fear and negative thoughts and emotions. To regulate these negative responses, they engage in
avoidance-oriented coping behavior, like withdrawing, denying, or procrastinating reflections and
actions (Doron & Martinent, 2017; Fugate et al., 2012; Nicholls et al., 2012; Peacock et al., 1993;
Roth & Cohen, 1986).

We expect students to have similar avoidant responses to threat appraisals of career shocks. We
propose that appraising the COVID-19 pandemic as a career threat is related to avoidance-oriented
career behaviors, such as withdrawing, ignoring, and procrastinating. As threatened students
perceive the COVID-19 pandemic as causing damage or difficulties to their career, they will show
fear avoiding responses by withdrawing themselves when confronted with a setback (e.g., they
will avoid discussing their career with others) and ignoring potential career obstacles (Kraaij &
Garnefski, 2019). In addition, to regulate short-term affect, they will procrastinate career-related
tasks as these tasks are associated with threat (Pychyl & Sirois, 2016; Tice & Baumeister, 1997;
Tice et al., 2001).

Hypothesis 2b: Threat appraisals positively relate to avoidance-oriented career behavior.

Career Behavior and Career Decision-Making Stress

In our CSC model we propose that approach- and avoidance-oriented career behaviors are
differentially related to career decision-making stress. Through approach-oriented career be-
haviors such as networking and career consultation, students will gain knowledge of career
opportunities, and through proactive skill development they gain information about their strengths
and interests. This information can be used to match potential career options. Finally, through
career planning, which involves reflection on career preferences and wishes, students can give
direction to their career, which links to positive career outcomes (e.g., career decidedness; Hirschi
et al., 2015; career decision self-efficacy; Rogers et al., 2008).
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Hypothesis 3a: Approach-oriented career behavior relates negatively to career decision-
making stress.

Although avoidance-oriented coping behavior promotes short-term mood repair, it leads to
elevated levels of stress in the long run (Beleaua & Cocorada, 2016; Frydenberg & Lewis, 2009;
Holahan et al., 2005; Tice & Baumeister, 1997). When the situation is not actively dealt with, the
negative consequences of the threatening situation may increase, and therefore stress levels will
increase as well. In addition, the use of avoidance-oriented coping strategies generates subsequent
stressors (Holahan et al., 2005) as the individual does not adapt effectively to the changing
environment. Students avoiding career-related actions and reflections will not obtain information
about potential career options and how these align with their preferences, values, and interests,
while this information is critical to preventing career indecision (Xu & Bhang, 2019). Pro-
crastinating career exploration and decisions leads to increasing time pressure as the moment
approaches when they must decide on their career, and such time pressure relates to increasing
career decision-making stress (Fris et al., 2022).

Hypothesis 3b: Avoidance-oriented career behavior relates positively to career decision-
making stress.

Appraisal, Career Behavior, and Decision-Making Stress

Our CSC model and hypotheses suggest indirect effects from appraisals to career decision-making
stress via career behaviors. Specifically, we propose indirect relationships between challenge
appraisal and career decision-making stress through approach-oriented career behavior and
between threat appraisal and career decision-making stress through avoidance-oriented career
behavior. We explore whether career behaviors fully or partially mediate the relations between
appraisals and career decision-making stress. Lastly, we explore if CSE is indirectly related to
career decision-making stress via appraisals and career behaviors.

Method
Study Context

The study was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic among medical master’s students.
Medical schools in The Netherlands consist of a three-year bachelor program and a three-year
master’s program in which students do their clinical clerkships (clinical internships). Data
collection took place from June 2021 (Time 1) to February 2022 (Time 2). The COVID-19
measures imposed by the Dutch government varied across the study period. At Time 1 and 2 there
were minimal restrictions, but in between (December 2021) there was a national lockdown (e.g.,
bars and restaurants closed, ban on social events). Throughout the data collection period, however,
the clinical clerkships took place on-site. Classes were online as well as on-site depending on the
type of classes (e.g., teaching of practical clinical skills) and measures in place.

