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Searching for a Job:
Problem- and Emotion-Focused Coping

Loes Kreemers

i

For Job.

In an era in which we have to use our resources sparingly because
we operate far beyond the carrying capacity of the earth, I didn't want to
have any hardcopy made of my dissertation. All the more so because in the
present time, in my experience, everyone sees hardcopy dissertations
mainly as something symbolic and not as something functional. Every
academic reads the work from a dissertation online. So, I objected to the
printing of my thesis at the appropriate committee. My objection was
received sympathetically and there are some changes in regulations in
preparation regarding requirements of hardcopy dissertations and more
importantly regarding flying in foreign professors for the defense.
However, because the current regulations state that there must be at least
twelve printed copies, I was not given any guarantee that I would receive
my degree without printed matter. Therefore, I decided to print the
minimum amount and one spare. I made the spare one at the request of my
cousin Job. He is determined to read it all. I like that and I like the idea that
if you want to get your hands on my dissertation about Job Search, you have
to find Job and ask him if you can borrow it.
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Voor Job.

In een tijdperk waarin we zuinig om moeten gaan met onze
resources omdat we ver buiten de draagkracht van de aarde opereren wilde
ik eigenlijk geen enkele hardcopy van mijn proefschrift laten maken.
Temeer ook omdat in de huidige tijd, in mijn ervaring, iedereen hardcopy
proefschriften vooral als iets symbolisch ziet en niet als iets functioneels.
Iedere academicus leest het werk uit een proefschrift digitaal. Ik heb
bezwaar gemaakt tegen het afdrukken van mijn proefschrift bij de
commissie voor promoties. Mijn bezwaar werd sympathiek ontvangen en
er komen ook vernieuwingen in het promotieregelement aan. Echter, omdat
in het huidige promotie-regelement staat dat er minimaal twaalf gedrukte
exemplaren moeten bestaan om te promoveren, kreeg ik geen garantie dat
ik mijn graad zou ontvangen zonder drukwerk. Voor iedereen die het
proefschrift in hardcopy willen vasthouden, er is een doorgeef exemplaar.
Deze heb ik gemaakt op verzoek van mijn neef Job. Hij staat er op om mijn
hele proefschrift te lezen. Dat doet me deugd en ik amuseer me bij het idee
dat als je een hardcopy van mijn proefschrift over Job Search in handen wilt
krijgen, je Job zal moeten zoeken om te vragen of je het mag lenen.
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Prologue

1

PROLOGUE

Thank you for opening my dissertation on job search. Maybe you
have an academic interest or a personal interest in job search that
caused you to open it. Most likely you have or will have some
experience with job search yourself. As do I. Allow me to share one
of my job search experiences with you:
All my wishes for a future career seemed to come together in
this one perfect vacancy. It was send to me by several colleagues
and friends separately. The timing could not have been better
because after all the chapters of my dissertation were finished I
wanted to start a new chapter elsewhere. I was excited. I spent
days writing and re-writing my motivation letter aided by
constructive feedback of more than one dedicated helper. It
proved tougher than I imagined to convince the selection
committee of something that was so obvious to me: I was the
person for the job. Finally on the evening before the deadline I
went to bed tired and relieved after having submitted my
documents. The next day I received a confirmation email and
the waiting began. A week went by without hearing anything.
They must have had many applicants I thought to myself, they
would probably come back to me next Friday. I got more and
more nervous as the days past and I started to check my email
compulsively. On Friday still nothing. In the weekend I
ruminated, uncertain about what had happened. They sure must
have received my application, because I received a
confirmation. I imagined three stacks of applicant files: the
definitely not stack, the worth consideration stack, and the invite
for interview stack. Had I already been placed on a stack? On
Monday I suppressed my fear of coming across inpatient and
asked if anyone could tell me more about the procedure. After
some confusion, it became clear what had happened. To my
dismay, due to a technical dysfunction at the HR-department,
my application had not been placed on any of my imagined
stacks. The application procedure was well on its way without
me in it!

This story fits seamlessly among the many stories I have
collected in the past years. These stories show that seeking for a job
2
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can be tough, despairing even and that dealing with setbacks during
job search can be hard. To me it seems as much unavoidable as ironic
that I would get my share of negative job search experiences, because
I have spent the last four years doing research about how job seekers
can deal with negative job search experiences and how they can
search for a job effectively. I unintentionally prepared myself
extensively for finding a job after finishing my dissertation about job
search. In the last four years I read about job search, spoke to job
seekers and job search professionals, and tested ideas about how to
improve the process of finding a job. This allowed me to write this
dissertation in which I generated evidence-based advice for job
seekers that can help them to cope with negative job search
experiences and to spend their time more effectively for finding a job.
As a job seeker, I have already benefitted from my research and I
hope it will help others too.

3
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Introduction
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INTRODUCTION

In our mutual economy and increasingly flexible labor market
job transitions during the lifespan are increasing. The number of jobs
held between ages 18 and 50 is 11.9 (Bureau of Labour Statistics,
2017) and is estimated to increase over the next generations, making
job search an inseparable part of people’s working lives.
Consequently, many people search for a job at some point in their
lives, such as graduates who make the school-to-work transition,
people who lose their jobs due to downsizing or temporary contracts,
people who change between jobs, and people who return to the labor
market after a period of unemployment.
When people do not successfully find (re)employment they
risk (prolonged) unemployment, which is undesirable for numerous
reasons. Firstly, unemployed individuals have a severe risk of both
mental and physical health problems (e.g., Korpi, 2001; McKeeRyan, Song, Wanberg, & Kinicki, 2005; Paul & Moser, 2009; Strully,
2009). The negative effects of unemployment on mental and physical
health intensify as unemployment prolongs (Paul & Moser, 2009)
and ill health increases the risk of remaining unemployed (Korpi,
2001; Van Hooft, 2014), creating a vicious circle. The negative
effects of unemployment are not limited to unemployed individuals,
but spill over to their families, resulting in reduced well-being of
spouses and children of unemployed individuals (McKee-Ryan &
Maitoza, 2018; Ström, 2003). On top of the negative consequences
for individuals and their families, unemployment is costly to society
as a whole because unemployed often receive social benefits without
contributing to economic production (cf. Stenberg & Westerlund,
2008). It is therefore of paramount importance for individuals
themselves, for their families, and for society that job seekers find a
job successfully.
The present dissertation aims to answer the following
research questions: (1) How can job seekers effectively search for a
job? (2) Which factors facilitate such way of searching? (3) How can
they adaptively cope with the negative experiences they encounter
during job search? (4) What negative job search events do job seekers
6
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encounter while searching for a job, and how do job seekers respond
to these events?
Below, I will first introduce the concept of job search and
discuss people’s job search behaviors in terms of intensity (quantity)
and content (quality) as a form of problem-focused coping. Then I
will outline the difficulties associated with job search and their
negative impact on job seekers emotions. Subsequently, I discuss the
need for adaptive emotion-focused coping and suggest selfcompassion as a potentially beneficial coping strategy. Finally, I
discuss the need to examine the content and consequences of negative
job search experiences.
Job Search: Intensity and Content
The literature on job search suggests that the key to finding a
job is to search for one (e.g., Kanfer, Wanberg, & Kantrowitz, 2001;
Van Hooft, Born, Taris, & Van der Flier, 2005; Van Hooft, Born,
Taris, Van der Flier, & Blonk, 2004; Wanberg, Glomb, Song, &
Sorenson, 2005; Wanberg, Hough, & Song, 2002; Wanberg, Kanfer,
& Rotundo, 1999; Wanberg, Zhu, & Van Hooft, 2010). Job search
entails specific behaviors to identify labor market alternatives, find
information about these alternatives, and pursue labor market
opportunities (Barber, Daly, Giannantonio, & Phillips, 1994; Bretz,
Boudreau, & Judge, 1994). Examples of such behaviors are browsing
the web for vacancies, responding to applications, and going to
network events and job interviews. More time spend on job search
generally translates to a higher likelihood of finding a job (Kanfer et
al., 2001). As such, job search is an important problem-focused form
of coping with job loss, school-to-work transitions, and job-to-job
changes (Van Hooft, 2018a), as it attempts to resolve the “root” cause
of the stressful situation (e.g., being or becoming unemployed;
DeFrank & Ivancevich, 1986; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Job search
positively influences job seekers’ feelings when they perceive
progress towards their employment goal (Wanberg et al., 2010).
Therefore, one could advise job seekers to simply put as much time
7
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and effort into the task of finding a job and treating job search as a
full time job itself (Asselbergs, 2018).
Although spending time and effort on job search mostly
indeed improves the chances of getting (re)employed (e.g., Kanfer et
al., 2001), the relation between job search intensity and
(re)employment success is modest. In part, this may be explained by
a range of non-search factors that contribute to the chance of getting
a job, such as the economic conditions, job seeker qualifications, and
hiring discrimination (Wanberg et al., 2002). Other factors that play
a role are individual differences in how job seekers spend their job
search time. Previous research (Kanfer et al., 2001) has
conceptualized job search behavior as a pattern of thinking, affect,
and behavior that can be evaluated along three different dimensions:
(a) intensity-effort (frequency and effort with which job seekers
engage in job search activities), (b) content-direction (the activities
job seekers engage in and the quality of these activities), and (c)
temporal-persistence (job seekers’ persistence and how the job search
is changed over time). The intensity-effort dimension reflects how
much job seekers search in terms of time and effort, reflecting job
search quantity, whereas the other two dimensions exemplify how job
seekers search, reflecting job search quality. While much of the job
search literature has focused on job search quantity, relatively less
attention has been given to job search quality (Van Hooft, Wanberg,
& Van Hoye, 2013; Van Hoye, 2018; Wanberg, 2012). The focus on
quantity is also reflected in unemployment policies. For example, in
The Netherlands to receive unemployment benefits, unemployed
people have an application requirement (i.e., “sollicitatieplicht”) that
dictates the number of job search activities that recipients of
unemployment benefits have to engage in monthly (UWV, 2019).
However, the other job search components, how people are
searching, are also important. Intuitively it makes sense that how job
seekers search is an important predictor of job search success.
Searching in the wrong place or sending poor applications likely
negatively influences people’s chances of finding a job. Various
8
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scholars have coined the notion of job search quality (i.e., Saks, 2005;
Van Hooft & Noordzij, 2009; Van Hoye, Van Hooft, & Lievens,
2009; Vinokur & Schul, 2002; Vuori & Vinokur, 2005; Wanberg et
al., 2002; Wanberg, Kanfer, & Banas, 2000) and recent theorizing
has conceptualized job search quality and emphasized its importance
for finding a job (Van Hooft et al., 2013). There is however still
limited empirical research that tests the presumed relation between
job search quality and (re)employment success.
To be able to inform job seekers on how to spend their time
effectively to secure a job and avoid the negative consequences of
unemployment, it is important that we move beyond job search
quantity (i.e., job search time, effort, and intensity) and increase our
understanding about how job seekers can improve their job search
quality. In the present dissertation, I broaden the construct space of
job search by integrating theorizing on the content and persistence
dimensions of job search (Kanfer et al., 2001) with theorizing on job
search quality (Van Hooft et al., 2013). I identify job search
systematicity as an indicator of job search quality and assess its
predictors and outcomes. A highly systematic way of searching
indicates an adaptable and persistent approach towards job seeking.
This involves actively seeking ways to improve search behavior and
adjusting the search strategy based on what is learned and persisting
even when this was hard. A non-systematic way of searching is at the
other end of the spectrum of systematicity and reflects less adaptable
and persistent behavior.
By identifying ways to become more effective in the job
search process, job seekers can be helped to optimize their chances
to find a job. To the extent that effective job search results in
perceived progress towards the employment goal, progress
perceptions can temper the distress associated with (looming)
unemployment (Wanberg et al., 2010). Unfortunately, there are still
factors outside of job seekers’ control which make that perceiving
progress during job search is not always a given. Therefore, in the
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next part I examined how job seekers can emotionally cope with
difficulties and lack of progress.
Job Search as Source of Agony
Job search is a lengthy and complex process towards a rather
distal goal (Van Hooft et al., 2013). Engaging in job search places
people in uncertain, competitive situations and challenges them to
engage in novel, non-routine activities for which they have limited
skilled experience (Noordzij, Van Hooft, Van Mierlo, Van Dam, &
Born, 2013; Van Hooft, 2018a; Wanberg, 2012). For job seekers
there is no clear pathway towards finding employment and they
receive little feedback along the way. It is often unclear what has to
be done to meet the requirements of recruiting parties, and actions to
find reemployment are often unsuccessful (Wanberg, Basbug, Van
Hooft, & Samtani, 2012). Some job seekers experience job search as
a “black hole” that swallows efforts and energy without returning a
positive outcome (Wanberg, Basbug, et al., 2012). As a consequence
of the uncertainty, difficulties, setbacks, and repeated rejections
associated with job search, rather than relieving job seekers of
distress, job search can form an additional source of agony. The more
time job seekers engage in job search, the more negative job search
experiences they encounter, and the worse they feel (Song, Uy,
Zhang, & Shi, 2009). Consequently, many studies found an inverse
relation between job search effort and mental health (McKee-Ryan et
al., 2005).
Emotions during job search. Many people experience
negative emotions at some point in the job search process, which also
puts an emotional strain on their families (e.g., Song, Foo, Uy, & Sun,
2011; Song et al., 2009). However, while negative emotions are
overrepresented during job search, especially positive emotions have
been found to help attaining job search success (Côté, Saks, & Zikic,
2006; Turban, Lee, Da Motta Veiga, Haggard, & Wu, 2013; Turban,
Stevens, & Lee, 2009). Hence, although job search is necessary and
increases the likelihood of finding a job, it may also hamper finding
10
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a job when it is associated with negative rather than positive
emotions.
While studies on job search typically distinguish between
positive and negative emotions, contemporary emotion research
adheres to a two-dimensional structure of emotions (Russell, 2003;
Yik, Russell, & Steiger, 2011) and affect (Feldman Barrett & Russell,
1998), characterized by hedonic tone (i.e., positive vs. negative) and
activation level (i.e., activating vs. deactivating). Negative affect can
have a high (e.g., feeling distressed) or low (e.g., feeling down)
activation level, and positive affect can have a high (e.g., feeling
energized) or low (e.g., feeling at ease) activation level (Yik et al.,
2011). In the present dissertation I apply this two-dimensional model
of affect by taking activation level into account. As such, I align my
conceptualization of affect with the increasing amount of literature
distinguishing activating and deactivating affect (e.g., Baas, De Dreu,
& Nijstad, 2008; Carver, 2004; Taylor, 1991; Watson & Tellegen,
1985; Wrzus, Luong, Wagner, & Riediger, 2015). Throughout all
studies in this dissertation I make this distinction to examine whether
the results differ for activating and deactivating affect.
Surprisingly, little research has examined how negative affect
can be reduced and positive affect can be fostered during job search.
In order for job seekers to effectively search for a job and avoid the
negative consequences of unemployment it is highly important that
we identify emotional coping mechanisms that job seekers can use to
reduce negative affect and sustain positive affect when dealing with
negative job search experiences. Beneficial emotion-focused coping
involves identifying, understanding, and expressing emotions in a
psychologically adaptive way (Pennebaker, 1993; Stanton, DanoffBurg, Cameron, & Ellis, 1994). In the present dissertation I introduce
self-compassion to the job search literature as an adaptive coping
mechanism to deal with negative job search experiences.
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Self-Compassion
Self-compassion is an example of adaptive emotion-focused
coping (Neff, 2003a), with its origins in Buddhist tradition. Taken
into contemporary western psychology, it entails three basic
components: “1) self-kindness—extending kindness and
understanding to oneself rather than harsh judgment and selfcriticism; 2) common humanity—seeing one’s experiences as part of
the larger human experience rather than seeing them as separating
and isolating; and 3) mindfulness—holding one’s painful thoughts
and feelings in balanced awareness rather than over-identifying with
them” (Neff, 2003a, p. 89). Self-compassion has been shown to be
beneficial for people who experience negative events such as
receiving unfavorable feedback or academic failure (Breines & Chen,
2012; Leary, Tate, Adams, Allen, & Hancock, 2007; Neff, Hsieh, &
Dejitterat, 2005).
In the present dissertation, I examine whether a selfcompassioned mindset can function as an adaptive emotion-focused
strategy to deal with negative job search experiences. In two
correlational studies, I study self-compassion as a trait and test the
extent to which this trait benefits job seekers in dealing with their
negative job search experiences. Subsequently, because previous
research has shown that self-compassion can be induced (e.g., Adams
& Leary, 2007; Breines & Chen, 2012; J. W. Zhang & Chen, 2016)
and is trainable (Adams & Leary, 2007; Shapira & Mongrain, 2010),
I conduct a field experiment. I test whether self-compassion can
indeed be increased by an online intervention, and whether it impacts
job seekers’ affective responses to their negative job search
experiences. I further examine self-criticism as underlying
mechanism to explain the positive effects of self-compassion.
Practically, showing that a self-compassioned mindset can be taught
to job seekers and can buffer the negative affective consequences of
job search experiences opens up the possibility to equip job seekers
with a mindset that helps them to cope with these experiences.

12
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Negative Job search Experiences: Content and Consequences
The fact that job search is often accompanied by negative job
search experiences and that these experiences negatively impact job
seekers’ wellbeing has been recognized in the field (e.g., Klehe &
Van Hooft, 2018; Song et al., 2009; Wanberg, 2012; Wanberg et al.,
2010). These negative experiences are mostly operationalized in
general terms such as job search difficulties or lack of job search
progress (Kreemers, Van Hooft, & Van Vianen, 2018; Song et al.,
2009; Wanberg, Zhu, Kanfer, & Zhang, 2012). Although this is
useful for quantitative examination, these generic measures do not
offer in-depth knowledge about the specific negative events that job
seekers encounter. Also, such generic measures do not allow for
examining whether specific (categories of) events relate to different
affective and behavioral responses. This in-depth knowledge is,
however, worthwhile because it can enrich theory on the link between
events and emotions. Further, it can inform job search professionals
about the difficulties that job seekers encounter in specific stages of
the job search process and the types of support they may need. This
knowledge can also inform hiring parties in the labor market about
the impact that their hiring practices can have on job seekers’
experiences and associated emotions, and consequently on an
organization’s attractiveness as an employer (Anderson, Salgado, &
Hulsheger, 2010; Hausknecht, Day, & Thomas, 2004). Therefore, in
this dissertation, I explore the specific content of job seekers’
negative job search experiences.
Overview of this Dissertation
The ultimate goal of the studies presented in this dissertation
is to explore how job seekers can effectively spend their time on job
search and deal with negative job search experiences, as such
extending theory on job search. This dissertation is built around four
empirical chapters presenting research findings from samples of job
seekers who were actively searching for a job.
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Chapter 2 addresses the first two research questions by
examining how job seekers can effectively search for a job and which
factors predict that way of searching. In this chapter, I broaden
existing approaches to studying the concept of job search behavior
by identifying job search systematicity as a problem-based coping
strategy to deal with the unpleasant situation of being or becoming
unemployed. In a 5-wave diary (( = 217) study I examine both
predictors (i.e., goal clarity, goal valence, and different types of
affect) and outcomes (job attainment) of job search systematicity.
Chapters 3 and 4 focus on the third research question by
examining an emotion-focused coping strategy, self-compassion, that
can help job seekers deal with their negative job search experiences.
Chapter 3 presents findings from a cross-sectional study (Study 3.1;
( = 99) and from a 5-wave diary study (Study 3.2; ( = 227; i.e., part
of the Chapter 2 study) investigating the role of trait self-compassion
for job seekers’ (de)activating positive and negative affect. Chapter
4 involves an intervention study (( = 180) aiming to replicate and
extend the findings reported in Chapter 3. This intervention study
used an online writing exercise to test whether job seekers’ selfcompassion can be increased and whether this positively impacts
their affect. Furthermore, this intervention study tests whether this
positive influence on affect can be explained through reduced selfcriticism.
The study presented in Chapter 5 addresses the fourth
research question by examining negative job search experiences in
more detail. This study entails a qualitative analysis of anecdotes ((
= 192) of negative job search experiences that job seekers were asked
to describe and their reports of the specific emotions and behaviors
that followed these experiences.
Finally, in Chapter 6 I discuss and integrate the main
conclusions of the preceding chapters along with implications for
theory and practice. I finish this dissertation giving suggestions for
future research.

14
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If You Want a Job, Don’t just Search Hard, Search Systematically:
A Field Study with Career Starters
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Abstract
After finishing school, career starters face the challenge of finding a
suitable job. Job search is a difficult process because there is no clear
pathway to obtaining employment. Furthermore, spending time on
job search relates negatively to mental health. In the present study,
we aim to uncover a way of searching that increases the chance of
obtaining a job. We identify job search systematicity, in addition to
job search intensity, as an important dimension of job search behavior
that may predict the likelihood of obtaining a job. A highly
systematic way of searching indicates an adaptable and persistent
approach towards job seeking, while a non-systematic way of
searching reflects a more random hit-or-miss job search approach.
We explored whether job search systematicity was related to
increased chances of finding a job and whether it changed over time.
In addition, we explored its predictors (goal clarity, employment
commitment, and activating affect). The results of our field study
among 217 job seeking career starters using a five-wave correlational
design showed that systematic job search increased over time.
Furthermore, job search systematicity was positively related to job
search success, controlling for job search intensity. Moreover, our
study showed that goal clarity, employment commitment, and
activating affect were positively associated with job search
systematicity. These findings extend theory by broadening the
conceptualization of job search, and inform job seeking career
starters and employment and career counselors about how to
approach the job search process.
Keywords
Job search behavior, job search quality, employment status, goal clarity,
goal valence, affect
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After finishing school, career starters face the challenge of
finding a suitable job. Job search is a difficult process because there
is no clear pathway with predetermined steps to obtaining
employment, and the job search process is full of obstacles.
Especially new labor market entrants are confronted with a
challenging paradox. After having just finished their degree they face
rejections because they lack work experience. However, the only way
to gain work experience is by being hired. Negative job search
experiences, such as rejections that job seekers encounter, cause
distress (Song et al., 2009). Cumulative research provides compelling
evidence of the negative impact of job search on job seeking
individuals’ physical, mental, and social functioning (McKee-Ryan
et al., 2005). Furthermore, unemployment forms a psychological
burden for both unemployed individuals and their families and for
society as a whole (Song et al., 2011). It is therefore crucial for career
starters to find a job.
One way in which job seekers can increase their chance of
finding a job is to allocate more time to their job search. Previous
research has generally shown that the more time job seekers engage
in job search behavior (e.g., surfing the internet for jobs, having
network conversations, visiting temporary employment agencies,
writing application letters) the higher the likelihood of obtaining a
job (e.g., Kanfer et al., 2001). But, even though spending more time
on job search is better than spending less time, the explained variance
of job search intensity in employment outcomes, such as job offers
and employment status, is generally relatively limited (Kanfer et al.,
2001). To be able to inform job seekers on how to spend their time
effectively to obtain a job, it is therefore important that we learn
which other aspects of job search contribute to an increased
likelihood of finding a job.
In addition to the time job seekers spend on job search (i.e.,
job search intensity), extant theory has suggested that other
dimensions of job search behavior may also be important in
predicting employment outcomes (Kanfer et al., 2001; Stumpf,
17
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Colarelli, & Hartman, 1983; Van Hooft et al., 2013). Building on this
theorizing we identify systematic versus non-systematic job search
as an important dimension of job search behavior that may predict
the likelihood of finding a job. A systematic way of searching
indicates an adaptable and persistent approach towards job seeking,
while a non-systematic way reflects a more random hit-or-miss job
search approach.
In the current study we had three aims. Given that there is no
previous research that assesses job search systematicity, our first
interest was to explore whether systematic job search is predictive of
the likelihood of finding a job (beyond mere job search intensity).
Subsequently, when systematic job search indeed increases the
likelihood of finding a job, the development of systematic job search
over time and its antecedents are also of interest. Therefore, exploring
whether systematic job search is stable or not over time, and
exploring antecedents of systematic job search were our second and
third aim. Based on recent models and research on job search (Liu,
Wang, Liao, & Shi, 2014; Song et al., 2009; Wanberg et al., 2010)
we propose that both stable between-individual differences (i.e., job
search clarity, financial need, and employment commitment) and
more momentary within-individual differences (i.e., different types
of affect) are related to systematic job search. To test these
propositions, we conducted a field study among higher educated new
labor market entrants using a five-wave correlational design,
following job seekers every four days over the course of three weeks.
Our study contributes to the job search field by broadening
the construct space of job search behavior. Even though the relevance
of other dimensions of job search in addition to intensity is
recognized by job search scholars (Kanfer et al., 2001; Koen, Klehe,
Van Vianen, Zikic, & Nauta, 2010; Saks, 2005; Van Hooft &
Noordzij, 2009; Wanberg et al., 2002, 2000), more empirical research
is needed to specify these additional dimensions and their possible
role in the job search process. By examining the systematicity with
which people engage in job search, as well as its antecedents and
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outcomes, we aim to extend current theorizing on beneficial job
search behaviors. Practically, this knowledge may benefit job seekers
and employment and career counsellors in providing direction on
how job seekers may spend their time most efficiently to optimize
employment outcomes.
Job Search Behavior
Job search behavior can be defined as a dynamic, recursive,
self-regulated process in which the goal to find a job drives behavior
to reach that goal (Kanfer et al., 2001). Job search behavior entails a
broad range of activities (e.g., networking, contacting employment
agencies, searching for vacancies, writing motivation letters) and the
use of a variety of resources (e.g., time, effort, social resources).
Especially the amount of time and effort that people spend on looking
for employment (or the number of job search activities that people
engage in), conceptualized as job search intensity, have been the
focus in most of the empirical research on job search (Kanfer et al.,
2001; Van Hooft et al., 2013). Meta-analytic studies report a positive
association between job search intensity and the likelihood of
obtaining employment (Kanfer et al., 2001; Van Hooft, Wanberg,
Kanfer, Kammeyer-Mueller, & Basbug, 2015). Although it is
encouraging that putting time into job search increases the chance of
obtaining employment, meta-analyses have yielded only modest
effect sizes. For example, in the Kanfer et al. (2001) meta-analysis
job search intensity and effort explained only about 3-10% of the
variance in employment outcomes such as job offers (i.e., 5.2910.89%) and employment status (i.e., 3.24-5.76%). This may in part
be explained by the fact that finding a job also depends on a range of
non-search factors, such as job seekers’ social capital or
(re)employment constraints, labor market demands, and hiring
discrimination (Wanberg et al., 2002).
Another explanation pertains to the idea that individuals may
differ in how they spend their job search time. Previous theorizing
has distinguished between different dimensions of job search
19

JOB SEARCH SYSTEMATICITY

behavior other than its intensity. For example, in describing the
process of job search several authors make a distinction between
systematic and focused job search versus random or fortuitous job
search (Stevens & Beach, 1996; Stumpf, Colarelli, & Hartman,
1983). Stumpf and colleagues (1983) argued that systematic and
focused job search should result in more positive job search
outcomes. Further, Kanfer and colleagues (2001) conceptualize job
search behavior as referring to a pattern of thinking, affect, and
behavior that can be evaluated along three different dimensions: (a)
intensity-effort (frequency and effort with which job seekers engage
in job search activities), (b) content-direction (the activities job
seekers engage in and the quality of these activities), and (c)
temporal-persistence (job seekers’ persistence and changes over time
in search dimensions). These dimensions reflect practical
descriptions of searching effectively for a job, which suggest that job
seekers who (1) use multiple and diverse search tactics, and (2)
persist at the task increase their likelihood of finding a job (Kanfer et
al., 2001). Using multiple tactics exemplifies the content-direction
dimension, and persistence at the task exemplifies the temporalpersistence dimension of job search behavior. Both dimensions go
beyond job search intensity and can be qualified as behaviors that
may enhance job search success.
In addition to these perspectives, Van Hooft and colleagues
(2013) proposed a model in which they identified and delineated the
components of job search quality. Similar to the notion that job
search is the outcome of a dynamic, recursive, self-regulated process
(Kanfer et al., 2001), they distinguished different cyclical phases
which contribute to job search quality (i.e., goal establishment, goal
planning, goal striving, and reflection). A high-quality job search
process enables job seekers to learn, and adapt their job search
activities in such a way that these meet the expectations of those
parties at the labor market that make decisions about whom to give
jobs to (e.g., recruiters, selecting organizations, hiring managers),
hereby increasing the likelihood of getting a job (Van Hooft et al.,
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2013). Integrating this perspective with Kanfer et al.’s (2001)
content-direction dimension of behavior, high job search quality is
characterized by using multiple tactics and assessing which tactics
are effective through reflection on one’s current job search activities
and the progress that is being made towards the job search goals. For
example, active feedback-seeking may inform job seekers in
adapting their job search behaviors such that these result in greater
success (Van Hooft et al., 2013). When considering Kanfer et al.’s
(2001) temporal-persistence dimension of job search behavior, high
job search quality is characterized by processes involving (sustained)
goal-directed behaviors and goal-shielding, which refers to keeping
the job search goal accessible and active and shielding it from
interference of competing goals (Lord, Diefendorff, Schmidt, & Hall,
2010). A high-quality job search process aiming at reaching a goal
(i.e., finding employment) requires focus and persistence such that
alternative goal pursuits are put aside while striving for the job search
goal and temptations that thwart goal progress are avoided. This will
allow resources to be available for the pursuit of attaining a job.
Building in routines can help freeing resources for the task at hand as
routines partly rely on automated behavioral patterns which require
less cognitive resources than deliberate self-control (Verplanken,
2006). Building in routines in the job search process may therefore
help job seekers to use their resources adaptively and persist at
searching for a job (Baay, De Ridder, Eccles, van der Lippe, & van
Aken, 2014).
Job Search Systematicity
Integrating these prior theoretical notions, in the current study
we conceptualize the systematicity of job search as ranging from a
systematic job search to a non-systematic job search. Systematicity
of job search can be described in behaviors along the contentdirection and the temporal-persistence dimensions of job search
behavior. Highly systematic search is characterized by being
systematic in (1) being persistent and undistracted from pursuing job
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search, and building in routines in using various search channels, and
by being systematic in (2) being adaptive, trying divers search
channels, and seeking feedback to improve the effectiveness of job
search behavior. Low systematic job search is the opposite of
systematic job search and is thus characterized by behaviors that are
less persistent and adaptive, or in other words more volatile,
fortuitous, or random.
Job search behavior that is adaptive, persistent, and makes use
of routines is likely more effective than behavior that is fortuitous
and led by distractions. Integrating theory and research on job search
behaviors (Kanfer et al., 2001; Stevens & Beach, 1996; Stumpf et al.,
1983) and job search quality (Van Hooft et al., 2013) into the concept
of systematic job search, we expect that job search systematicity will
relate positively to job search outcomes such as finding employment.
In addition, we expect that job search behavior likely changes
over time shaped by input that is acquired during the process (Van
Hooft et al., 2013). This input can be acquired through personal
experience, through observing and talking to others, or through
reading about job search in popular literature (e.g., Bolles, 2015).
According to a learning based perspective on job search change
(Barber et al., 1994), over time job seekers learn more efficient and
effective search methods (e.g., building in routines, asking for
feedback). These methods will facilitate future job search. We expect
that, based on the above, as job seekers go about their job search in
an adaptive and persistent manner, the systematicity of their job
search will increase over time.
Goal-Related Antecedents of Job Search Systematicity
When systematic job search proves to be effective for finding
a job, it is important to uncover the factors that may promote this
effective search behavior. Considering the conceptualization of job
search as a goal-directed process (Kanfer et al., 2001), goal
establishment is necessary to initiate and guide an effective selfregulated job search (Van Hooft et al., 2013). In the present study we
22