Procedure and Sample

We tested the hypotheses using a two-wave survey design. First, we received ethical approval
from the institutional review board (IRB no. 2021-WOP-13139). Data collection started in June
2021. Medical master’s students from two Dutch medical schools (N = 2293) were invited to
voluntarily participate in the study. They received an e-mail from their study coordinators



702 Journal of Career Development 51(6)

containing a link to the first online survey (Time 1). Onto opening the link, students received an
information letter, explaining the confidentiality of the data and their right to withdraw from the
study. After providing informed consent, the first survey started, which included measures for core
self-evaluation, career decision-making stress, and demographics (and some other variables for
the purpose of a different study). After 8 months (February 2022), participating students were
invited for the second survey (Time 2), which included the appraisals, career behaviors, and career
decision-making stress measures. To increase response rates, both the completion of the survey at
Time | and Time 2 were rewarded with a €5 gift voucher.

At Time 1, 507 students (22.1%) responded, and 279 students (55.0%) responded at Time 2.
These response rates are consistent with other surveys of student populations (Buchanan et al.,
2007; ElI-Ghoroury et al., 2012). We were able to match Time 1 and 2 data from 274 participants.
The 5 participants who only responded at Time 2 were included in the analyses to estimate
relations between Time 2 variables. Of the final 279 participants 75.3% (n =210) were female and
22.6% (n = 63) male, and the average age was 24.2 years (SD = 2.34). The sample was diverse in
terms of earned study credits (ECTS): 54 (19.4%) students earned 0 to 30 study credits, 39 (14%)
students earned 30 to 60 study credits, 58 students (20.8%) earned 60 to 90 credits, 47 (16.8%)
students earned 90 to 120 study credits, 44 (15.8%) students earned 120 to 150 study credits, 26
(9.3%) students earned 150 to 180 study credits, and 6 (2.2%) students earned more than 180 study
credits. At the Time 2 measurement, 58 participating students were graduated.

An independent samples ¢ test comparing participants who did versus did not complete the
Time 2 survey showed no significant differences in age, ¢ (494) = 1.27, p = .20, and gender, ¢
(491) = —0.61, p = .54.

Measures

Core self-evaluation (T1) was measured with Judge et al.’s (2003) 12-item scale, which was
demonstrated to be reliable and valid in previous research (Gnambs & Schroeders, 2024; Judge
et al., 2003). The scale includes items on self-esteem, generalized self-efficacy, locus of control,
and emotional stability (e.g., “I am confident I get the success I deserve in life”’; o = .86). Items
were rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

COVID-19 appraisals (T2) were measured with six items from Kaltiainen et al.’s (2020)
challenge and threat appraisal scales. Their Confirmatory Factor Analysis indicated that challenge
and threat appraisals are distinct constructs, demonstrating good discriminant validity. In addition,
the challenge appraisal scale (a ranged from .76 to .80) and the threat appraisal scale (a ranged
from .76 to .79) were reliable (Kaltiainen et al., 2020). Items were adapted to fit our study context,
asking participants to indicate to what extent the items reflected their thoughts and feelings
regarding their career in the past 8 months (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). Example
items are: “The COVID-19 pandemic motivated me to increase my efforts in my career”
(challenge appraisal; o = .72) and “I thought that many things could go wrong in my career as a
result of the COVID-19 pandemic” (threat appraisal; o = .78).

Approach-oriented career behavior (T2) was measured with the 13-item scale from Strauss
etal. (2012). Prior research demonstrated the discriminant validity and reliability of the scale (Lent
et al., 2022; Peng et al., 2021; Strauss et al., 2012). This scale combines four career behaviors:
Proactive skill development (3 items), networking (3 items), career consultation (3 items), and
career planning (4 items). Items were adapted to reflect approach-oriented career behavior during
the past 8 months and were rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree). Example items are: “During the past 8 months, I developed skills which may not
be needed so much now, but in future positions” (proactive skill development; a = .84), “During
the past 8 months, I am building a network of colleagues I can call on for support” (networking;
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a=.67), “In the past 8 months, I sought advice from my supervisor(s)/teacher(s)/advisor(s) about
additional training or experience I need in order to improve my future work prospects” (career
consultation; o = .83) and “During the past 8 months, I planned what I want to do in the next few
years of my career” (career planning; o = .91).

Avoidance-oriented career behavior (T2) was measured with 14 items from the withdrawal and
ignoring subscales from the BERQ (Kraaij & Garnefski, 2019) and the procrastination scale from
Van den Hee et al. (2020), rated on 5-point scales ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (often). Prior research
found both scales to be reliable (Kraaij & Garnefski, 2019; Van den Hee et al., 2020). For the
BERQ subscales, participants indicated the extent to which the items reflect their reaction to an
unpleasant or negative career event in the past 8 months. Example items include the following: In
the past 8 months, when confronted with a negative or unpleasant career event... “...I isolated
myself” (withdrawal; o = .85), and ““...I moved on and pretended that nothing happened” (ig-
noring; o = .89). To measure procrastination, we adapted Van den Hee et al.’s (2020) scale to
reflect behavioral and decisional procrastination. Example items are: “During the past 8 months,
did you put off completing tasks related to your search for career possibilities?” (behavioral
procrastination; o = .90) and “During the past 8 months, did you postpone making decisions about
your career?” (decisional procrastination; o = .86).

Career decision-making stress (T1 and T2) was measured with four items of the Perceived
Stress Scale (Cohen et al., 1983), adapted to fit the context of this study. Fris et al. (2022) found
evidence for the scale’s reliability and discriminant validity. Items referred to the past 4 weeks, to
ensure alignment with the temporal order of our model. An example item is: “During the past
4 weeks, I felt stressed about having to make important career choices.” Items were rated on a 5-
point Likert scale from 1 (never) to 5 (often). Cronbach’s alphas were .92 (T1) and .93 (T2),
respectively.

Control variables. Age (T1), gender (T1), career decision-making stress (T1) and student status
(T2) were measured as potential control variables. Age was included as it was found to relate to
career decidedness (Neice & Bradley, 1979; Toyokawa & DeWald, 2020). Gender was included as
women tend to experience more career decision-making stress than men (Fris et al., 2022). Earned
study credits was included to account for differences in career decision-making stress depending
on the study phase of the participants. Last, we included T1 career decision-making stress, with the
aim to obtain a more precise estimation of the unique variance explained by appraisal and coping
behaviors in career decision-making stress at T2.

Results

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics and correlations between the study variables.' Inspection of
the correlation table shows that CSE (T1) was not correlated with challenge appraisals (» = —.00,
p = .94), and negatively correlated with threat appraisals (» = —.32, p <.001) at T2. In addition,
challenge appraisal (T2) was not correlated with approach-oriented career behavior (T2; » = .07,
p = .24) and threat appraisal (T2) was positively correlated with avoidance-oriented career
behavior (T2; r= .34, p <.001). Finally, approach-oriented career behavior (T2) was not correlated
(r=—.11, p=.09) and avoidance-oriented career behavior (T2) was positively correlated (» = .47,
p <.001) with career decision-making stress (T2).

To assess whether inclusion of the control variables was necessary, we inspected the corre-
lations between control variables and career decision-making stress at Time 2. Exclusion of
control variables uncorrelated with the dependent variable is preferred to avoid a decline in
statistical power (Becker, 2005). We included career decision-making stress at Time 1 as control
variable as it correlated with career decision-making stress at Time 2. Because gender, age, and
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earned study credits were not significantly correlated with career decision-making stress, these
were omitted as control variables in subsequent analyses.