CHAPTER 2

therefore examine two likely goal-related antecedents of systematic
job search that pertain to goal establishment: goal clarity and goal
valence. In the context of job search there are various possible goals
(e.g., staying informed about job alternatives, strengthening your
position in negotiations with an employer, creating and staying in
touch with a professional network), however, the most common goal
is finding employment (Boswell, Boudreau, & Dunford, 2004; Van
Hoye & Saks, 2008). In the context of this study, we focus on career
starters who newly enter the job market and who may regard finding
employment as their main goal. Goal clarity (i.e., job search clarity)
and goal valence (i.e., employment commitment and financial need)
examined in our study pertain to this particular goal.
Goal clarity with regard to finding employment, or job search
clarity, is the extent to which job seekers have a clear idea of their
job search objectives, for example concerning the type of job they
desire (Wanberg et al., 2002). These job search objectives can help
steer the search process in the right direction. Without a clear idea
about the type of job one is searching for, job seekers will less likely
target their applications to those vacancies that match their
qualifications. According to goal setting theory, having a clear goal
is paramount for successful goal striving behavior (Latham, Mawritz,
& Locke, 2018). Indeed, we can infer from empirical findings that
job search effectiveness gets undermined by a lack of job search
clarity (Côté et al., 2006; Wanberg et al., 2002; Zikic & Saks, 2009).
Considering that we defined systematic search as being
adaptive and persistent, a clear goal will facilitate systematic search
in two ways. Firstly, clear job search goals allow job seekers to assess
the effectiveness of their search tactics better than vague job search
goals. The effectiveness is evaluated based on the extent to which
one’s continuous job search activities contribute to progress that is
being made towards the job search goal. Having a better
understanding of the effectiveness of job search tactics will likely
facilitate behaviors that contribute to the systematicity of the job
search. Not having a clear goal, will impair the evaluation process
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because the criterion of this evaluation is vague. This will result in
more random search activities and thus lower systematicity of the job
search. Secondly, a clear goal makes it easier to distinguish between
behavior that is intended to reach that goal and behavior that distracts
from the goal. This will facilitate the process of keeping attentional
resources available for and focused on the current task pursuit and
persistence towards goal attainment, thus enhancing the systematicity
of the job search. Without a clear goal, attentional resources may be
scattered over various tasks, making it harder to persist at job search.
This will result in less focus on search activities and lower
systematicity of the job search. Consequently, we expect that job
search clarity will positively relate to the systematicity of job search.
In addition to goal clarity, we examined goal valence as goalrelated antecedent of job search systematicity. Goal valence refers to
the value an individual attributes to a goal. The value job seekers
attribute to finding employment may be of an intrinsic (i.e.,
employment commitment) and/or extrinsic nature (i.e., financial
need). Some individuals conceive their work as an essential part of
their personal identity. They are intrinsically motivated to work and
will have a high employment commitment. Employment
commitment is the extent to which work is intrinsically important to
an individual (Kanfer et al., 2001). Others may primarily view their
work as a means to earn money and are extrinsically motivated to
work. When experiencing financial need, these individuals will be
motivated to find work (i.e., to earn money). Given our focus on
career starters, in the present study financial need refers to the extent
to which job seekers would have financial difficulties if they would
not find a job in the upcoming months.
Goal and motivation theories describe a positive relation
between the value individuals attribute to a goal and whether they
perform goal directed behavior. According to motivational theories
(Theory of Planned Behavior; Ajzen, 1991; Expectancy-Value
Theory; Feather, 1982), goal-directed behavior is guided by
motivation, which depends on the value attached to the goal. When a
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higher value is attributed to the outcome (e.g., finding a job), the goal
becomes more important, which will make job seekers more
persistent and less distracted, contributing to the systematicity of job
search. Assuming that employment commitment and financial need
both exemplify value given to the goal of attaining a job, they will
both foster the systematicity of job search. Therefore, we expect that
employment commitment and financial need will positively relate to
the systematicity of job search.
Next to the relatively stable between-individual differences in
goal clarity and goal valence, more momentary within-individual
differences such as affect are also important for effectiveness in goal
pursuit and self-regulatory behaviors (Carver, 2003; Carver &
Scheier, 1990, 1998). Therefore, we also examine affect as a likely
antecedent of systematic job search.
Affect as Antecedent of Job Search Systematicity
Job seekers experience many ups (e.g., finding a suitable
vacancy, being invited to a job interview, having a nice network
conversation) and downs (e.g., receiving a rejection, not hearing back
after having send an application) during job search, resulting in a
“roller-coaster of emotions” (Wanberg et al., 2010). Affect plays an
important role in the job search process (e.g., Da Motta Veiga &
Turban, 2014; Kreemers et al., 2018; Song et al., 2009; Turban et al.,
2013, 2009; Wanberg et al., 2010). For example, negative job search
experiences such as difficulties and low job search progress relate to
an increase in negative affect and a decrease in positive affect
(Kreemers et al., 2018). Affect, in turn, impacts job search behavior.
For example, Song and colleagues (2009) have shown that distress
can lead to an increase in job search intensity. Furthermore, Turban
and colleagues (2009) have shown that positive emotions positively
relate to motivation control and meta-cognitive activities during job
search.
Previous research on affect during job search typically
distinguishes between positive and negative affect. However, in
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addition to the hedonic tone of affect (i.e., positive vs. negative),
emotion researchers have identified a second component of affect,
that is, its activation level (i.e., activating vs. deactivating affect;
Feldman Barrett & Russell, 1998; Russell, 2003; Yik et al., 2011).
Combining the hedonic tone and activation level, we can qualify
affect into four categories: negative affect with a high (e.g., feeling
tense, angry or distressed) or a low (e.g., feeling disappointed or
down) activation level, and positive affect with a high (e.g., feeling
energized or enthusiastic) or a low (e.g., feeling at ease, calm or
relaxed) activation level (Yik et al., 2011). Given that the job search
process is characterized by such a versification of emotions, we chose
to specify activation level in addition to hedonic tone.
Research from different fields (Alexander, Hillier, Smith,
Tivarus, & Beversdorf, 2007; De Dreu, Baas, & Nijstad, 2008;
Dreisbach & Goschke, 2004; Fredrickson, 2001; Fredrickson &
Levenson, 1998; Rowe, Hirsh, & Anderson, 2007) provides evidence
for different cognitive and behavioral responses to different types of
affect. For example, Baas and colleagues (2008) showed in their
meta-analysis that different levels of affective activation lead to
different levels of creative performance (i.e., dual path way to
creativity model). For example, creative fluency (number of ideas or
insights) and originality are facilitated by activating moods (e.g.,
happy, fearful, or angry), but not by deactivating moods (e.g., sad or
serene). More specifically, when hedonic tone is negative, activating
moods facilitate creative performance through increased persistence,
while when hedonic tone is positive through increased cognitive
flexibility.
Another theoretical perspective pertains to the effects of
positive and negative emotions on the mind. According to the
broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson, 2001; Fredrickson &
Branigan, 2005), positive emotions broaden people’s attention,
cognition, and action, widening the array of perception, and action
present in the mind, while negative emotions shrink these same
arrays. Evidence for this idea comes from experiments indicating that
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individuals who experienced positive affect show patterns of thought
that are flexible, inclusive, integrative, creative, and efficient, and
that they accept a broader range of behavioral options and have an
increased preference for variety (for an overview see Fredrickson,
2004).
Self-regulatory theory also makes predictions about the role
of affect for allocating resources toward reaching goals. The affectas-information model of control theory (Carver & Scheier, 1990;
Schwarz & Clore, 1983, 2003) holds that people can infer how much
effort they need to put in to reach their goal, from how they feel. For
example, activating negative affect (e.g., frustration or anger) signals
to individuals that their goal is still unfulfilled. The elevated arousal
level can be used to mobilize energy for continued goal pursuit
(Carver, 2001, 2004; Taylor, 1991). In contrast, deactivating negative
affect (e.g., disappointment or sadness), signals to individuals that
they endured loss and uncontrollability and it may help to come to
terms with the loss. The low arousal levels allow individuals to
preserve energy (Carver, 2001, 2004; Streubel & Kunzmann, 2011).
Similarly, positive activating affect (e.g., excitement) could mobilize
energy for goal pursuit, while positive deactivating affect (e.g.,
contentment) follows once a goal has been accomplished and
resources can be preserved (Carver, 2003).
Based on the above research lines, theoretical perspectives
and self-regulation theory, we can develop different expectations for
the four different types of affect. Positive activating affect may
facilitate the systematicity of job search. The dual pathway to
creativity model posits that positive activating affect leads to better
creative performance through enhanced cognitive flexibility.
Furthermore, according to the broaden-and-build theory positive
emotions broaden individuals’ thought-action repertoires, eliciting a
wider range of thoughts and actions than individuals typically engage
(Fredrickson, 2001; e.g., explore, play, and integrate; Fredrickson &
Levenson, 1998). This flexibility and broader range of thoughts and
actions will likely aid the creative process of coming up with new job
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search tactics to diversify the job search process. The increased
breadth of attention associated with positive activating affect (Rowe
et al., 2007) likely also facilitates active feedback seeking, allowing
job seekers to be adaptive to expectations of demanding parties on
the job market. In addition, according to self-regulatory theory
(Carver, 2003), positive activating affect could mobilize the energy
to engage in goal pursuit. Therefore, we expect that positive
activating affect will positively relate to the systematicity of job
search.
Positive deactivating affect (e.g., content), according to the
affect-as-information model of control theory (Carver & Scheier,
1990; Schwarz & Clore, 1983, 2003), is likely a result of having
peace with the status quo. It signals that you are well on track and can
afford to focus your energy elsewhere (Carver, 2015). Similarly, the
dual pathway to creativity theory (De Dreu et al., 2008) advocates
that creativity benefits most from positive mood states that are
activating (e.g., happiness) rather than deactivating (e.g., relaxed). So
according to these theoretical perspectives, job seekers with positive
deactivating affect will likely coast, and cease or postpone further
efforts. The broaden-and-build theory, however, presumes a similar
role of positive activating and deactivating affect. Regardless of
activation level, different positive emotions (e.g., contentment or
amusement) would each have broadening effects relative to neutral
states (Fredrickson & Branigan, 2005). This broadening as explained
before could facilitate systematic job search. Based on
aforementioned literature and theory we arrive at competing
expectations. Positive deactivating affect could both positively and
negatively relate to the level of systematic job search.
The same applies to the relation between negative activating
affect and the systematicity of job search. On the one hand, the
cognitive focus and narrowed scope of attention associated with
negative activating affect (for a review see Derryberry & Tucker,
1994) may facilitate goal shielding and goal maintenance as it helps
to keep alternative goals at bay. On the other hand, the narrow focus
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also relates to impaired cognitive flexibility (Alexander et al., 2007),
which may hinder the systematic search process of seeking new
information. Combining the aforementioned lines of research and
theories, negative activating affect could both positively and
negatively relate to the level of systematic job search.
Lastly, negative deactivating affect is associated with the
preservation of energy and goal detachment (Carver & Scheier, 1990;
Fulford, Johnson, Llabre, & Carver, 2010; Wrzus et al., 2015), while
systematic job search is indicative of allocating resources toward goal
pursuit. Therefore, negative deactivating affect would likely relate to
less systematic job search. Literature shows that when people feel
down, mood regulation will take precedence over self-control (Tice,
Bratslavsky, & Baumeister, 2001). Job seekers may not disengage
from their goal altogether, but they could resort to non-systematic
search which requires less deliberate action, and they could be more
easily distracted. Therefore, we expect that negative deactivating
affect negatively relates to systematic job search.
Method
Design, Participants and Procedures
We used a multi-wave correlational design with five
measurement points (Time 1-5), each four days apart. Choosing
episode of four days enabled participants enough time to engage in
job search behavior, but also to enable them to accurately recall their
affective states and their job search behavior. We purposefully
recruited job seekers who engaged in job search activities every four
days at minimum. In the Time 1 baseline measurement we assessed
individual differences in goal clarity, employment commitment, and
financial need. At each measurement point we assessed for the past
episode of four days how job seekers felt, how much time they spent
on job seeking, and how systematically versus non-systematically
they searched. Two and five months after the fifth measurement time
point (Time 6 and 7) we assessed whether participants had found a
job.
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Career starters were recruited via the alumni office of a
university in the Netherlands, employment agencies, and social
media in the months April and July of 2015 and January of 2016, to
participate in a study on effective job search behavior. To meet the
study eligibility criteria, participants had to be under 36 years old,
highly educated, and had to graduate within 6 months or had to be
graduated for maximally a year. In return for completion of the Time
1 measure participants received a gift card of €5. When additionally
completing the Time 2-5 measurements, participants received an
additional gift card of €20. After completion of the Time 7
measurement participants received a list of job search tips. A total of
348 individuals started the registration questionnaire. Of these, 227
met the inclusion criteria (active search, to be graduated within 6
months or graduated maximally one year ago, higher educated,
maximally 35 years old) and finished the Time 1 survey. The final
sample consisted of 217 participants1, of which 129 (59.4%)
completed all five repeated measures (Time 1-5). Two months after
the fifth measurement time, 116 participants (53.5%) filled in the
Time 6 measurement and five months later 76 participants (35.0%)
filled in the Time 7 measurement.
The mean age was 25 years (SD = 2.45). The majority
(77.0%) of participants were women (n = 167). Most participants
(70.0%) were recently graduated (M = 8.18 months), while 30.0% of
the participants were to graduate within 6 months (M = 3.49 months).
Most respondents (73.7%) had a paid (student) job. Participants with
a (student) job worked on average 23.21 hours a week (SD = 12.69),
mostly in a temporary job (81.1%), while some were tenured (16.9%)
or self-employed (7.5%). The sample was higher educated (73.7%
university master degree, 15.2% university bachelor degree, and
11.1% higher vocational education). The mean job search duration at
the time of the first questionnaire was 2.85 months (SD = 2.93).
1

Data of 10 “participants” were deleted because, due to a suspicious amount of
overlap in the personal sign in information (e-mail address, phone number, ipaddress, timing), we suspected that two individuals made up these data.
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Measures
The Time 1 baseline survey included the following
measures2: Job search clarity, employment commitment, financial
need, and demographics (age, gender, ethnicity, level of education,
employment position, job search duration). The repeated measure
surveys (Time 1-5) included: affect during the prior four days (i.e.,
activating and deactivating negative and positive affect), job search
intensity in the prior four days, and systematic job search in the prior
four days. At each measurement we assessed whether the participant
had found a job. Cronbach’s alpha’s are displayed in Table 2.1.
Job search clarity. Job search clarity was assessed with four
items (e.g., “I have a clear idea of the type of job that I want to find”)
from Wanberg et al. (2002). Participants responded on a 5-point scale
ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5).
Employment commitment. Employment commitment was
assessed with four items (e.g., “Having a job is an important part of
my daily life”) based on Van Hooft et al. (2004). Participants
responded on a 5-point scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to
strongly agree (5).
Financial need. Financial need was measured with three
items based on Van Hooft and Crossley’s (2008) items for financial
need. Participants were asked to indicate how difficult their financial
situation would get if they would not find a job in the coming months
(i.e., “How difficult will it be to make ends meet if you do not find a
job in the upcoming months?”, “If you do not find a job in the coming
months, will you have financial difficulties?”, “How much do you
expect to have to give up your normal standard of living if you do not
find a job in the coming months”) on 5-point scales ranging from not
2

The data were collected as part of a larger data collection in which we addressed
various research questions. We have written Chapter 3 (Study 3.2) on another part
of the data. Apart from the demographics, the only overlapping variable is affect,
which is a predictor in this chapter and the outcome in Chapter 3. We included
several other variables for Chapter 3 and exploratory purposes. At Time 1 we also
measured: action state orientation, learning goal orientation, challenge and threat
appraisals, core-self evaluations, and self-compassion.
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at all difficult (1) to very difficult (5) or not at all (1) to very much
(5).
Affect. Affect was assessed with 16 emotions from the
PANAS (Crawford & Henry, 2004). We selected those emotions that
clearly fall within one of the four affect categories of the emotion
circumplex (Yik et al., 2011). We asked participants to indicate to
what extent they had felt the emotions in the last four days (i.e., “The
next questions are about how you feel about your job search
experiences in the last four days. Please indicate to what extent you
experienced the following emotions.”) on 5-point Likert scales
ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). The specific
emotions were nervous, stressed, frustrated, and jittery for negative
activating affect, sad, disappointed, down, and downcast for negative
deactivating affect, enthusiastic, cheerful, lively, and energetic for
positive activating affect, and at ease, calm, relaxed, and laid back for
positive deactivating affect.
Job search intensity. Job search intensity was assessed at all
five measurement times with a 12-item behavioral index, consisting
of a list of job search activities selected based on existing measures
for job search behavior (Blau, 1994; Van Hooft et al., 2004),
including both formal and informal, and both preparatory and active
job search activities. We added one item to the index used by Van
Hooft et al. (2004), pertaining to the use of social media to search for
a job. Participants were asked to indicate how much time (in hours)
within the last four days they had spent on each of 12 tasks (e.g.,
writing a motivation letter, search information about an organization
I would like to work for, preparing for a job interview, talking to
friends and family about job leads). Response categories ranged from
0 hours to 32 hours or more. The sum of the nine items was used as
a composite job search intensity score, with a lower score indicating
less time was spend on job search in general in the past four days. We
capped the maximum sum score at 40 hours as reasonable maximum
in four days (this applied to two participants). Cronbach’s alpha
ranged between .51 and .77. Similar reliabilities are reported in prior
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studies (e.g., .64 in Van Hooft & Noordzij, 2009; .71 in Wanberg et
al., 2000). It should be kept in mind that job search behavior is
measured with a behavioral checklist which should be considered a
causal indicator measure in which items are not interchangeable
indicators of an underlying construct (Edwards & Bagozzi, 2000). A
high internal consistency is therefore not to be expected. Validity was
further supported by the fact that the job search behavior index
strongly related (correlations on different time points ranging from r
= .87 to r = .92, p < .001) to participants’ scores on the question
“Altogether, about how many hours did you spend on your job search
in the last four days?”, asked as validity check.
Job search systematicity. High job search systematicity is
characterized by being adaptive, by seeking feedback and trying
divers search channels as well as being persistent, undistracted from
pursuing job search and building in routines in using various search
channels. Low job search systematicity is characterized by behaviors
that are less adaptive, and less persistent, or in other words more
volatile, fortuitous, or random. Based on these descriptions, we
developed items to measure the extent to which job seekers searched
systematically (see Appendix). Items were written based on extant
theoretical notions and models on job search (e.g., Crossley &
Highhouse, 2005; Kanfer et al., 2001; Stevens & Beach, 1996;
Stumpf et al., 1983; Van Hooft et al., 2013). We selected and adapted
items such that some items related to (1) being persistent and
following routines, some items related to (2) actively seeking
feedback and using diverse search channels to improve, and some
items related to (3) a random way of searching (reversed coded). Job
seekers were asked to indicate the extent to which each item applied
to them in the past four days on 5-point Likert scales ranging from
strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5).
To test the psychometric properties of the systematic job
search scale we pilot tested our measure in a sample of active job
seekers (( = 99) which was part of another study (reference omitted
for the purpose of blind review). Participants varying in age, gender,
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and educational level were recruited via employment agencies and
social media in the months April and July of 2015. Mean age was
40.83 (SD = 14.04), 61.6% were women (n = 61), and participants
were generally highly educated (35.4% university degree, 43.4%
higher vocational education, 15.2% intermediate vocational
education). Of the participants, 57.6% were unemployed, 19.2% had
a part time or student job, 7.1% were studying while searching for a
job, 4.0% had temporary employment, and the remaining 15.2% was
freelancer, intern, or volunteer. The median job search duration was
6 months (SD = 9.77).
Exploratory factor analyses of the 15 items indicated that all
but one item clustered into three components of systematic job search
behavior: persistence, adaptability, and fortuitous search behavior.
After exclusion of one item, the remaining 14 items had an
Cronbach’s alpha of .83. In the main study, confirmatory factor
analyses of systematic job search at Time 1 (( = 217) showed that a
factor model with the three components loading on a second-order
factor had an acceptable fit, χ2(74) = 234.88, p < .001, CFI = .92,
SRMR = .079, and all factor loadings were >= .44, p < .01.
Cronbach’s alpha of the 14 items ranged between .84 and .91 across
the different measurement points.
Job attainment. Whether job seekers had found a job was
measured at Time 2 to 5 by asking participants whether they were
still searching for a job. One of the response options was “no, I
stopped searching because I accepted a job”. In Time 6 and 7
measurements we include the question: “Did you accept a job offer
in the last two months?”. Job attainment was coded as 1 when
participants answered that they had accepted a job in response to one
or two of these questions. Job attainment was coded as 0 if they
answered that they did not accept a job. When participant data at a
measurement time was missing regarding this question we used the
last available information on job attainment.
Control variables. Age, gender, job search duration (in
months), education (bachelor or master degree), graduation status
34

CHAPTER 2

(graduated or not) and employment position (employed or
unemployed) were assessed as control variables because previous
meta-analytic findings indicated that these relate to job search
outcomes (Kanfer et al., 2001). For reasons of parsimoniousness and
power, in the analyses we included only those three control variables
that were not only theoretically logically but also empirically related
to our dependent variables (cf. Becker, 2005): Job search duration,
graduation status, and measurement time.
Results
Table 2.1 displays the descriptive statistics and betweenindividual correlations for the baseline measures and aggregated
repeated measures. On average participants spent 1 hour and 43
minutes per day on job search over the 20 days of the study.
To explore whether systematic job search relates to the
likelihood that job seekers had found a job within five months, we
conducted a hierarchical logistic regression. We first tested a model
with only the constant (Step 1), then we entered the Time 1 control
variables job search duration, and whether a participant was
graduated in Step 2. We added the aggregated average of job search
intensity over time points 1 to 5 in Step 3 and the aggregated average
of systematic job search over time points 1 to 5 in Step 4. As shown
in Table 2.2 this logistic regression model was statistically
significant, χ2(4) = 265.06, p < .01. The model explained 11% (Cox
& Snell R2) of the variance in finding a job, and correctly predicted
58.2% of job seekers. The results indicate that, while job search
intensity was not significantly related to the likelihood of obtaining a
job, Exp(B) = 0.97, p > .05, systematic job search was significantly
related to an increased likelihood of obtaining a job, Exp(B) = 2.51,
p < .01. The odds ratio larger than 1 indicates that as the systematic
job search increases, the odds of attaining a job increases.
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Table 2.2
Logistic Regression with Job Attainment as Dependent Variable
Step 1
Step 2
Step 3
Exp(B)
Exp(B)
Exp(B)
a
*
*
Job search duration
0.89
0.87*
0.89
b
**
**
Graduated
3.16
2.96**
3.19
Job search intensityc
1.00
0.97
d
Systematic job search
2.51**
χ2
Δχ2
Cox & Snell R2

273.83
0.07

273.80
0.03
0.07

265.06
8.74***
0.11

(ote. ( = 227; ameasured in months; b0 = student, 1 = graduated; csum of time
spend on job search activities averaged over measurement times 1 to 5. djob
search systematicity score averaged over measurement times 1 to 5.
*
p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

Next, we explored the antecedents of job search
systematicity. Our data has a two-level structure with the five
measurement times (Level 1) nested within participants (Level 2).
We first examined to what extent job search systematicity actually
varied on both the within- and between-individual level, by
comparing two intercept-only models (i.e., with the intercept fixed or
random). For systematic job search, 42.9% of the total variance was
between individuals and 57.1% within individuals. This shows that
some individuals searched more systematically than others, and that
individuals searched more systematically at one episode than at
another. These analyses show sufficient within- and betweenindividual variance in the job search systematicity over time, hereby
supporting both conducting repeated measures and using multi-level
regression analyses.
To explore whether goal clarity, employment commitment, financial
need, and the four different types of affect related to systematic job
search we performed a multi-level multiple regression analysis with
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systematic job search as dependent variable. Our control variables
job search duration, and graduation status, and our predictors goal
clarity, employment commitment, and financial need are Level 2
variables as these were measured once at the baseline measure and
therefore differ between but not within individuals. Measurement
time and the four different types of affect are Level 1 predictors as
these differ between measurement times within individuals. We
grand-mean centered the Level 2 variables and person-mean centered
the Level 1 variables, except for measurement time (i.e., 0-4). Several
authors recommend building up multi-level models starting with a
model with all parameters fixed and then adding random coefficients
and exploring extra variables (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002; Twisk,
2006). Consistent with these recommendations, we first tested the
intercept-only models. We found support for a random intercept as
the random-intercept model fit significantly better than the fixedintercept model (χ2MODEL0 = 2030.05, χ2MODEL1 = 1810.27, Δχ2 =
219.77, p < .01). In all subsequent models we therefore included a
random intercept. In Model 1, we included the control variables only,
in Model 2 we added the Level 2 predictors, and in Model 3 the
different types of affect.
Table 2.3 presents the results. Model 3 shows that there is a
positive relationship of measurement time with systematic job
search, which means that job seekers’ systematic job search increased
across the five episodes. Furthermore, in line with our expectations
goal clarity and employment commitment were positively related to
systematic job search. Contrary to our predictions financial need was
unrelated to systematic job search. The results concerning the relation
between affect and systematic job search show that the two activating
affects (i.e., negative activating affect and positive activating affect)
were positively related to systematic job search. In contrast, both
deactivating affects (i.e., negative deactivating affect and positive
deactivating affect) were not related to systematic job search.