Hypothesis Testing

We tested the hypotheses using structural equation modeling in Mplus. We estimated the strength
of the relations with Full Information Maximum Likelihood, which uses all available information
(accounting for missing values) to estimate the model. Approach- and avoidance-oriented career
behavior were included as latent factors (i.e., the behaviors encompassing approach and avoidance
loaded on their respective higher order factors). The other variables (i.e., CSE, challenge and
threat appraisals, and career decision-making stress) were included as observed variables. We
modeled paths from CSE to challenge and threat appraisals (Hypothesis 1a and 1b). In addition,
we modeled paths from challenge appraisal to approach-oriented career behavior and from threat
appraisal to avoidance-oriented career behavior (Hypothesis 2a and 2b). Subsequently, paths from
approach-as well as avoidance-oriented career behavior to career decision-making stress (Time 2)
were modeled (Hypothesis 3a and 3b. Finally, a path from career decision-making stress Time 1 to
career decision-making stress Time 2 was modeled, and approach- and avoidance-oriented career
behaviors were allowed to correlate.

Figure 2 displays the results of the tested model. For Hypothesis 1, results showed that CSE
was not related to challenge appraisal (B = —0.01, p = .94; Hla not supported), but negatively
related to threat appraisal (B = —0.52, p <.001; H1b supported). Hypothesis 2 predicted a positive
relation between challenge appraisal and approach-oriented career behavior (H2a) and a positive
relationship between threat appraisal and avoidance-oriented career behavior (H2b). Results
showed that challenge appraisal and approach-oriented career behavior were unrelated (B = 0.04,
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Figure 2. Tested Structural Equation Model.

Note. ¥*p < .01 *p < .05. Standardized regression coefficients are reported. Approach-oriented career behaviors and
avoidance-oriented career behaviors were allowed to correlate. Solid arrows indicate significant relationships and dashed
arrows indicate insignificant relationships. The model fitted the data suboptimally, x2/df = 3.09, p < .001, SRMR = .10,
CFI = .85, RMSEA = .09.
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p = .20; H2a not supported), while threat appraisal and avoidance-oriented career behavior were
positively related (B = 0.23, p <.001; H2b supported). Hypothesis 3 predicted that approach- and
avoidance-oriented career behavior would be negatively (H3a) and positively (H3b) related to
career decision-making stress, respectively. Controlling for Time 1 career decision-making stress,
results showed that approach-oriented career behavior was unrelated to career decision-making
stress (B = 0.45, p = .07; H3a not supported), but that avoidance-oriented career behavior related
positively to career decision-making stress (B = 1.57, p < .001; H3b supported).

Explorative Analyses

In addition to testing our hypotheses,” we explored direct and indirect effects suggested by the
CSC model and tested for full or partial mediation. First, we tested indirect effects from (challenge
and threat) appraisals to career decision-making stress via (approach- and avoidance-oriented)
career behavior. Next, we added direct paths of CSE to approach- and avoidance-oriented career
behavior as well as career decision-making stress and tested for sequential mediation from CSE to
career decision-making stress through appraisal and coping behaviors. Finally, we added direct
paths of career decision-making stress at Time 1 to challenge and threat appraisals. All indirect
effects were assessed using bias-corrected bootstrapping confidence intervals (5000 samples;
Cheung, 2009; Hayes, 2009).

As compared to the hypothesized model, model fit improved. Results suggested an indirect
effect from threat appraisal to career decision-making stress through avoidance-oriented career
behaviors and a sequential mediation effect of CSE on career decision-making stress through
threat appraisal and avoidance-oriented career behaviors. No indirect effects were found from
challenge appraisal to career decision-making stress nor from CSE to career decision-making
stress via challenge appraisal and approach-oriented career behaviors. Supplementary File S2
displays the results of the final model.

Discussion

This study proposed the Career Shock Coping Model to investigate the role of the COVID-19
pandemic, as a career shock, in the development of career decision-making stress among medical
students. Supporting the CSC model, we found that CSE was negatively related to COVID-19
threat appraisal, suggesting that students who evaluated themselves more positively were less
likely to appraise the COVID-19 pandemic as a threat for their career. In addition, threat appraisal
was positively related to avoidance-oriented career behavior, which in turn was positively related
to career decision-making stress. Exploratory analyses suggested that avoidance-oriented career
behavior fully mediated the relationship between threat appraisal and decisional stress. Students
who appraised the COVID-19 pandemic as a threat were more likely to report more career
decision-making stress because they avoided career choice directed activities rather than engaging
in them. Contrary to our expectations, students’ core self-evaluation was unrelated to appraising
the COVID-19 pandemic as a challenge. Also, students’ challenge appraisals were unrelated to
their approach-oriented career behavior and their level of career decision-making stress. All in all,
we found support for the threat-avoidance coping path in our proposed CSC model but not for the
challenge-approach coping path.

Theoretical Implications

Our results bear implications for the career (shocks) literature. Through integrating theory on
stress and coping (i.e., TMSC) with career theory (i.e., SCCT) into our CSC model, we
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demonstrated the importance of the threat appraisal-coping process in determining individual
career-related outcomes of career shocks. In line with prior research on the appraisal-coping
relationship (Nicholls et al., 2012; Peacock et al., 1993), we found a positive relationship between
threat appraisal and avoidance-oriented career behavior. Students who appraised the career shock
as more threatening to their career tended to withdraw from their career, ignore potential career
problems, and procrastinate career actions and decisions. In line with prior research on the
avoidance-stress relation (e.g., Beleaua & Cocorada, 2016; Tice & Baumeister, 1997), we found
that students engaging in avoidance-oriented career behavior experienced more career decision-
making stress. Our study demonstrates that the generally maladaptive tendency to engage in
avoidance-oriented behavior under conditions perceived as threatening also applies to career
shocks. This study extends career self-management literature (which predominantly focuses on
approach-oriented career behaviors; Hirschi & Koen, 2021), as it demonstrates the prominence of
the threat-avoidance path over the challenge-approach path. Future research investigating the
impact of career shocks could take this threat appraisal-coping process into account.

Contrary to our expectations, we found no support for the challenge-approach path of our CSC
model. According to Kahneman (2011), people respond to (unexpected) events in two different
ways, a fast way (System 1) and/or a slow way (System 2). System 1 is quick, requires little effort,
and there is no sense of voluntary control involved (Kahneman, 2011). This system continuously
assesses how things are going, whether there is threat, and if so, how to respond. In contrast,
System 2 is effortful and capable of more complex computations (Kahneman, 2011). System 2 is
conscious, capable of reasoning, makes decisions, and determines what to think about and what to
do (Kahneman, 2011). In the event of threat, System 1’s first response would be to flee or hide
(i.e., avoid the threat). Students who perceived the COVID-19 pandemic primarily as a threat may
have responded in the fast way and may have been unable to overcome this initial flee response as
they avoided more slow and cognitive reflections on the situation. Students who perceived the
pandemic as less threatening to their career did not avoid thinking about their careers and might
have used conscious reasoning (i.e., System 2 thinking) to assess coping options. They may have
deemed approach-oriented career behavior to be ineffective given the situation, therefore not
intending to engage in them. As intentions and goal-setting predict behavior (Armitage & Conner,
2001; Hagger & Chatzisarantis, 2009; Kleine et al., 2021), this might explain the absence of the
hypothesized relation. Future research can investigate whether challenge appraisals lead to re-
flections and metacognitions on possible coping options.

Alternatively, challenge appraisals may induce approach-oriented career behavior (e.g., career
planning, networking) only under certain personal and situational conditions. Future research
could investigate potential stimulating or inhibiting personal and situational factors, such as
students’ conscientiousness (Rhodes & Dickau, 2013) and experienced time pressure (Wanberg
et al., 2020), or a supportive university environment (Shirokova et al., 2016). Conscientiousness
and university support may help challenged individuals to enact on intended approach-oriented
intentions (Rhodes & Dickau, 2013; Shirokova et al., 2016). Whereas experienced time pressure
undermines well-being, it was also found to activate people in seeking career options (Wanberg
et al., 2020). A certain necessity to act may stimulate approach-oriented career behaviors.
Therefore, the extent to which career shock challenge appraisals inspire approach-oriented career
behaviors may depend on individual and contextual factors.