38

CHAPTER 2

Table 2.3
Multi-level Regression Results for Systematic Job Search as
Dependent Variable
Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Intercept

2.81***

2.84 ***

2.83***

Control variables
Job search durationa
Graduatedb
Measurement timec

0.03*
0.21*
0.05***

0.02
0.16*
0.05***

0.02
0.16*
0.05***

0.13**
0.13*
0.06

0.13**
0.13*
0.06

Level 2 predictors
Job search clarity
Employment commitment
Financial need
Level 1 predictors
Negative activating affect
Negative deactivating affect
Positive activating affect
Positive deactivating affect

0.12**
-0.03
0.22***
-0.01

Random effects
Var.error (eij)
Var.intercept (u0j)

0.29***
0.20***

0.29***
0.18***

0.27***
0.19***

-2 Log-likelihood
Parameters in model

1782.85
6

1765.82
9

1706.71
13

(ote. For individuals ( = 217; for number of observations k = 5. SPSS Mixed
models analyses was used with the variance components variance-covariance
structure. Level 2 predictors are grand mean centered, Level 1 predictors are
person mean centered. ameasured in months; b0 = student, 1 = graduated; c0-4 five
measurement times. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
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Discussion
In most research on job seeking, job search behavior is
operationalized as how much time and effort job seekers spend or
how many job search activities they engage in to obtain
(re)employment (i.e., job search intensity; Kanfer et al., 2001). The
present study aspired to broaden the construct space of job search
behavior to move the job search literature beyond job search
intensity. We integrated previous conceptualizations that describe
other components of job search (i.e., content-quality and temporalpersistence; Kanfer et al., 2001; systematic vs. fortuitous; Stevens &
Beach, 1996; Stumpf et al., 1983) with theorizing on job search
quality (Van Hooft et al., 2013) to define job search systematicity as
an important component of job search behavior that may predict the
likelihood of finding a job. The present study provides empirical
support for the usefulness of broadening the domain of job search
behavior beyond intensity. Specifically, our findings show that
systematic job search positively predicted job attainment. This
implies that searching in an adaptive (e.g., through feedback seeking
and using divers search channels) and persistent (e.g., through using
routines and low distraction) manner as opposed to a more random
hit-or-miss job search approach is beneficial for finding employment.
This finding may encourage other scholars to look beyond job search
intensity and take job search systematicity into account as a relevant
predictor of job search outcomes.
Job search systematicity differs from the concept of job
search strategies (i.e., focused, exploratory, and haphazard strategy)
that have been described in previous research (Crossley &
Highhouse, 2005). These job search strategies pertain to the width of
the potential job opportunities that are targeted by job seekers.
Focused job seekers search with a specific job profile in mind,
exploratory job seekers search for a wide range of job options, and
haphazard job seekers lack clear ideas of what to search for. Although
previous research shows that a haphazard strategy (which actually
represents a lack of strategy) is negatively related to employment
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outcomes, the findings for the focused and exploratory strategies
yield a more mixed pattern (Crossley & Highhouse, 2005; De
Battisti, Gilardi, Guglielmetti, & Siletti, 2016; Koen et al., 2010;
Koen, Van Vianen, Van Hooft, & Klehe, 2016). For example,
Crossley and Highhouse (2005) only find support for a positive
relation between an exploratory (and not focused) strategy and job
offers, while De Battisti and colleagues (2016) show that a focused
strategy increased the likelihood of reemployment. Koen et al (2010)
found a positive relation between both exploratory and focused
strategies and job offers, while Koen et al (2016), found no support
for the relationship between exploratory and focused strategies and
reemployment. Furthermore, unlike job search strategies, job search
systematicity can be considered as an indicator of job search quality.
Future research is needed to examine how job search systematicity
relates to or interacts with an exploratory and focused search strategy,
as conceptually these strategies could be done with high or low
systematicity.
We used a five-wave design to be able to explore the
development of job search systematicity over time during the course
of our study. In line with a learning based perspective on job search
change (Barber et al., 1994), our results showed that job search
behavior changes over time, such that the extent to which job seekers
search in an systematic manner increased during the time of the
study. Future research could test whether this learning based
perspective is applicable to a highly educated job seekers only or
generalizes over all groups of job seekers. In addition, future research
could examine how to facilitate positive change in job search
systematicity among job seekers.
In line with motivation theories (Theory of Planned Behavior;
Ajzen, 1991; Expectancy-Value Theory; Feather, 1982) and selfregulatory models of job search (e.g., Kanfer et al., 2001; Van Hooft
et al., 2013), results showed that job search clarity and employment
commitment (reflecting the intrinsic valence that job seekers attribute
to their employment goal) were positively related to systematic job
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search. Having clear job-search objectives, for example regarding the
type of desired job, and being intrinsically motivated for work, are
thus not only important for job search intensity (Wanberg et al., 2002,
2010) but also for the systematicity of job search.
Contrary to our expectations financial need (reflecting the
extrinsic valence that job seekers attribute to their employment goal)
was not significantly related to systematic job search. Apparently, the
prospect of having financial difficulties when one would not succeed
in finding a job in the upcoming months does not stimulate nor hinder
job search systematicity. The incentive performance literature may
explain this finding. Various meta-analyses (e.g., Cerasoli, Nicklin,
& Ford, 2014; Jenkins, Mitra, Gupta, & Shaw, 1998) indicate that
intrinsic motivation explains more unique variance in the quality of
performance, whereas incentives are better predictors of the quantity
of performance. Employment commitment and financial need
represent different conceptualizations of valence, that is, intrinsic and
extrinsic motivations for employment, respectively. Considering that
systematic job search is an indicator of job search quality, the
intrinsic motivation of employment commitment rather than the
extrinsic motivation of financial need relates to the quality of job
search. In contrast to job search intensity, which is positively
associated with both employment commitment and financial need
(Kanfer et al., 2001).
Our results further showed that emotions of different
activation levels related differently to job search systematicity, such
that positive and negative activating affect were positively related to
systematic job search, and positive and negative deactivating affect
were unrelated to systematic job search. Our results provide support
for the notion that activation level is a valuable additional distinction
within affect (in addition to the positive-negative distinction) to take
into account when studying the relation between affect and job search
behavior. The results are in line with the dual pathway to creativity
model that also highlights the importance of including the activation
level dimension by positing that especially activating affect
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contributes to creative performance (Baas et al., 2008; De Dreu et al.,
2008). Furthermore, the results suggest nuancing the broaden-andbuild theory (Fredrickson, 2004), which assumes similar roles for
activating and deactivating positive affect.
Limitations and Future Research
Some limitations should be taken into consideration. First,
because our data are based on self-reports, common method bias and
social desirability may have influenced our results (Podsakoff &
Organ, 1986; Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). To
decrease the concern of social desirable responding we emphasized
the anonymity of our participants (Podsakoff & Organ, 1986).
Furthermore, exploring within-individual dynamics reduces some of
the social desirability concerns, because its effects would be similar
within individuals across different the measurement times. To further
counteract confounding influences other sources (e.g., counselor
reports; see Van Hooft, 2014) should be included in future research
that assess job search behavior and its antecedents.
Second, our correlational design does not allow us to draw
causal conclusions. For example, in our theoretical reasoning affect
precedes job search systematicity. However, considering that affect
and systematic job search were both measured within individuals in
the same time span, one can reason that the directionality could be
reversed and systematic job search could (also) lead to activating
affect. Future research could disentangle the direction of the
relationships by exploring how the job search process unfolds over
time in more detail. To fully understand the dynamic process of job
search, time should be taken into account. By including time, we
found that systematic search changes over time. Future research
could test the various circumstances that affect these changes in job
search systematicity. Future studies could focus on examining factors
that influence changes in systematic search, uncovering the learning
process. For example, individual differences may explain why some
job seekers improve their search systematicity more than others. A
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meaningful individual difference in this context could be learning
goal orientation. Previous research has already indicated that a
learning goal orientation facilitates the job search process (e.g., Van
Hooft & Noordzij, 2009). Indeed, a learning goal orientation may
promote finding a job through its positive influence on developing a
more systematic job search. Testing this proposition could give
additional insight into why some job seekers become increasingly
better at their search while others do not. Another way to more
thoroughly incorporate job search dynamics would be to examine
lagged effects and growth models. In addition, continuing in the line
of Song et al. (2009) and Wanberg et al. (2010) future work may
examine how systematic job search and job seekers’ affective
responses develop at a day-to-day level.
Another limitation is the decreasing response over
measurement times, which is a common finding in longitudinal
studies. By sending participants reminders and by incentivizing
finishing the whole study with both money and job search tips, we
tried to reduce the attrition of participants.
Lastly, as this is the first study assessing systematic job search
as an indicator of job search quality, more research regarding this
construct is needed. A logical next step would be to build a
nomological network of job search systematicity that represents how
other relevant job search concepts relate to it. For example, in
addition to testing how job search systematicity relates to specific job
search strategies (i.e., haphazard, exploratory, focused; Crossley &
Highhouse, 2005), future research could also look at the relation with
job search self-efficacy (Saks, Zikic, & Koen, 2015), career
adaptability (i.e., concern, commitment, curiosity and confidence;
Koen et al., 2010), and reemployment quality.
Conclusion
The results of this study broaden existing approaches to
studying job search behavior by identifying job search systematicity
as an important indicator of job search quality, predicting job
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attainment. This study may inspire researchers to continue along this
line and further explore how job seekers can invest their time
effectively to increase their chances of finding a job. While future
research is needed to test the robustness and generalizability of our
conclusion, the practical implications of addressing job search
systematicity are promising. As we further our understanding of job
search behaviors that are most effective for finding a job, we can
inform job seekers and career and employment counselors about how
best to spend time on job search (i.e., if you want a job, don’t just
search hard, search systematically) and about the factors that foster
more systematic job search (i.e., job search clarity, employment
commitment, and activating affect).
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Appendix
Items of the Systematic Job Search Scale
Job seekers were asked to indicate the extent to which the statement in each
item applied to them in the past four days on a 5-point scale ranging from
strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). Items with an asterisk were
reversed coded.
1 …I continued searching for a job even though at times it was tedious.
2 …I had a fixed routine when searching for a job.
3 …I persevered during my job search even though I was afraid things
wouldn’t work out.
4 …I used a standardized approach when searching and applying for a
job.
5 …I tried to figure out how I could improve my job search.
6 …I asked others for advice and ideas on how I could improve my job
search.
7 …I thought of different ways to find a job than I had already tried.
8 …I adjusted my search strategy based on what I learned while
searching for a job.
9 …I tried new ways to search for a job.
10 …I did not have a plan or strategy to search for a job.*
11 …I only had vague ideas on how I could search for a job.*
12 …I was easily distracted from my job search by other things.*
13 …I used a hit or miss approach when searching for information about
jobs.*
14 …I searched for jobs without giving it deliberate thought.*
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Chapter 3
Dealing with Negative Job Search Experiences:
The Beneficial Role of Self-Compassion for Job Seekers’ Affective
Responses3

3

This chapter is based on Kreemers, L. M., Van Hooft, E. A. J., & Van Vianen, A.
E. M. (2018). Dealing with negative job search experiences: The beneficial role of
self-compassion for job seekers’ affective responses. Journal of Vocational
Behavior, 106, 165–179.
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Abstract
Searching for a job is associated with various obstacles and
difficulties, which may elicit emotional responses among job seekers.
In a cross-sectional (Study 3.1; ( = 99) and a 5-wave diary study
(Study 3.2; ( = 227), we examined whether self-compassion helps
job seekers to better cope emotionally with the difficulties they
encounter (Study 3.1) and the lack of progress they experience (Study
3.2) during job search. Results of Study 3.1 indicated that selfcompassion related positively to positive affect and negatively to
negative affect. Furthermore, the negative relationship between
difficulties during job search and different types of positive affect
(i.e., activating and deactivating) was less negative for job seekers
with more self-compassion. Results of Study 3.2 showed that job
seekers high on self-compassion reported less negative affect and
more positive affect during job search episodes in which progress
was lacking than job seekers low on self-compassion. Furthermore,
self-compassion was found to function as an adaptive mindset that
attenuates the positive relationship of perceived lack of job search
progress with different types (i.e., activating and deactivating) of
negative affect. The combined Study 3.1 and 3.2 findings suggest that
self-compassion can be beneficial for job seekers’ well-being in
difficult times during the job search process.
Keywords
Job search, self-compassion, negative affect, positive affect,
progress, difficulties.
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The mutable economy and the upswing of technology have
contributed to a flexible job market in which an increasing number
of people search for a job (Eurofound, 2015). Job search is relevant
across various career stages, for example, new labor market entrants
who just finished their degree, employees (with temporary contracts)
who transit from one job to the next, and people who are laid off due
to cuts or the disappearance of their job. Job search is oftentimes an
emotional experience because of an abundance of difficulties such as
setbacks, rejections, and other negative experiences (Song et al.,
2009; Wanberg, Basbug, et al., 2012; Wanberg et al., 2010). There
are no predetermined steps to (re)employment and job seekers
usually get little to no feedback other than rejections (Wanberg,
Basbug, et al., 2012). It is therefore not surprising that many
individuals experience job search as a black hole that swallows their
efforts and energy without returning a positive outcome (Wanberg,
Basbug, et al., 2012). Indeed, meta-analytic findings indicate a
negative relationship between job search effort and mental health
(McKee-Ryan et al., 2005). The detrimental effect of job search on
job seekers’ emotional responses is troublesome because research has
shown that especially positive emotions promote job search success
(Côté et al., 2006; Turban et al., 2013). Therefore, we need research
that identifies cognitions and coping mechanisms that job seekers can
use for dealing with negative job search experiences in order to
reduce negative affect and sustain positive affect.
In the present chapter, we present two field studies (a crosssectional and a five-wave diary study) among job seekers in which
we examined whether the negative affective consequences that job
seekers experience can be buffered by a self-compassioned mindset.
Self-compassion entails being kind and understanding toward oneself
in instances of pain or failure rather than being harshly self-critical,
perceiving one’s experiences as part of the larger human experience
rather than seeing them as isolating, and neither ignoring and
avoiding nor amplifying painful thoughts and emotions (Neff,
Kirkpatrick, & Rude, 2007).
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Our studies aim to contribute to the extant job search literature
by introducing self-compassion as a mindset that may help job
seekers cope with negative experiences during job search. The
literature on job search recognized the importance of positive affect
for the job search process (Côté et al., 2006; Turban et al., 2013), but
little research has examined how job seekers’ positive affect can be
fostered. Suggestions have been made to improve job seekers’
resilience in order to foster positive adaptation to adverse situations
(Song et al., 2009; Turban et al., 2013). We aim to contribute to this
line of thought by proposing that self-compassion can function as an
adaptive emotion-focused coping strategy during job search. With
our research we further aim to contribute to the job search field by
shedding more light on job seekers’ affective responses. Affect is
relatively underexposed in the job search literature and its models, as
these typically focus on cognitions and behavioral processes (e.g.,
Boswell, Zimmerman, & Swider, 2012; Saks, 2005; Van Hooft et al.,
2013; Wanberg et al., 2002). Because affect predicts subsequent job
search behavior and outcomes (Song et al., 2009; Turban et al., 2013;
Wanberg et al., 2010), it is important to increase our understanding
of job seekers’ affective responses.
In addition, we aim to contribute to the self-compassion
literature. Research showed that self-compassion is beneficial for
people who experience negative events such as receiving unfavorable
feedback or academic failure (Breines & Chen, 2012; Leary et al.,
2007; Neff et al., 2005). Other research showed that self-compassion
can help recovery after more severe negative events like trauma (e.g.,
Thompson & Waltz, 2008). Job search presents a different context
from what has been addressed in self-compassion research. Rather
than a one-time negative event, job search entails periods of
continued challenge to self-worth and mental well-being (Wanberg,
2012; Wanberg, Basbug, et al., 2012). Showing that self-compassion
is beneficial during such a continued negative experience rather than
one-time negative events contributes to the self-compassion literature
by broadening its impact over time. In addition, our second study
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aims to extend previous research by examining the buffering role of
self-compassion on within- rather than between-individual variability
in affect.
Our study has practical implications in that a selfcompassioned mindset can be induced (Adams & Leary, 2007;
Breines & Chen, 2012; J. W. Zhang & Chen, 2016) and selfcompassion is trainable (Leary et al., 2007; Shapira & Mongrain,
2010). Identifying self-compassion as buffering negative affective
consequences of job search experiences opens up the possibility to
equip job seekers with a mindset that helps them to cope with these
experiences during job search. This will inform employment
counselors and job seekers on how to preserve positive emotions and
diminish negative emotions during job search.
Job Search and Affect
In the pursuit of obtaining (re)employment, job seekers engage
in job search behavior (e.g., searching for and responding to
vacancies, networking, going to job interviews). Job search behavior
can be defined as a dynamic recursive self-regulatory process that is
purposive, volitional, and largely self-organized (Kanfer et al., 2001).
Meta-analytic research demonstrated that the more time people spend
on their job search, the higher the likelihood of finding a job (Kanfer
et al., 2001). Engaging in job search can therefore be considered as a
problem-focused form of coping as it attempts to resolve the “root”
cause of the stressful situation (i.e., being or becoming unemployed;
DeFrank & Ivancevich, 1986; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Hence,
engaging in job search may positively affect people’s feelings
because it brings them closer to obtaining their employment goal and
thus alleviates their distress about finding a job. Indeed, a diary study
showed that individuals reported higher positive affect on days when
they perceived progress in their job search (Wanberg et al., 2010).
Unfortunately, engaging in job search is not equal to making
progress. The job search process is characterized by pursuing distal
goals, lacking clear pathways, and receiving little feedback (Van
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Hooft et al., 2013), making it difficult for job seekers to perceive
progress. In addition, taking action to attain a job is often
unsuccessful (Wanberg, Basbug, et al., 2012), leaving people with
limited control over whether they will find a suitable job, while the
pressure to find a job is often high. Therefore, contrary to the idea
that job search is a problem-focused coping strategy that relieves job
seekers of some distress, it may function as an additional source of
agony. Consistent with this, many studies found negative relations
between job search effort and mental health (McKee-Ryan et al.,
2005), which seems to be fully mediated by negative job search
experiences (Song et al., 2009). Thus, the more time people spend on
their job search, the more negative job search experiences they
encounter, the more distress they feel.
Negative job search experiences involve different types of
setbacks (e.g., being rejected for a job, not being able to find
vacancies at all). Such difficulties during job search have in common
that they hinder the job search process that aims to reduce the
discrepancy between the current state and the desired state of
attaining a job. Like in any self-regulatory process (e.g., studying for
an exam, trying to meet a deadline), job seekers have a goal (e.g., job
attainment), show goal-striving behavior (e.g., job search), and
monitor their progress towards reaching the goal. The evaluation of
progress is reflected in job seekers’ affect or as Carver (2001)
formulates in his self-regulatory account of affect: “positive and
negative affects are posited to convey information about whether the
behavior being engaged in is going well or poorly” (p.345). Anything
that interferes with things going well will likely result in diminished
positive affect and increased negative affect. The relation between
things going well or poorly and affect is also supported by Ilies and
Judge (2005) who showed that the more positive the performance
feedback people receive, the more positive their affect. Based on
these self-regulatory perspectives, we expect that experiencing
negative feedback during job search – in the form of difficulties
during job search or a lack of experienced progress – will increase
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negative affect and reduce positive affect.
Study 3.1:
Self-Compassion as a Buffer Against Job Search Difficulties
Because job search is important for finding a job but also
jeopardizes people’s mental well-being, it is important to examine
how individuals can cope with difficulties during job search. In the
context of finding a job, individuals benefit from not only problemfocused but also emotion-focused forms of coping (Wanberg,
Basbug, et al., 2012; Wanberg, Zhu, et al., 2012). Emotion-focused
coping may involve identifying, understanding, and expressing
emotions in a psychologically adaptive way (Pennebaker, 1993;
Stanton et al., 1994). An example of adaptive emotion-focused
coping is self-compassion (Neff, 2003a). Self-compassion, taken
from Buddhist tradition into contemporary western psychology,
entails three basic components: “(a) self-kindness—extending
kindness and understanding to oneself rather than harsh judgment and
self-criticism, (b) common humanity—seeing one’s experiences as
part of the larger human experience rather than seeing them as
separating and isolating, and (c) mindfulness—holding one’s painful
thoughts and feelings in balanced awareness rather than overidentifying with them” (Neff, 2003a, p.89). It differs from self-pity,
because people with self-pity tend to lack the ability to recognize the
shared nature of human experiences (Neff, 2003b). It also differs
from self-esteem, because high self-esteem can give people an
inflated self-image whereas self-compassion gives individuals
greater self-clarity, allowing them to see shortcomings without
indulging in them (Neff & Vonk, 2009).
Extant theorizing on self-compassion (Neff, 2003a; Neff et al.,
2007) suggests that self-compassion aspects such as self-kindness
and mindfulness may reduce the emotional impact of negative events.
In contrast, low self-compassion relates to aspects such as selfjudgement, rumination, and over-identifying with emotions, which
may increase the impact of negative events on affective responses.
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Consistent with these theoretical notions, research indicates that selfcompassion improves people’s coping with negative events. For
example, several scenario and lab studies using unpleasant selfrelevant events (e.g., receiving unfavorable feedback, failing for a
test, public embarrassment) showed that self-compassion supported
students’ mental health (Leary et al., 2007). More specifically, in one
of Leary et al.’s (2007) lab experiments self-compassion was found
to moderate the negative effect of receiving unfavorable feedback on
how students felt. These lab findings suggest that self-compassion
may buffer negative feelings that are associated with negative events
and may help to maintain positive feelings when life goes badly. In
addition, a field study on coping with academic failure indeed
showed that students more effectively dealt with failures when they
were more self-compassioned (Neff et al., 2005).
Considering the uncertainty and complexity of the job search
process, job seekers will likely encounter difficulties during job
search, such as receiving negative feedback or failing to find suitable
job leads. These difficulties are generally unpleasant and often selfrelevant, and as such resemble the events described in the selfcompassion literature. Moreover, not only theory and research on
self-regulation (Carver, 2001; Ilies & Judge, 2005) - as delineated
above - but also qualitative research suggest that the demands and
difficulties of the job search process increase negative affect and
decrease positive affect (Wanberg, Basbug, et al., 2012). Job seekers
are especially prone to feelings of self-doubt, reduced self-worth,
anxiety, self-criticism, and rumination (Wanberg, Basbug, et al.,
2012). Since self-compassion makes people less vulnerable to
unpleasant and self-relevant experiences, we propose that selfcompassion will attenuate the negative impact of job search
difficulties on job seekers’ emotions. We therefore propose:
Hypothesis 1.1: Self-compassion will moderate the positive
relationship between job search difficulties and negative affect
such that this relationship will be weaker for job seekers who have
more self-compassion.
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Hypothesis 1.2: Self-compassion will moderate the negative
relationship between job search difficulties and positive affect
such that this relationship will be weaker for job seekers who have
more self-compassion.
Aside from its moderating role, we expect that self-compassion
will also directly relate to affect, such that job seekers with high selfcompassion will generally feel better than those with low selfcompassion. Self-compassionate individuals’ experiences of pain
and failure are not amplified and perpetuated through harsh selfcondemnation, feelings of isolation, or over-identification with
thoughts and emotions (Neff, 2003a). Therefore, self-compassion
relates to better mental health outcomes (Neff, 2003a, 2003b, e.g.,
more connectedness, and subjective well-being; lower incidence of
anxiety and depression; Neff et al., 2005, 2007). Thus, selfcompassioned job seekers likely feel better because they have more
functional thoughts, making them less prone to negative affect and
allowing for more positive affect. Based on this we expect:
Hypothesis 1.3: Self-compassion will negatively relate to negative
affect regarding job seekers’ experienced job search difficulties.
Hypothesis 1.4: Self-compassion will positively relate to positive
affect regarding job seekers’ experienced job search difficulties.
Previous job search studies on affect typically distinguish
between positive and negative affect. Contemporary emotion
research, however, has corroborated a two-dimensional structure of
affect (Feldman Barrett & Russell, 1998) and emotions (Russell,
2003; Yik et al., 2011), characterized by hedonic tone (i.e., positive
vs. negative) and activation level (i.e., activating vs. deactivating).
Negative affect can have a high (e.g., feeling distressed) or low (e.g.,
feeling down) activation level, and positive affect can have a high
(e.g., feeling energized) or low (e.g., feeling at ease) activation level
(Yik et al., 2011). Based on this two-dimensional model of affect, we
will take activation level into account and test our hypotheses
separately for all four types of affect. As such, we align our
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conceptualization of affect with the increasing amount of literature
distinguishing activating and deactivating affect (e.g., Baas et al.,
2008; Carver, 2004; Taylor, 1991; Watson & Tellegen, 1985; Wrzus
et al., 2015).
Method
Participants, design, and procedures. Participants were
recruited via employment agencies and social media. Participants
received tips to search for work more effectively and could win one
of five €5,- gift cards if they completed the questionnaire. A total of
266 job seekers responded to our call to participate. About half of
these (( = 124) completed the questionnaire, of which 99 participants
met our eligibility criteria of being engaged in a regular job search
(rather than in search of an internship or student job). The average
age was 40.83 (SD = 14.04), and 61.6% were women. More than half
(57.6%) indicated being unemployed, 19.2% had a part time or
student job, 7.1% was studying while searching for a job, 4.0% was
under temporary contract, and the remaining 15.2% was freelancer,
intern, or volunteer. The sample was highly educated (35.4%
university degree, 43.4% higher vocational education, 15.2%
intermediate vocational education). The median job search duration
was 6 months (SD = 9.77).
We used a cross-sectional design assessing participants’ selfcompassion, followed by the extent to which they experienced job
search difficulties and how they felt (i.e., affect) about the last four
days4. To enable accurate recall of job search experiences and
affective responses, we specifically asked about the last four days,
rather than longer ago. We purposefully recruited participants who
were engaging in job search activities at least once every four days to
ensure that the participants would have had a job search experience
in the last four days. This allowed us to measure affect shortly after
4

We included several other variables for exploratory purposes. At Time 1 we also
measured: action state orientation, learning goal orientation, challenge and threat
appraisals, and core-self evaluations.
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participants had engaged in job seeking, because people’s affective
states fluctuate over time (Ilies, Scott, & Judge, 2006; Zohar,
Tzischinski, & Epstein, 2003).
Measures.
Self-compassion was assessed with the 26 item SelfCompassion Scale (Neff, 2003b; Neff & Vonk, 2009), using a 5-point
scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5).
Sample items include “I’m tolerant to my own flaws and
inadequacies” and “I try to see my failings as part of the human
condition” (α = .87).
Job search difficulties were measured with one item5 from the
Unemployment Stressor Inventory (S. Zhang, Sun, Uy, Song, & Shi,
2007; see also Song et al., 2009): “I encountered difficulties in my
job search”. Participants indicated their agreement with this
statement considering the last four days of job search using a 5-point
scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5).
Although single-item measures are not ideal, these can yield valid
results (Wanous & Reichers, 1996).
Affect was measured using a selection of 20 emotions from the
PANAS (Crawford & Henry, 2004). The emotions were classified
into one of four affect categories based on the emotion circumplex
(Yik et al., 2011). Only emotions that clearly fell within one category
were selected. Participants were asked to indicate to what extent they
5

The job search difficulties item was administered together with another item from
the Unemployment Stressor Inventory (S. Zhang et al., 2007) to measure negative
job search experience (i.e., ‘I feel pressured for not having found a suitable job
lead’), and two negatively framed items from the job search goal progress scale
developed by Wanberg et al. (2010). Factor analyses indicated that these items fell
apart in two constructs, that is, progress and negative job search experience. Based
on our aim of focusing on job search difficulties and its relationship with affect, we
choose to operationalize this construct with the item that most clearly addressed
this construct, without an affective component, that is “I encountered difficulties in
my job search”. The other items were left out because these either measured selfperceived progress or included more affect-laden descriptions of negative
experiences (i.e., experiencing pressure).

57

DEALING WITH NEGATIVE JOB SEARCH EXPERIENCES

felt the emotions when they considered their job search experiences
and progress or lack thereof of the last four days on a 5-point scale (1
= strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). Negative activating affect
was measured with the items nervous, irritable, angry, upset, jittery,
and stressed (α = .82), and negative deactivating affect with the items
weary, apathetic, downcast, dissatisfied, and sad (α = .83). Positive
activating affect consisted of the items interested, enthusiastic, lively,
happy, and energetic (α = .86), and positive deactivating affect
consisted of the items relaxed, content, at ease, and calm (α = .78).
Although confirmatory factor analyses indicated that a model with
four factors (four types of affect) did not fit the data very well, χ²(164,
( = 99) = 440.38, p < .001, RMSEA = .13, CFI = .92, it fit
significantly better than a model with one factor, χ²(170, ( = 99) =
708.38, p < .001, RMSEA = .18, CFI = .88, Δχ²(6, ( = 99) = 268.00,
p < 001, two hedonic tone factors (positive and negative), χ²(169, (
= 99) = 551.99, p < .001, RMSEA = .15, CFI = .90, Δχ²(1, ( = 99) =
111.61, p < .001, or two activation level factors (activating and
deactivating), χ²(169, ( = 99) = 711.12, p < .001, RMSEA = .18, CFI
= .88, Δχ²(1, ( = 99) = 270.74, p < .001.
Demographics. Age, gender, education (primary school, high
school level 1, 2 or 3, intermediate vocational education, higher
vocational education, or university degree), employment position
(employed or unemployed), and job search duration (in months) were
measured as control variables because previous research showed that
these may relate to job search-related variables (Kanfer et al., 2001).
Results
Table 3.1 presents descriptives and correlations. Regarding
our control variables, age related positively to self-compassion, and
education negatively to negative deactivating affect. Employment
position related positively to negative deactivating affect and
negatively to positive activating affect. Gender and search duration
did not relate significantly to any of our outcomes. In all analyses, we
therefore controlled for age, education, and employment position
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only. Table 3.1 further shows positive correlations between
the different types of affect, indicating that the four affect variables
indeed share an underlying dimension (i.e., hedonic tone or activity
level).
Hypothesis testing. We tested our hypotheses with four
hierarchical regression analyses with the four types of affect as
dependent variables (see Tables 3.2 and 3.3). In each regression, we
entered age, education, and employment position (Step 1), job search
difficulties (Step 2), self-compassion (Step 3), and the interaction
between difficulties and self-compassion (Step 4). Hypothesis 1.1
predicted that self-compassion moderates the positive relation
between job search difficulties and negative affect. The Step 2 results
indicate that job search difficulties positively related to both types of
negative affect. However, the results of Step 4 showed that the job
search difficulties × self-compassion interaction was not significant
(Hypothesis 1.1 not supported).
Hypothesis 1.2 predicted that self-compassion moderates the
negative relation between job search difficulties and positive affect.
Step 2 showed no significant relations of job search difficulties with
both types of positive affect. However, in line with our hypothesis,
the interaction of job search difficulties with self-compassion was
significant for both positive activating affect and deactivating affect.
Subsequent simple slope analyses (Figure 3.1) showed a similar
pattern for both types of positive affect, indicating that selfcompassion attenuated the negative relationship between job search
difficulties and positive affect. When self-compassion was 1 SD
below the mean (-0.60), the relationships of job search difficulties
with positive activating and deactivating affect were significantly
negative (B = -0.21, t = -2.24, p < .05, and B = -0.20, t = -2.10, p <
.05, respectively). When self-compassion was 1 SD above the mean
(0.60) the relationships approached zero (B = 0.05, t = 0.57, p = .57,
and B = 0.06, t = 0.78, p = .44, respectively). In support of Hypothesis
1.2, these results indicate that for individuals with low selfcompassion, job search difficulties related negatively to positive
60

CHAPTER 3

5
4

Low
Self-compassion

3

High
Self-Compassion

2
1
Low Job Search
Difficulties

High Job Search
Difficulties

5
4

Low
Self-Compassion

3

High
Self-Compassion

2
1
Low Job Search
Difficulties

High Job Search
Difficulties

Figure 3.1. Depiction of the relation between job search difficulties
and positive activating and positive deactivating affect, as
moderated by self-compassion (1SD below and above the mean).
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affect, while for individuals with high self-compassion there was no
significant relationship.
Lastly, in support of Hypotheses 1.3 and 1.4 self-compassion
related significantly negatively to both types of negative affect (see
Table 3.2), and significantly positively to both types of positive affect
(see Table 3.3).
Discussion
The findings of Study 3.1 generally support the idea that selfcompassion may serve as a helpful coping mechanism during job
search. In support of self-compassion theory (Neff, 2003a), selfcompassion related negatively to negative affect and positively to
positive affect in the context of experiencing job search difficulties.
Thus, individuals high on self-compassion tend to experience less
negative and more positive emotions. In addition, self-compassion
moderated the negative relationship between job search difficulties
and (de)activating positive affect, such that the relationship was
weaker for job seekers with more self-compassion. Thus, when
experiencing difficulties individuals high on self-compassion
preserve their enthusiasm, happiness, and calmness, whereas
individuals low on self-compassion feel less enthusiastic, happy, and
calm. Consistent with previous research (Song et al., 2009; Wanberg
et al., 2010), job search difficulties related positively to negative
(de)activating affect. However, while job search difficulties
explained unique variance in negative activating affect only, selfcompassion was strongly related to, and explained unique variance in
all four affect variables. Although this finding may be explained by
our limited measurement of job search difficulties, it seems to suggest
that it is not so much the things that people go through, but their level
of self-compassion that determines their affective responses.
Unexpectedly, the relation between difficulties and negative
affect was not moderated by self-compassion. Rather, the results
show a direct relationship of job search difficulties with negative
affect. Thus, the more difficulties job seekers encountered, the more
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negative they felt, regardless their level of self-compassion. A
possible explanation may be that difficulties indisputably have a
negative connotation. Asking job seekers about difficulties during
job search may particularly tap into negative affective responses for
both high and low self-compassioned individuals. In the second study
we therefore opted for a broader conceptualization of negative job
search experiences by assessing perceived lack of progress (cf.
Wanberg et al., 2010).
Because job search has been conceptualized as a dynamic selfregulatory process which unfolds over time (e.g., Song et al., 2009;
Sun, Song, & Lim, 2013; Wanberg et al., 2005, 2010; Wanberg, Zhu,
et al., 2012), and job seekers’ emotional responses fluctuate over time
as they engage in job search (Song et al., 2009; Wanberg et al., 2010),
it is important to examine how the relationships between job search
experiences and affect function within individuals over time. In the
second study, we elaborate on the first study by following job seekers
over a longer period of time, keeping four days between different
measurements. Our second study extends our first study by using a
multi-wave design to examine the moderating role of selfcompassion on the within-person dynamics regarding negative job
search experiences and subsequent affect. Furthermore, we used a
broader conceptualization of negative job search experiences by
examining perceived lack of progress, rather than specific job search
difficulties. As mentioned above, the perception of (a lack of)
progress more broadly encompasses how the job search is going
(Wanberg et al., 2010). People who experience job search difficulties
can still perceive progress, because difficulties can occur along the
way of making progress. Not making progress is a more
comprehensive evaluation of the process over time. Therefore, in the
second study we focused on the role of both progress perceptions and
self-compassion in predicting affect, using a within-person design
over a period of 20 days.
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Study 3.2:
Self-Compassion as Buffer for Perceived Lack of progress
Building on Study 3.1, we aimed to further our knowledge
about how job seekers’ cognitions in terms of self-compassion affect
the relation between negative experiences and how they feel. Job
search is a dynamic process (Borgen & Amundson, 1987) and job
seekers’ experiences and their subsequent affective responses vary
over time (Wanberg et al., 2012). Negative job search experiences,
such as perceiving a lack of progress, relate to how job seekers feel,
particularly under situations of financial need (Wanberg et al., 2010).
However, job seekers typically do not have the liberty to change their
financial situation to lower the pressure on their search. Therefore,
we focus on a cognition that can be influenced and that may make
job seekers more resilient to negative job search experiences. More
specifically, we examine how negative job search experiences in
terms of perceived lack of progress relate to how job seekers feel
during job search, and test the potentially buffering effects of selfcompassion (Leary et al., 2007; Neff et al., 2005). We extend our first
study by investigating how self-compassion relates to withinindividual variance in affect as a consequence of perceived lack of
progress during job search.
In line with previous research (Song et al., 2009; Wanberg et
al., 2010), we expect that a perceived lack of job search progress
positively relates to negative affect, and negatively to positive affect.
Moreover, we propose that self-compassion attenuates these
relations, such that the more self-compassion, the weaker the positive
(negative) relation between perceived lack of progress and negative
(positive) affect. As explained in Study 3.1, self-compassion is an
adaptive mindset that helps to put negative experiences in broader
perspective and to take distance from negative emotions without selfjudgment (Neff, 2003a). Although self-compassion is malleable (e.g.,
by training or inducing; Breines & Chen, 2012; Shapira & Mongrain,
2010; Smeets, Neff, Alberts, & Peters, 2014; J. W. Zhang & Chen,
2016), in the current study we conceptualize self-compassion as a
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relatively stable individual difference (Neff, 2003b, 2003a), because
no training or experimental inducement of self-compassion occurred.
Individual differences in self-compassion likely not only influence
affective responses to a discrete event, but also influence how
dynamic affective processes evolve within individuals during job
search episodes over time. During job search episodes with low
progress, self-compassioned job seekers are more likely to be caring
and understanding rather than harshly critical, to realize the shared
nature of such experiences rather than feeling isolated, and to have a
balanced view in which they neither ignore nor amplify their painful
thoughts and emotions, resulting in a calmer emotional response
when reflecting on that episode. As such, we propose that selfcompassion will influence the process of dealing with multiple
negative experiences (e.g., perceiving a lack of job search progress)
over time. Similar to Study 3.1, but adapted to the within-individual
level, we therefore expect:
Hypothesis 2.1: Between-individual differences in selfcompassion will attenuate the positive within-individual
relationship between perceived lack of job search progress and
negative affect over time period t.
Hypothesis 2.2: Between-individual differences in selfcompassion will attenuate the negative within-individual
relationship between perceived lack of job search progress and
positive affect over time period t.
Method
Participants, design, and procedures. We recruited career
starters who were actively searching for a paid job (of at least 20
hours) via the alumni department of a Dutch university, employment
agencies, and social media, to participate in a study about effective
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job search6. To be eligible for the study, participants had to be no
older than 35 years, and had to finish their degree within 6 months or
had to have finished their degree no longer than a year ago.
Participants received a €5 gift card for completing the first survey
and an additional €20 gift card for finishing all five surveys. A total
of 348 people started the inclusion questionnaire. Of these, 283 met
the selection criteria (active search, degree within 6 months or no
longer than one year ago) and 240 participants finished the first
survey. The final sample consisted of 227 unique participants7, of
which 129 (56.8%) filled out all five repeated measures. The average
age was 25 years (SD = 2.44) and 77.20% were women (( = 169).
Most participants (70.8%) were recently graduated (8.14 months on
average and no longer than 12 months ago), while some (29.2%)
expected to graduate within 6 months (3.5 months on average). Of
the participants 73.9% had a paid (student) job, in which they worked
an average of 22.29 hours a week (SD = 12.69). They were mainly
(70.1%) under temporary employment, while 16.4% had tenure, and
7.2% worked as freelancer. The sample was generally highly
educated (73.0% university master degree, 14.6% university bachelor
degree, 11.1% higher vocational education). Mean job search
duration was 2.68 months (SD = 2.99) at the time of the first
questionnaire.
6