In addition to the absence of the challenge appraisal-coping relation, we found no support for
the hypothesized relation between approach-oriented career behavior and career decision-making
stress. Engagement in networking, career consultation, skill development, and planning appar-
ently does not alleviate career-related stress. Similarly, prior research demonstrated that people’s
proactive career behaviors during the COVID-19 pandemic did not diminish their job insecurity
(Langerak et al., 2022). Possibly, approach-oriented career behavior may yield not only positive
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outcomes, such as increased knowledge about possible job options, but also negative ones, such as
awareness of career obstacles and requirements, which may generate doubt and uncertainty.

Findings of this study contribute to the CSE literature (Chang et al., 2012; Kammeyer-Mueller
et al., 2009). First, we found that CSE relates negatively to career shock threat appraisals, which
extends prior findings showing that lower CSE relates to more perceived stressors (Kammeyer-
Mueller et al., 2009). Second, we found that CSE was unrelated to challenge appraisals. Future
research could examine if personal characteristics other than CSE might instigate challenge
appraisals. For example, research has demonstrated that extraversion and openness, both of which
are different from CSE (Judge et al., 2003), were positively related to challenge appraisals (Mak
et al., 2004; Tomaka & Magoc, 2021). In addition, learning goal orientation, which is a more
malleable personal characteristic (Noordzij et al., 2013), has been shown to strengthen the re-
lationship between challenging stressors and challenge appraisal (Ma et al., 2021). Future research
could disentangle the specific personal characteristics that are associated with challenge appraisals
and focus specifically on state-like characteristics that can be targeted for interventions.

Strengths and limitations

Strengths of this study include the introduction of a Career Shock Coping Model that is anchored
in stress and career theory (Akkermans et al., 2018; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Lent & Brown,
2013; Lent et al.,, 1994, 2000). Additionally, data were gathered in an extraordinary time
(i.e., during the COVID-19 pandemic) among a homogeneous sample, which provided a rare
opportunity to study a career shock that affected a large group of individuals.

Nevertheless, some limitations should be taken into account when interpreting the results of
this study. First, for practical reasons, such as the availability and retention of student respondents,
we tested relationships among our study variables using a two-wave study design. As we
measured appraisals, career-related behaviors, and career decision-making stress at the same time,
conclusions about the direction of relationships can only be drawn on theoretical grounds. It
should be noted though, that our findings remained significant when controlling for prior levels of
career decision-making stress, which strengthens our findings. Moreover, there is a vast body of
research showing that appraisal cognitions precede behavior (e.g., Doron & Martinent, 2017; Goh
et al., 2010; Sweet et al., 1999).

A second limitation concerns possible common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003). As we
measured our variables using self-reports, there is a chance of inflated relationships. We limited
common method bias by guarantying response anonymity (Cooper et al., 2020; Podsakoff et al.,
2003) and varying our response scales (Cooper et al., 2020). As correlations between our study
variables vary substantially (including insignificant correlations), it seems unlikely that common
method bias threatens our conclusions. In addition, multimethod studies do not necessarily find
lower correlations than monomethod studies, and evidence for biasing variables (e.g., acqui-
escence) inflating correlations in self-report studies is mixed or non-existent (Spector, 2006).

Third, the recruitment method used (e-mail invitations) yielded a modest response rate (22.1%
at Time 1), which increases vulnerability to response bias. To get an indication of response bias,
we compared our Time 1 sample to the population (i.e., medical master’s students in the two
participating medical schools). In terms of gender, female students are slightly better represented
in our sample (sample: 75.3%, population: 68%). In terms of age, our sample was slightly younger
than the population (sample: 24.2, population 25.5).