The data were collected as part of a larger data collection in which we addressed
various research questions. We have written Chapter 2 on another part of the data.
Apart from the demographics, the only overlapping variable is affect, which is an
outcome in this chapter and a predictor in Chapter 2. We included several other
variables for Chapter 2 and for exploratory purposes. At Time 1 we also measured:
action state orientation, learning goal orientation, challenge and threat appraisals,
core-self evaluations, and self-compassion.
7
Data of 10 “participants” were deleted because, due to a suspicious amount of
overlap in the personal sign in information (e-mail address, phone number, ipaddress, timing), we suspected that two individuals made up these data. Four
participants older than 35 were not used in the analyses as we did not consider them
career starters. Lastly, although one participant did not finish the first
questionnaire, the participant did finish the following questionnaires and was
therefore included in the analyses.
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To test our hypotheses, we used a diary design with five
measurement points, each four days apart. We used a job search
episode of four days (rather than longer) to enable participants to
accurately recall their job search experiences and their accompanying
affective state. To ensure that job seekers had (new) job experiences
to reflect on every four day episode we specifically recruited
participants who were actively searching for employment and who
engaged in job search activities at least once every four days.
Measures. The Time 1 baseline questionnaire included selfcompassion and demographics (i.e., age, gender, ethnicity, education
level, job search duration, employment status). The repeated
measures (Time 1-5) included perceived lack of job search progress
and (de)activating negative and positive affect in the last four days.
Self-compassion was measured with the same items as Study
3.1 (α = .91).
Perceived lack of job search progress was measured with five
items of the job search progress scale from Wanberg et al. (2010).
Participants were asked to indicate their agreement with the
statements considering the last four days on a 5-point (1 = totally
disagree, 5 = totally agree). Two items were positively framed (e.g.,
“I made progress in my search for a job”) and three negatively (e.g.,
“I got a lot less done for my job search than I had hoped for”). We
reversed coded the positively framed items such that a high score on
the scale means less progress, while a low score means more
progress. Reliability was .90 at each measurement time.
Affect was measured using a selection of 16 emotions from the
PANAS (Crawford & Henry, 2004). The emotions were classified
into one of four affect categories based on the emotion circumplex
(Yik et al., 2011). Only emotions that clearly fell within one category
were selected. Participants were asked to indicate to what extent they
had felt the emotions the last four days on a 5-point scale ranging
from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). Negative activating
affect was measured with the items nervous, stressed, frustrated, and
jittery (α = .84 - .93 across measurement times). Negative
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deactivating affect with the items sad, disappointed, down, and
downcast (α = .90 - .95). Positive activating affect consisted of the
items enthusiastic, cheerful, lively, and energetic (α = .93 - .97).
Positive deactivating affect consisted of the items at ease, calm,
relaxed, and laid back (α = .93 - .96).
Demographics. Age, gender, education (primary school, high
school level 1, 2 or 3, intermediate vocational education, higher
vocational education, or university degree), employment position
(employed or unemployed), and job search duration (in months) were
measured as control variables, as meta-analyses showed their
importance to the job search process (Kanfer et al., 2001).
Results
Table 3.4 presents descriptive statistics and between-individual
correlations among baseline measures and aggregated repeated
measures and within-individual correlations computed using the
standardized multilevel coefficients for each pair of variables (cf.
Judge, Fluegge Woolf, & Hurst, 2009, Table 1, p.71). Regarding our
control variables, age related positively to self-compassion. Gender
related negatively to self-compassion and positively to deactivating
affect. Older participants generally reported more and women
reported less self-compassion. Women reported less positive
deactivating affect than men. Search duration related positively to
both types of negative affect, and negatively to positive deactivating
affect. Education and employment position did not relate
significantly to any of our outcome variables. In all analyses, we
therefore controlled for age, gender, and job search duration. In
addition, since we have multiple measurement times and our
variables may vary over time, we included measurement time as
control. Table 3.4 further shows that, as in Study 3.1, the different
types of affect correlated, which reflects their shared underlying
dimensions (i.e., hedonic tone or activity level).

70

222

227

227

227

227

227

6. Self-compassion

7. Lack of progress

8. Negative activatinge

9. Negative deactivatinge

10. Positive activatinge

11. Positive deactivatinge

3.24

3.17

2.50

2.81

3.10

3.05

3.68

0.74

6.46

0.77

25.00

M

0.73

0.71

0.83

0.86

0.74

0.53

2.99

0.44

1.09

0.42

2.44

SD

.49

.54

.42

.36

.71

ICC

.05

.00

.05

-.03

-.03
.10

-.26**

-.10

-.12

.12

.12

-.03

-.02

3.

-.05

.10

.13

.02

-.15*

.17*
-.03

-.07

.12

-.04

2.

.19**

-.10

.25**

-.28**

1.

.01

.04

.01

-.00

-.02

-.05

.12

4.

-.16*

.43**
-.13

-.46**

.23**

-.08

.19**

-.30**

.29**

.10

.90

7.

-.37**

-.06

.91

6.

.24**

.07

.01

5.

-.61**

-.23**

.82**

.84

.12**

8.

-.52**

-.29**

.90

.57**

.21**

9.

.57**

.93

-.22**

-.16**

-.34**

10.

.93

.44**

-32**

-.31**

-.19**

11.

(ote. Correlations below the diagonal represent between-individuals correlations. For Variables 7-11 scores were aggregated across the five measurement
occasions. Correlations above the diagonal represent within-individuals correlations. Following Judge, Fluegge Woolf, and Hurst (2009), we computed these
correlations using the standardized multilevel coefficients for each pair of variables. Reliability coefficients are in boldface italics on the diagonal. For Variables 711 the lowest reliability across the measurement points is given. ICC = intraclass correlation. amale = 0, female = 1; bdegree in intermediate vocational education =
4, degree in higher vocational education = 5, Bachelor degree = 6 , Master degree = 7; cnot employed in paying job = 0, employed in paying job = 1; dmeasured in
months; eaffect. *p < .05 (two-tailed), **p < .01 (two-tailed).

226

5. Search durationd

226

226

3. Educationb

4. Employment position

219

2. Gendera

c

219

1. Age

(

Table 3.4
Study 3.2 Descriptive Statistics, and Between-Individual and Within-Individual Correlations