Finally, with this study we were interested in one specific career shock, and individual dif-
ferences in coping with this shock. Therefore, we measured the appraisal of the career shock, and
not its specific characteristics (e.g., predictability, controllability, valence, duration, and source;
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Akkermans et al., 2018). Future research could use these characteristics to compare the impact of
career shocks differing on these dimensions.

Future Research Directions

Our study provides several directions for future research. First, our CSC model could be tested for
other career shocks. Career shocks are highly heterogeneous and therefore may evoke different
types of appraisals, behavioral responses, and career-related outcomes. For example, career
shocks at work (e.g., unexpected changes in leadership, reorganizations) that directly affect
employees’ career opportunities may trigger adaptive approach-oriented career behavior such as
turnover (Shipp et al., 2014), career changes (Carless & Arnup, 2011), or job crafting (Akkermans
& Tims, 2017). Alternative relevant career-related outcomes include person-environment fit (e.g.,
person-job fit; Van Vianen, 2018), job satisfaction (Judge et al., 2017), and career satisfaction (Lee
etal., 2017). Also, future research could test the CSC model relationships in different samples and
career stages. Our sample consisted of master’s students in medicine in The Netherlands. Levels of
career decision-making stress and levels of engagement in approach- and avoidance-oriented
career behaviors may be different in other student samples and in later career stages. Testing
the CSC model in different settings and among various samples is need to examine the gen-
eralizability of our findings, and will allow for a more comprehensive understanding of career
shocks and the mechanisms at play.

Second, future research could take a temporal perspective and identify individual trajectories of
appraisal and coping over time and how these relate to career-related outcomes. For example, in
the event of job loss, briefly engaging in avoidance-oriented coping may not lead to negative
outcomes provided this coping strategy changes over time to an approach-oriented strategy. In
addition, minimizing time between the occurrence of a career shock and measurement of ap-
praisals allows for measuring more spontaneous appraisals of the shock. Possibly, such spon-
taneous challenge appraisals do result in more approach-oriented career behavior. These temporal
processes can be studied using experience sampling methods.

Third, future research could use qualitative methods to validate the Career Shock Coping
model and to further explore the role of challenge and threat appraisals in the career shock coping
process.

Practical Implications

Our findings have implications for career counselors and universities. First, the finding that CSE
relates to threat appraisals can be used to identify individuals who are at risk of coping aversively
with career shocks. In the event of a career shock, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, extra support
(e.g., career counseling, peer support groups) can be provided to these individuals. Second, this
study provides directives for providing support to people dealing with a career shock. As our study
demonstrates that threat appraisals are related to career decision-making stress via avoidance-
oriented coping behavior, career counselors can help to reappraise the threat of a career shock.
They can help clients to positively reframe the threat by stimulating reflection on the positive sides
of the career shock and what they could learn from it (Ranney et al., 2017). In addition, during
counseling sessions, individuals’ coping strategies can be discussed, and counselors can provide
support to engage in coping behaviors other than avoidance-oriented coping.



710 Journal of Career Development 51(6)

Conclusion

This study proposed and tested a Career Shock Coping Model in the context of the COVID-19
pandemic. Results suggest that appraising a career shock as a threat can have negative conse-
quences for career decision-making stress. Therefore, career counselors and coaches could guide
clients in reappraising the threat of a career shock and support clients in the development of
adaptive coping strategies. Future research can build on our findings by investigating the CSCM in
different contexts and investigating the role of time in the appraisal-coping processes of career
shocks.
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Notes

1. Before testing our hypotheses, we conducted a Confirmatory Factor Analysis to assess whether the four
approach- and four avoidance-oriented career behaviors loaded on their respective higher order factors.
Information on the analysis (including fit indices) can be found in the Supplementary File S1.

2. Additional information can be found in the Supplementary File S2.
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