DEALING WITH NEGATIVE JOB SEARCH EXPERIENCES

Before testing the hypotheses, we examined the within- and
between-individual variance by comparing two intercept-only
models (fixed vs. random intercept) for each dependent variable. A
random intercept resulted in a significant better fit for all types of
affect (Δχ2 varied between 255.98 and 527.59, p < .01). The withinindividual variances of the four affects ranged from 35.5% to 54.2%
(see ICC in Table 3.4), indicating sufficient within-individual
variance in the dependent measures over time, thus supporting using
repeated measures and multilevel analyses.
To test our hypotheses, we performed four multilevel multipleregression analyses with the four types of affect as dependent
variables. The five measurement times (Level 1) are nested within
job seekers (Level 2). The control variables age, gender, and job
search duration, and self-compassion are Level 2 predictors.
Perceived lack of job search progress and the control variable
measurement time are Level 1 predictors. We grand-mean centered
the Level 2 variables, and person-mean centered the Level 1 variable
lack of job search progress (measurement time was coded 0 to 4). To
support our hypotheses, cross-level interactions between perceived
lack of progress and self-compassion need to be significant and the
simple slopes need to be in the expected directions. Consistent with
recommendations (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002) we compared
different multilevel models, starting with a model in which all
parameters are fixed, then adding random coefficients, and then the
study variables. First, we tested the intercept-only baseline models,
in which we found support for a random intercept: Δχ2LogLikelihood
ranged between 255.98 and 527.59 for the different types of affect
(all p’s < .05). In all subsequent models we therefore included a
random intercept. In Model 1 we included the control variables only.
In Model 2, we added the Level 2 variables, in Model 3 we added
lack of job search progress, and in Model 4 we added the cross-level
interaction between self-compassion and lack of job search progress.
Regarding negative affect, Table 3.5 shows that lack of job
search progress positively and self-compassion negatively related to
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both types of negative affect. Further, we found significant crosslevel interactions of self-compassion and perceived lack of job search
progress for both types of negative affect. Subsequent simple slope
analyses showed a similar pattern for negative activating and
deactivating affect (see Figure 3.2). For job seekers with a selfcompassion score of 1 SD below the mean (-0.53), the relationships
between perceived lack of job search progress and negative activating
and deactivating affect were significantly positive (0.129, t = 3.174,
p = .002, and 0.281, t = 6.402, p < .001, respectively). For job-seekers
with a self-compassion score of 1 SD above the mean (0.53), the
relationships with activating and deactivating affect approached zero
(0.002, t = 0.072, p = .943, and 0.047, t = 1.100, p = .273,
respectively). These results indicate that within-individual lack of job
search progress related positively to both types of negative affect for
job seekers with low self-compassion, while these relationships did
not exist for job seekers with high self-compassion (Hypothesis 2.1
supported).
Regarding positive affect, Table 3.6 shows that lack of job
search progress negatively and self-compassion positively related to
both types of positive affect. However, self-compassion did not
moderate the negative relation between lack of job search progress
and positive affect (Hypothesis 2.2 not supported).
Lastly, Table 3.5 and 3.6 also show the relationship between
measurement time and affect. The findings indicate that
measurement time related negatively to (de)activating negative
affect, but did not relate to positive affect. This means that as the
course of the study progressed, job seekers indicated to feel less
negative affect whereas their level of positive affect remained rather
stable.
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Figure 3.2. Depiction of the relation between lack of job search
progress and negative activating and deactivating affect, as
moderated by self-compassion (1SD below and above the mean).
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Discussion
The Study 3.2 findings indicate that perceived lack of job
search progress over a four-day job search episode adversely relates
to job seekers’ positive and negative emotional responses over these
four days. These results regarding positive and negative affect are
consistent with Wanberg et al.’s (2010) day-level study, but extend
their findings by demonstrating that lack of progress during job
search similarly relates to both activating and deactivating affect.
Similar to Study 3.1, the Study 3.2 findings demonstrate strong
relationships between self-compassion and all four types of affect.
These findings extend previous research showing a positive
relationship between self-compassion and mental health (Neff,
2003a, 2003b, e.g., Neff et al., 2005, 2007), by illustrating that selfcompassion is related to reduced negative and increased positive
affective responses during an emotionally laden process such as job
seeking. Further, as in Study 3.1, self-compassion seems to relate
more strongly to affect than negative job search experiences. This
may indicate that self-compassion is more important for affect than
perceiving progress.
In line with our hypotheses, self-compassion attenuated the
positive within-individual relationships of lack of job search progress
with both types of negative affect, such that these relationships did
not exist for job seekers with more self-compassion. Thus, job
seekers with high self-compassion responded to job search episodes
during which they perceived a lack of progress with less negative
emotions than job seekers with low self-compassion. However, in
contrast to our expectations, self-compassion did not moderate the
negative within-individual relationships of perceived lack of job
search progress with positive affect. Instead, lack of progress related
to lower positive affect for all job seekers, irrespective of their selfcompassion levels. Given the strong relationships between selfcompassion and affect and the role of self-compassion in buffering
negative emotions, overall this study suggests that self-compassion
is a beneficial mental strategy which can help job seekers to cope
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with negative job search experiences.
Lastly, the multi-wave design allowed us to examine the effect
of time on job seekers’ affect during the study. We found a weak
negative relation of time with negative affect and no relationship of
time with positive affect. This indicates that over time during the
study the levels of negative affect among job seekers generally
decreased. Although this might be an encouraging finding
considering job seekers’ well-being, it seems inconsistent with
previous findings on the relationship between job search duration and
mental health (e.g., McKee-Ryan et al., 2005). This may be explained
by the relatively short study duration (i.e., 20 days), such that
negative affect might increase again when job search and
unemployment prolongs. Indeed in line with the literature we did find
a positive relation between job search duration (in months) and
negative affect. These results are exemplary of the dynamic nature of
the job search process (Borgen & Amundson, 1987), in that relations
differ depending on the level of measurement.
General Discussion
The current studies aimed to examine to what extent selfcompassion may serve as an adaptive mindset to help job seekers deal
with negative job search experiences. In a cross-sectional and a fivewave repeated-measures study among job seekers we examined
whether the relation of negative job search experiences with job
seekers’ emotions can be buffered by self-compassion. Overall our
studies suggest that negative job search experiences such as
experiencing difficulties or perceiving a lack of job search progress
adversely relate to how job seekers feel, especially when they lack
self-compassion.
Specifically, in line with self-regulatory theory (Carver, 2001)
and previous job search studies (Wanberg, Basbug, et al., 2012;
Wanberg et al., 2010) Study 3.1 indicates that job search difficulties
may induce negative affect, and Study 3.2 shows that a perceived lack
of job search progress is associated with both higher negative and
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lower positive affect. These main effect relationships occurred
regardless individuals’ levels of self-compassion. However, both
studies show that self-compassioned job seekers generally
experienced less negative and more positive emotions than job
seekers low on self-compassion. These findings corroborate selfcompassion theory and previous findings on the positive effects of
self-compassion for mental health (Neff et al., 2005; Neff et al., 2007;
Neff, 2003a, 2003b).
In addition, both studies indicate support for the moderating
role of self-compassion in the relationship of negative job search
experiences with affect. Study 3.1 shows that self-compassioned job
seekers maintained their positive emotions more so than less selfcompassioned job seekers when experiencing difficulties. Study 3.2
shows that the within-individuals relationship between perceived
lack of job search progress and negative affect is less negative for job
seekers high on self-compassion as compared to those low on selfcompassion. The results of both studies extend previous research
among students (e.g., Leary et al., 2007; Neff et al., 2005) and support
the idea that self-compassion may help job seekers to cope with
negative job search experiences.
Although the general pattern of findings is rather similar across
the two studies, there were also some differences. First, the
moderating role of self-compassion for the relation between negative
job search experiences and affect differed. Study 3.1 findings suggest
that self-compassion buffers a decrease in positive emotions when
experiencing difficulties during the job search process, whereas
Study 3.2 findings suggest that self-compassion buffers an increase
in negative emotions when experiencing lack of progress. Second,
the main effect relations of negative job search experiences with
affect differed. In Study 3.1, experiencing difficulties during job
search related to increased negative affect regardless of job seekers’
self-compassion, while it related to decreased positive affect only for
those with low self-compassion. In Study 3.2, a perceived lack of job
search progress related to decreased positive affect regardless of
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people’s self-compassion, while it related to increased negative affect
only for job seekers with low self-compassion.
A potential explanation for the differences between Study 3.1
and 2 findings may relate to the different designs used. Whereas
Study 3.1 examined the role of self-compassion for the betweenindividual relationship of negative job search experiences with affect,
Study 3.2 focused on the role of self-compassion for the withinindividual relationship of negative job search experiences with affect.
A conceptual difference between the two studies is that in our withinindividual analyses the between-individual differences in perceived
lack of job search progress are removed by person-mean centering.
Therefore the within-individual relationships are devoid of betweenindividual bias in perceived lack of progress. Previous studies have
reported differences in effects depending on the design used in both
the job search domain (e.g., between progress and time spent on job
search; Wanberg et al., 2010) and in the general motivation literature
(e.g., between self-efficacy and performance; Vancouver,
Thompson, Tischner, & Putka, 2002; Vancouver, Thompson, &
Williams, 2001). Although these studies also focused on selfregulatory processes, they addressed main effects of withinindividual differences in cognitions on behaviors, while we focused
on moderating effects of a between-individual difference.
Furthermore, when we compare within- and between-individual
correlations in Table 3.4, the pattern seems rather similar.
Therefore, a more plausible explanation for the differences in
findings between the two studies may relate to the different
conceptualization of negative job search experiences across the two
studies. Experiencing difficulties during job search (Study 3.1) and
perceiving a lack of job search progress (Study 3.2) are conceptually
related though somewhat different constructs. As mentioned in the
discussion of Study 3.1, difficulties indisputably have a negative
connotation, while progress may be an evaluation of the amount of
work that has been done for reaching a goal. Asking job seekers about
their difficulties during job search may particularly tap into negative
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affective responses, resulting in a stronger correlation with negative
affect than with positive affect, regardless of self-compassion. In
contrast, asking job seekers about their progress may particularly tap
into positive affective responses, resulting in a stronger correlation
with positive affect than with negative affect, regardless of selfcompassion. Furthermore, difficulties may refer more to external
attributions (e.g., organizations who do not respond), whereas lack of
progress may also refer to an individual’s own actions (e.g.,
procrastination of search activities), thus involving internal
attributions. Attribution theory (Weiner, 1985) poses that different
emotions may occur depending on the causal attributions for
successes or failures. Attributing experienced difficulties externally
may evoke emotions such as angriness, irritation, and dissatisfaction
for all individuals irrespective of their self-compassion because
individuals will criticize others (i.e., employers, lack of information)
rather than themselves. However, individuals low rather than high on
self-compassion may also blame themselves for the experienced
difficulties, which will diminish their positive emotions. Generally,
internal attributions when experiencing lack of progress may
primarily reduce positive emotions such as happiness, enthusiasm,
and feeling energetic, also for individuals higher on self-compassion.
These individuals, however, will less likely than low selfcompassioned individuals over-identify with their lack of progress
and may focus on solutions rather than dwelling in negative emotions
such as stress, sadness, or angriness. Future research is needed to test
these mechanisms by examining the role of attributions in the job
search process.
Considering the different activation levels, we generally found
comparable results for activating and deactivating affect. The
direction of the relationships was the same across the activation
levels, and the size of the relationships differed only slightly. For
example, our findings show that self-compassion has similar main
and moderation effects across types of affect with similar valence
regardless of activation level. That being said, our results do not rule
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out that activating and deactivating affect may have differential
relationships with other relevant variables in the job search process.
For example, activating affect might have different consequences for
job search intensity as compared to deactivating affect. The relation
between affect and job search intensity thus far yields mixed findings,
with some studies reporting positive relations of negative affect with
job search effort (e.g., Song et al., 2009), some reporting negative
relations (e.g., Waters, 2007), and some finding no relationship (e.g.,
Turban et al., 2013; Wanberg et al., 2010). One explanation for these
mixed findings may relate to the conceptualization of affect.
Including activation level in future research may help to better
understand these relationships.
Theoretical and Practical Implications
Our results contribute to extant job search literature in several
ways. First, although previous research identified self-compassion as
a healthy and adaptive response to failure, regret, and setbacks
(Adams & Leary, 2007; Breines & Chen, 2012; Neff et al., 2005; J.
W. Zhang & Chen, 2016), to our knowledge no research has
examined the role of self-compassion in the job search context. The
present research extends previous job search theories and models
(e.g., Saks, 2005; Van Hooft et al., 2013; Wanberg et al., 2002) by
introducing a novel emotion-regulation strategy that may benefit the
job search process. More specifically, as compared to typical
emotion-regulation strategies that focus on altering one’s emotions
(e.g., Wanberg, Zhu, et al., 2012), self-compassion offers an
alternative approach on effective emotion regulation focusing on
acceptance. Second, by showing that self-compassion is also
associated with more favorable affective responses to negative job
search experiences within individuals over time, we extended job
seekers’ arsenal of possible coping strategies. For example, our
findings extend previous research indicating the adaptive effects of
mindsets such as a learning goal orientation and resilience.
Altogether, our findings add to our understanding and extend
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previous research that generally reported negative relationships
between job search and well-being (McKee-Ryan et al., 2005; Song
et al., 2009), by specifying the conditions under which job search
experiences may and may not relate to negative emotions and
reduced well-being.
Considering that self-compassion can be learned, our results
have promising practical implications. Employment and career
counsellors can foster more self-compassion in their clients by telling
and reminding them to be self-compassioned (cf. Adams & Leary,
2007; Breines & Chen, 2012, Experiment 3), or by having their
clients engage in self-compassioned writing exercises (e.g., see Leary
et al., 2007; Shapira & Mongrain, 2010; J. W. Zhang & Chen, 2016),
or by training self-compassion more extensively with a multitude of
exercises intended to steer away from negative self-critical thoughts
towards a kinder, more mindful mindset that acknowledges the
shared nature of the negative job search experiences (see Neff, 2011;
Smeets et al., 2014). Identifying the buffering effects of selfcompassion on negative job search experiences, opens up the
possibility to equip job seekers with an adaptive mindset that helps
them cope better with adverse experiences during job search.
In addition to the positive role of self-compassion for job
seekers’ affective responses, self-compassion may also increase selfregulatory abilities of job seekers. Research has shown that inducing
self-compassion increases personal responsibility for an undesirable
event (Leary et al., 2007), increases self-improvement motivation
(Breines & Chen, 2012), and spurs positive adjustment in the face of
regrets (J. W. Zhang & Chen, 2016). Self-compassion involves
recognizing mistakes without becoming overwhelmed with negative
emotion, thereby possibly increasing self-regulation in the future
(Adams & Leary, 2007). However, future research is needed to test
such effects of self-compassion on self-regulation in the context of
job search.
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Limitations and Future Research
To put our results into perspective, we need to consider some
limitations of our research. First, it is important to recognize that our
data are correlational in nature and based on self-report. Therefore,
we must be cautious with drawing causal conclusions and be aware
of possible influences of common method bias and social desirability
(Podsakoff et al., 2003; Podsakoff & Organ, 1986). By emphasizing
the anonymity of our participants we tried to minimize concerns of
social desirability responding (Podsakoff & Organ, 1986). In
addition, in our second study we examined within-individual
dynamics. Assuming that social desirability would have the same
effect on the different measurement points over time within
individuals, this design may have reduced these concerns.
Nonetheless, future research could include other sources (e.g.,
database, counselor reports; see Van Hooft, 2014) to further
counteract confounding influences. Furthermore, future research
should focus on effects of interventions on job seekers’ job search
experiences and include objective job search outcomes such as the
number of vacancies job seekers applied to, the number of job
interviews, the number of job offers, and employment quality (Saks,
2006).
Another limitation is the single item measure of job search
difficulties in Study 3.1. We therefore used a more extensive measure
of job search experiences in Study 3.2. Still these measures both
reflected job seekers’ overall cognitive evaluation of specific job
search events and progress. We preferred such subjective measures
over a more objective measure because job seekers may experience
similar ‘objective’ job search events differently. However, it would
be interesting to examine which factors explain why similar events
are experienced differently. Future research should therefore
examine specific events (e.g., being rejected on an application).
Another limitation of the current study is that we did not
include variables such as self-efficacy, job level, and wage level in
our design. Self-efficacy has been shown to relate to positive
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affectivity (Turban et al., 2013) and other job search variables
(Kanfer et al., 2001; Saks et al., 2015), and self-compassion has been
shown to positively relate to self-efficacy (Smeets et al., 2014).
Future research should examine whether our conclusions hold for
different levels of self-efficacy and across different job and wage
levels.
Further, as mentioned the job search process is a dynamic
process which unfolds over time. To fully understand the process it
is important to take time into account. While we included time in
Study 3.2 to show that self-compassion also benefits withinindividual responses to negative experiences, and we found that
affect changes over time, we did not make predictions about how the
job search process changes over time. Future studies could
incorporate job search dynamics more thoroughly by examining
lagged effects and growth models. For example, building on Song et
al. (2009) and Wanberg et al. (2010) future work may examine how
self-compassion affects the relation of job seekers’ affect at one day
with job search effort the next day.
Lastly, in the current study we treated self-compassion as an
individual difference variable that moderates the between-individual
(Study 3.1) and within-individual (Study 3.2) relations of negative
experiences with affect. Future studies could measure selfcompassion as a within- individual variable, because previous
research has indicated that self-compassion can be altered through
exercise (Leary et al., 2007) or instruction (e.g., Adams & Leary,
2007). Because within- and between-individual designs have been
show to yield different findings (e.g., Vancouver et al., 2002, 2001),
job search scholars could study how within-individual differences in
self-compassion relate to affect during job search.
Conclusion
Taken together the present study suggests self-compassion as a
promising emotion-regulation strategy in the context of job search.
Our findings extend previous theory and research on job seeking by
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illustrating the beneficial effects of self-compassion as an
acceptance-based approach towards regulating affective responses to
negative job search experiences. Self-compassion can thus be viewed
as a positive adaptive mindset that job seekers can apply to counteract
the detrimental emotional effects of experiencing difficulties and lack
of progress during job search. These findings suggest that
employment and career counselors should foster self-compassion to
help job seekers having a more emotionally balanced job search
experience.
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Chapter 4
Testing a Self-compassion Intervention among Job Seekers:
Self-compassion Beneficially Impacts Affect Through Reduced
Self-Criticism
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Abstract
Searching for a job is associated with various obstacles and
difficulties that can elicit negative emotions, and undermine positive
emotions. Having self-compassion has been suggested to benefit job
seekers’ emotional responses regarding negative job search
experiences. In the current field experiment (( = 180) we examined
whether self-compassion can be increased among job seekers. Using
writing exercises in which job seekers are instructed to reflect on their
experiences with self-compassion, we examined whether state selfcompassion was enhanced and consequently influenced job seekers’
affect. Furthermore, we tested whether this positive influence on
affect could be explained by reduced self-criticism. We designed a
between-participants field experiment with two conditions (i.e., selfcompassion vs. control) and three measurement times one week
apart: A baseline questionnaire, the intervention and a second
questionnaire, and a follow-up questionnaire. Results show that the
self-compassion writing exercise increased job seekers’ state selfcompassion, which in turn related to their affective responses to job
search. Specifically, their negative deactivating affect (e.g., sadness)
was lower and their positive deactivating affect (e.g., calmness) was
higher immediately after the self-compassion writing exercise than
after reflecting freely (i.e., the control condition). The effects on job
seekers’ affect were mediated by reduced self-criticism.
Keywords
Job search, self-compassion, negative affect, positive affect, selfcriticism
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Most people search for a job at some stage in their career, for
example when entering the labor market after finishing school, when
a temporary contract ends, after being laid off, or when desiring to
make a career move. The chance of finding employment increases to
the extent that job seekers put effort in their search and search
intensively (Kanfer et al., 2001). However, job search includes
activities that can be difficult and stressful, and is associated with
various negative experiences such as rejections or failing to find job
leads (Song et al., 2009), making job seekers prone to feelings of selfdoubt, anxiety, self-criticism, and rumination (e.g., Wanberg,
Basbug, et al., 2012). This makes job search an emotional experience
that may harm job seekers’ wellbeing (McKee-Ryan et al., 2005).
Understandably, job seekers can become discouraged during their
search and postpone or hold off searching for a job, which lengthens
the duration of their unemployment, leading to adverse consequences
for themselves, their families, and society as a whole (Klehe & Van
Hooft, 2018).
Several scholars have called for research that investigates ways
in which job seekers can deal with negative job search experiences to
reduce their negative emotional impact (e.g., Song et al., 2009;
Turban et al., 2013). This is important because while negative affect
during job search frequently occurs, it is positive affectivity that
enhances job search success (Turban et al., 2013). Self-compassion
may be a promising coping mechanism for job seekers when
experiencing negative job search events because self-compassioned
cognitions make individuals respond to failure with kindness to the
self, make them aware that failure is human, and let them
acknowledge their emotions with a healthy distance (Neff, 2003a). A
recent correlational study has indeed shown that job seekers higher
on trait self-compassion were less affected by negative job search
experiences than job seekers with less self-compassion (Kreemers et
al., 2018). They felt more positive and less negative while searching
for a job. Although, self-compassion is considered to be a general
tendency, it can also be induced/trained (e.g., Breines & Chen, 2012;
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Leary et al., 2007; Shapira & Mongrain, 2010; J. W. Zhang & Chen,
2016).
In the current study, we follow up on Kreemers et al. (2018)
correlational study and test the causal effects of self-compassion on
job seekers’ emotions during their job search. Different from
Kreemers et al. (2018) who examined trait self-compassion and it
relationships with affect, we focus on state self-compassion, thus the
self-compassioned cognitions that can be influenced. Specifically, in
an experimental field study we examine whether an online selfcompassion intervention composed of writing exercises that facilitate
taking a self-compassioned perspective towards job search
difficulties make job seekers feel better in comparison to a control
condition composed of writing exercises in which job seekers reflect
freely on their difficulties. In addition to testing whether writing
exercises promote job seekers’ state self-compassion and
consequently positively influence their affect, we aim to increase our
understanding of the process through which self-compassion
influences affect. Based on theorizing and prior research, we propose
that enhanced self-compassion will reduce self-criticism among job
seekers, which will attenuate negative affect and elevate positive
affect.
This study contributes to both research and practice in the field
of job search for a number of reasons. First, although prior research
by Kreemers at al. (2018) showed a relationship between selfcompassion and job seekers’ affect, this was correlational and we can
therefore not rule out the possibility that this relationship is spurious
or reversed. The experimental design of the current study allows us
to draw causal conclusions regarding the impact of self-compassion
on job seekers’ affective responses to their job search experiences.
This is relevant for designing job search interventions, because thus
far meta-analyses (Liu, Huang, & Wang, 2014) could not identify
stress management interventions as effective components of job
search interventions. Self-compassion has the potential to aid job
seekers in effectively dealing with stress that occurs as a consequence
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of negative job search experiences. In addition, we propose and test
whether reduced self-criticism is the underlying mechanism that
drives the effects of the self-compassion intervention. Although
previous research has shown a negative relation between selfcompassion and self-criticism (Gilbert & Procter, 2006), selfcriticism has not been tested as mediator between self-compassion
and affect. Understanding how self-compassion makes job seekers
feel better can be informative to targeting specific sensitive groups
(e.g., those who suffer more from self-criticism; Shapira &
Mongrain, 2010) who could benefit from a self-compassion
intervention. Finally, our experimental field study does not only
provide a stringent test of self-compassion theory, it also has practical
relevance. Practical recommendations often rely on the notion of
causality (e.g., Aguinis & Edwards, 2014; Eden, 2017). Hence, the
insights gained by this study may provide tools that could be
implemented in practice, such as writing exercises to facilitate taking
a self-compassioned perspective on job search difficulties.
Job Search and Mental Well-Being
Job seekers engage in a range of job search activities that
contribute to job attainment such as searching for vacancies, having
network conversations, contacting employment agencies, applying
for jobs, and eventually asking for feedback to improve their
application letter. Job search requests cyclical self-regulatory
behavior that is purposive and self-organized (Kanfer et al., 2001).
The amount of time and effort that job seekers spend on job search
activities is positively related to job search success (Kanfer et al.,
2001). However, during job search there is hardly a clear pathway
towards reaching the desired employment outcome. People
oftentimes receive little feedback on the steps they take along the way
other than rejections, which makes it hard to perceive progress.
Results of a daily diary study show that a lack of job search progress
adversely relates to how job seekers feel (Wanberg et al., 2010).
Furthermore, the more time job seekers spend on their job search, the
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more negative job search experiences they have and the higher their
distress (Song et al., 2009). Qualitative research has indicated that
job seekers are especially prone to feelings of self-doubt, anxiety,
self-criticism, and rumination (e.g., Wanberg et al., 2012). Job search
difficulties such as rejection, failure to find suitable leads, and lack
of job search progress elicit negative thoughts and feelings which in
turn harm job seekers’ mental well-being. In addition to eliciting
negative emotions, job search difficulties also undermine positive
emotions (Kreemers et al., 2018), which has consequences for job
search outcomes, as especially positive feelings are related to job
search success (Turban et al., 2013). Therefore, it is important to
identify how negative affective responses during job search can be
reduced and positive affective responses can be increased.
The hedonic tone of affective responses (positive vs. negative)
can be further specified in activation level (Yik et al., 2011), that is,
the extent to which an affective response is activating or deactivating.
This results in four types of affect: activating negative (e.g., nervous)
and positive affect (e.g., enthusiastic) and deactivating negative
affect (e.g., disappointed) and positive affect (e.g., at ease). Given
that job search is such an emotional experience in which job seekers
experience a wide range of emotions (Kreemers et al., 2018;
Wanberg, Basbug, et al., 2012) and previous research has shown that
emotions with different hedonic tone and activation level originate
from different sources and elicit different outcomes (e.g., Baas et al.,
2008; Carver, 2004; Feldman Barrett & Russell, 1998; Russell, 2003;
Taylor, 1991; Watson & Tellegen, 1985; Wrzus et al., 2015; Yik et
al., 2011) it seems fitting to examine how self-compassion may
contribute to changes in these four types of affect.
Self-Compassion
A healthy way to respond to negative experiences such as
setbacks, humiliation, and failure is reflecting on them with selfcompassion. Self-compassion emanated from Buddhist philosophy,
and is an emotion-focused coping strategy. It is different from
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traditional emotion regulation strategies in that it does not aim to alter
people’s emotional state, but rather allows for emotions to exist in
kind awareness (Neff, 2003a). Self-compassion entails three basic
components: self-kindness, common humanity, and mindfulness.
People who are self-compassioned respond to their failures with selfkindness and understanding (self-kindness) rather than with harsh
self-judgement, they are understanding of the shared nature of their
experiences (common humanity) rather than feeling isolated, and
they acknowledge their emotions with mindful acceptance
(mindfulness) rather than ignoring or exaggerating them (Neff,
2003b). While these components are conceptually distinct, they also
interact so as to mutually enhance and engender one another (Neff,
2003a). Self-compassion should not be confused with self-pity
because people who pity themselves feel isolated in their misery and
fail to recognize the shared nature of their experience (Neff, 2003a).
Self-compassion also differs from self-esteem, in that it constitutes
more stable feelings of self-worth enabling people to see themselves
and their flaws with more clarity than self-esteem, which is more
contingent on positive ego-focused outcomes (Neff & Vonk, 2009).
Self-compassionate individuals are better at withstanding
experiences of pain and failure, because these experiences are not met
with harsh self-condemnation, feelings of isolation, or overidentification with thoughts and emotions. Therefore, there are lower
incidences of anxiety and depression among self-compassionate
individuals and better mental health outcomes such as more
connectedness and subjective well-being (Neff, 2003a, 2003b, Neff
et al., 2005, 2007). Previous research shows that people who are able
to reflect on their experiences with self-compassion generally feel
better and have more moderate responses to unpleasant and selfrelevant experiences than people who are not able to reflect on their
experiences with self-compassion (e.g., Leary et al., 2007; Neff et al.,
2005, 2007). For example, previous research showed that students
who were instructed to be more self-compassioned experienced less
negative affect in response to unfavorable feedback (Leary et al.,
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2007). Other research showed that students dealt more adaptively
with academic failure when they had more self-compassion (Neff et
al., 2005). The beneficial role of self-compassion is also apparent in
studies with clinical samples with participants suffering from shame
or trauma (e.g., Raes, 2010; Thompson & Waltz, 2008).
We propose that self-compassion can be helpful during the job
search process which is usually full of self-relevant negative
experiences. A recent correlational study indeed showed that job
seekers higher on trait self-compassion experienced more positive
and less negative emotions during their job search than job seekers
lower on trait self-compassion (Kreemers et al., 2018). Given the
above theorizing and empirical support for the beneficial
psychological effect of self-compassion in times of perceived failure
and setback, we expect that stimulating job seekers to reflect on their
job search experiences with self-compassion will decrease negative
affect (both activating and deactivating) and increase positive affect
(both activating and deactivating) in comparison to job seekers who
reflect on their experiences freely.
Enhancing State Self-Compassion
Given that self-compassion relates to an array of beneficial
psychological outcomes, there have been various attempts to develop
methods aimed at stimulating self-compassion (e.g., Adams & Leary,
2007; Au et al., 2017; Breines & Chen, 2012; Gilbert & Procter,
2006; Leary et al., 2007; Neff, 2011; Shapira & Mongrain, 2010;
Shapiro, Brown, & Biegel, 2007; Smeets et al., 2014; J. W. Zhang &
Chen, 2016). The most simple example is letting participants know
that they were not alone in their experience and encouraging them to
not be hard on themselves (cf. Adams & Leary, 2007; Breines &
Chen, 2012, Experiment 3). More elaborate forms of stimulating selfcompassion are continuous practice with a multitude of exercises
intended to move towards a kinder, more mindful mindset that
acknowledges the shared nature of negative experiences (see Neff,
2011; Smeets et al., 2014). There are also various therapy forms that
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have incorporated self-compassion (e.g., Compassion-Based
Therapy, Gilbert & Procter, 2006; Mindfulness-Based Stress
Reduction, Kabat-Zinn, 1982) and have been shown to successfully
increase self-compassion (e.g., Au et al., 2017; Shapiro et al., 2007).
A thorough but more accessible option than weekly meetings and
therapy is having participants engage in self-compassion writing
exercises (cf. Breines & Chen, 2012; Leary et al., 2007, Experiment
5; Shapira & Mongrain, 2010; J. W. Zhang & Chen, 2016).
Participants who were instructed to reflect on a personal weakness
and take a self-compassioned and understanding perspective have
been shown to have more state self-compassion than participants who
were instructed to contrast their weakness with things they were
proud of or describe their hobby after reflecting on a weakness
(Breines & Chen, 2012).
Based on these positive effects in previous studies (e.g.,
Breines & Chen, 2012; Leary et al., 2007, Experiment 5; J. W. Zhang
& Chen, 2016), in the current study we adopt the self-compassion
writing exercise method and adapt it to the job search setting.
Specifically, we instruct job seekers to reflect on their worst job
search experience and then ask them to reflect on this experience with
self-compassion (i.e., self-compassion condition) or freely (i.e.,
control condition). Based on previous research using a comparable
design (cf. Leary et al., 2007, Experiment 5), we expect that after the
writing exercise job seekers in the self-compassion condition will
have more state self-compassion than job seekers in the control
condition which in turn will result in less negative affect and more
positive affect. Previous research by Shapira and Mongrain (2010),
who also made use of writing exercises, has shown that the effects of
self-compassion interventions can have lasting effects. Therefore, we
measure job seekers’ affect immediately after the exercises and we
measure affect in a follow-up measurement one week later. Hereby
we extend previous research by Leary et al. (2007), who only
measured affect directly after the exercises, and explore whether the
effects of the self-compassion exercise lasts over time.
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The Mediating Role of Self-Criticism
Furthermore, we expect that the beneficial influence of state
self-compassion on affect can be attributed to reduced self-criticism.
Negative experiences in personally relevant areas of life, such as job
search, can make people more self-critical (Pinto-Gouveia, Castilho,
Matos, & Xavier, 2013; Wanberg, Basbug, et al., 2012). When people
perceive personal failure or inadequacies (e.g., during job search),
they tend to have an exaggerated focus on the implications of this
experience for their self-worth, leading to feelings of isolation and
overly severe judgments and criticism of the self (Neff, 2003a).
Indeed negative job search experiences, such as rejections or lack of
progress are shown to make job seekers prone to feelings of selfcriticism (Wanberg, Basbug, et al., 2012). Neff (2003a) emphasizes
that self-compassion is most relevant in situations that elicit feelings
of shame and self-criticism, because self-compassion counteracts
these feelings by means of its three mutually enhancing components.
Self-kindness softens the self-consciousness that is strengthened
though harsh self-judgement. Common humanity, that is, realizing
that failure and personal suffering is shared, lessens the blame placed
on oneself, further reducing self-criticism (Neff, 2003a). Finally,
mindfulness contributes to reducing self-criticism by increasing the
other two components of self-compassion. The nonjudgmental,
detached stance of mindfulness increases self-understanding and
self-kindness (Jopling, 2000), whereas the balanced perspectivetaking of mindfulness directly counters the egocentrism that causes
feelings of isolation and separateness from the rest of humanity and
thus increases feelings of interconnectedness (Elkind, 1967).
Empirical evidence further support the notion that selfcompassion is negatively related to self-criticism (Gilbert & Procter,
2006; Neff, 2003b; Neff et al., 2007) and that self-criticism is related
to maladaptive outcomes such as depression (Blatt, Quinlan,
Chevron, McDonald, & Zuroff, 1982; Dunkley & Blankstein, 2000;
Dunkley, Zuroff, & Blankstein, 2003) and higher negative affect and
lower positive affect (Zuroff, Moskowitz, & Cote, 1999). Therefore,
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we expect that reducing job seekers’ self-critical thoughts through
self-compassioned cognitions when reflecting on a negative job
search experience will promote their positive affect and reduce their
negative affect. In other words, we expect that job seekers in the selfcompassion condition report lower negative affect and higher
positive affect than job seekers in the control condition as mediated
by state self-compassion and self-criticism.
Method
Participants and Design
We designed a between-participants field experimental study
with two conditions and three measurement times. More specifically,
we administered a baseline questionnaire before the intervention at
Time 0, conducted the intervention (i.e., a self-compassion or control
writing exercise) six days8 later, immediately followed by the Time
1 questionnaire, and a Time 2 questionnaire five to seven days later.
We recruited job seekers who were searching for a paid job (of
at least 20 hours) via the alumni department of a Dutch university,
employment agencies, and social media, to participate in a study
about job search. To be eligible for the study, participants had to be
currently searching for a job and had to have searched in the last
month. This ensured that participants had job search experiences to
reflect on during the self-compassion/control writing exercise.
Participants received €10 for completing all three questionnaires and
the self-compassion/control writing exercise.
A total of 354 participants started the Time 0 questionnaire. Of
these, 288 participants met the eligibility criteria (currently searching
for a job and having searched in the last month) and 205 finished the
self-compassion/control writing exercise and subsequent Time 1
8

Due to logistic reasons the time between the baseline questionnaire and the
intervention varied. The average time was 6.81 days (SD = 2.71). Theoretically
these varying times are not a problem as the average time between T0 and T1 did
not differ between conditions, t(178) = 1.22, p = .23, and our research questions
focus on differences between the conditions.
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questionnaire. We excluded 18 participants from the analyses
because they indicated to have found a job at Time 1. Another 7
participants were excluded from the analyses because their responses
to the writing exercise were absent or unrelated to job search. The
final sample consisted of 180 participants, with complete data on both
Time 0 and Time 1. Of these, 173 participants also completed the
Time 2 questionnaire.
The average age in the final sample of 180 participants was 29
years (SD = 9.17) and 75.6% were women (n = 136). Most
participants (59.4%) had a paid (student) job (n = 107), in which they
worked an average of 26.08 hours a week (SD = 11.78), and 9.4%
had an unpaid job (n = 17), with an average of 11.53 hours a week
(SD = 8.64). Of the employed participants 32.2% worked under
temporary employment, 13.9% had a permanent position, 11.1% was
volunteer or intern, and 4.4% worked as freelancer. The sample was
generally highly educated (74.4% university degree, 9.4% higher
vocational education). Some participants (16.7%) were still studying,
but would graduate within 6 months (within 3.37 months on average).
Mean job search duration at Time 0 was 5.71 months (SD = 6.06).
Procedure
At Time 0 participants received an e-mail with a link to the
baseline questionnaire. After having filled out the informed consent,
participants had 14 days to finish the baseline questionnaire.
Participants received reminders three, five, and seven days after
receiving a questionnaire if they had not finished the questionnaire.
The Time 0 questionnaire contained questions about job search
history, demographics, trait self-compassion, self-criticism, and
affect.9
9

In addition to the variables mentioned in the method section, the Time 0
questionnaire also contained various other personality traits (i.e., perfectionism,
self-esteem, learning goal orientation, openness to change, incremental beliefs
regarding emotions, neuroticism), potential mediators (i.e., fear of failure, job
search self-efficacy, rumination), and dependent variables (i.e., exhaustion,
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One day after finishing Time 0, participants received a link to
the writing exercise and Time 1 questionnaire. Participants were first
asked to describe their worst job search experience in the past period.
After having provided a description of the event, participants were
randomly assigned to the self-compassion condition or the control
condition. In the self-compassion condition participants were asked
to reflect on their negative job search experience with selfcompassion and to report these reflections in writing. In the control
condition participants were asked to reflect on their negative job
search experience by freely describing their naturally occurring
thoughts and feelings. The writing exercise was followed by the Time
1 questionnaire, which included measures of state self-compassion,
self-criticism, and affect. Five days after filling out the Time 1
questionnaire participants received the link to the Time 2
questionnaire which included the same measures as at Time 1.
Participants had three days to finish the Time 2 questionnaire and
received reminders at day two and three if they had not finished the
questionnaire.
Self-Compassion and Control Assignments
The self-compassion intervention was based on the lab
experiment with psychology students of Leary et al. (2007) who
showed that self-compassion can be manipulated with a writing
exercise. Original materials were translated into Dutch and adjusted
to the job search context and pilot tested to ensure that the
instructions were clear. First, participants in both conditions were
asked to describe a negative job search event in detail, how many
weeks ago it occurred, what happened, who was present, and what
had led to the event. Then, participants in the self-compassion
vitality, job search intention, job search time). At Time 1, participants were first
asked whether they had negative job search experiences and to what extent they
perceived job search progress in the last month before proceeding with the writing
task. After the intervention the same mediator and dependent variables were
measured as in the Time 0 questionnaire and these were also measured at Time 2.
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condition answered three questions regarding the negative event
tailored to the three dimensions of self-compassion (cf. Leary et al.,
2007; Neff, 2003a). Specifically, they were asked to (a) indicate in
what ways other people experience similar events (common
humanity), (b) write a paragraph directed to themselves in a tone they
would use for a friend (self-kindness), and (c) picture the emotions
that they associated with the event as temporary states and describe
them objectively and with mindfulness (mindful acceptance).
In the control condition, participants were asked to freely
reflect on the negative job search event and describe their naturally
occurring thoughts and feelings. We deliberately chose an active
writing control condition as opposed to a passive control condition in
which no task was assigned to the participants to ensure that we can
attribute any effect of the self-compassion condition to selfcompassion rather than to the mere process of reflecting on and
writing about a certain event (cf. Leary et al., 2007). This because
writing about an emotional event is an intervention by itself, which
has been shown to positively influence people’s affective state
(Pennebaker, Colder, & Sharp, 1990).
Measures
Trait self-compassion was measured at Time 0 with the SelfCompassion Scale (Neff, 2003b; Neff & Vonk, 2009) which consists
of 26 statements (e.g., “I’m tolerant to my own flaws and
inadequacies” and “I try to see my failings as part of the human
condition”). Participants indicated the extent to which they agreed
with these statements on a 5-point scale ranging from strongly
disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). Cronbach’s alpha was .94.
State self-compassion. At Time 1 after the intervention,
participants were asked to indicate on a 7-point scale to what extent
they agreed with three statements regarding their current selfcompassion regarding their job search. We selected three10 statements
10

We originally selected the same four items as Breines and Chen (2012). In
adjusting the items to the job search context one item became conceptually illogical
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from the Self-Compassion Scale of Neff (2003b) that each reflected
one component of self-compassion (cf. Breines & Chen, 2012;
Experiment 4) and adjusted the items to make them specific to job
search (i.e., “When I look back at my job search experiences of the
past month: I now treat myself kindly, I try to have a balanced stance
towards my experiences, I see my weaknesses as part of being
human”; α = .71).
Self-criticism was measured at Time 0 and 1 with the extended
and adapted Self- Criticism Questionnaire (Brewin, Firth-Cozens,
Furnham, & McManus, 1992) which consists of six items selected
from the Depressive Experiences Questionnaire (e.g., “I tend to be
very critical of myself.”; Blatt, D’Afflitti, & Quinlan, 1976) and four
items from the Responsibility for Negative Outcome (e.g., “I usually
blame myself when things go wrong”; Brewin & Shapiro, 1984). We
adjusted the formulation such that the items apply to how critical
participants feel considering their job search at the moment of
measurement rather than generally (e.g., “I blame myself for things
that go wrong during job search”). Participants were asked to indicate
their agreement with the statements on a 5-point scale ranging from
totally disagree (1) to totally agree (5). Cronbach’s alpha was .87 at
both measurement times.
Affect was measured at Time 0, 1, and 2 using a selection of
16 emotions from the PANAS (Crawford & Henry, 2004) that clearly
fell into the four affect categories of the emotion circumplex (Yik et
al., 2011). Each affect category was measured with four emotions,
that is, negative activating affect with nervous, stressed, frustrated,
and jittery (α = .84 - .87), negative deactivating affect with sad,
disappointed, down, and downcast (α = .89 - .91), positive activating
affect with enthusiastic, cheerful, lively, and energetic (α = .94 - .96),
as part of a state self-compassion measure right after the writing exercise, because
it addressed job seekers’ self-compassioned attitudes during job search, while there
had been no time to search since the exercise. Therefore, we decided to run the
analyses with the remaining three items which each represented one of the three
components of self-compassion.
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and positive deactivating with at ease, calm, relaxed, and laid back (α
= .94 at all times). Participants indicated the extent to which they felt
the emotions when they considered their job search experiences of
the last month on a 5-point scale ranging from strongly disagree (1)
to strongly agree (5).
Demographics were measured at Time 0. Specifically, age,
gender, education (primary school, high school level 1, 2 or 3,
intermediate vocational education, higher vocational education, or
university degree), employment position (employed or unemployed),
and job search duration (in months) were measured as control
variables, as meta-analyses has shown their importance to the job
search process (Kanfer et al., 2001).
With confirmatory factor analyses in Mplus 7.11 we tested a
6-factor model with all Time 1 variables (i.e., state self-compassion,
self-criticism, and the four affect variables) against theoretical
plausible alternative models (i.e., collapsing state self-compassion
and self-criticism, collapsing the two negative and the two positive
affect variables, collapsing all affect variables). The 6-factor model
fit the data significantly better than all alternative models (all Δχ2
larger than 101.39; all p’s < .05; all ΔCFI > .03).
Results
Preliminary Analyses
To assess whether the participants in the self-compassion (n
= 82) and control condition (n = 98) differed before the intervention,
we compared participants’ demographics, trait self-compassion, selfcriticism, and affect at Time 0 between both conditions. Supporting
the successfulness of the random assignment, there were no
significant differences between conditions for age, t(174.38) = 1.70,
p = .09, gender, χ2(1) = 1.32, p = .72, education, χ2(1) = 0.53, p = .47,
employment status, χ2(1) = 1.68, p = .20, job search duration, t(178)
= 0.65, p = .52, trait self-compassion, t(178) = -1.57, p = .12, selfcriticism, t(156.50) = 0.67, p = .51, negative activating affect, t(178)
= -0.54, p = .59, negative deactivating affect, t(178) = -0.38, p = .70,
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positive activating affect, t(178) = -0.66, p = .51, and positive
deactivating affect, t(178) = -0.08, p = .94. Given the absence of
significant a priori differences between the conditions there is no
need to control for these Time 0 variables when testing the
effectiveness of the intervention. Table 4.1 shows the correlations
between all study variables.
Effects of the Intervention
First, we tested the effects of the intervention on state selfcompassion, measured directly after the writing exercises (Time 1).
An independent t-test showed that participants in the self-compassion
condition (M = 5.09, SD = 1.00) scored significantly higher on Time
1 state self-compassion than participants in the control condition (M
= 4.78, SD = 0.99), t(178) = 2.11, p = .036. In other words, the selfcompassion writing exercises led job seekers to reflect on their job
search experiences with more self-compassion than the control
writing exercises.
Second, we tested the effects of the intervention on job
seekers’ affect, as mediated by state self-compassion and selfcriticism. We examined these indirect effects using the PROCESS
bootstrapping method Model 6 (Hayes, 2012) in SPSS with the
variables measured at Time 1. We ran four analyses, one for each
type of affect as dependent variable, in which we entered condition
as independent variable and state self-compassion and self-criticism
as mediators. The pattern of results was roughly similar across
different types of affect and is shown in Figure 4.1. For each type of
affect there was no direct effect of condition on affect, b ranged from
-.23 to .28, t(176) ranged from -1.36 to 1.59, p > .05, and no direct
relation between condition and self-criticism, b = .03, p = .79.
However, results did show two significant indirect effects: from
condition through state self-compassion to affect (indirect effect A),
and from condition to state self-compassion to self-criticism to affect
(indirect effect B).
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Figure 4.1. Results of the effects of condition on the four affect variables, as mediated by state self-compassion and
self-criticism. Indirect effect A: condition through state self-compassion to affect. Indirect effect B: condition through
state self-compassion and self-criticism to affect. The dashed lines are not significant.
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p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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Figure 4.1. (Continued) Results of the effects of condition on the four affect variables, as mediated by state selfcompassion and self-criticism. Indirect effect A: condition through state self-compassion to affect. Indirect effect B:
condition through state self-compassion and self-criticism to affect. The dashed lines are not significant.
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p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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This means that all effects of condition on affect run through state
self-compassion and some also through self-criticism. As shown in
Figure 4.1, the indirect effects are composed of the following
relations. Regarding effect A, there was a positive relation between
condition and state self-compassion. Further, state self-compassion
had a negative relation with both types of negative affect and a
positive relation with both types of positive affect. Regarding effect
B, there was a negative relation between state self-compassion and
self-criticism. Further, self-criticism had a positive relation with both
types of negative affect and a negative relation with both types of
positive affect.
Even though the indirect effects were significant for all four
affect type, the total effects of condition on affect was only
significant for positive deactivating affect, b = .46, t(178) = 2.28, p <
.001, and approached significance for negative deactivating affect, b
= -.43, t(178) = -1.96, p = .052. These results indicate that at Time 1
the total effects of the intervention on affect (i.e., the direct effect and
the indirect effects combined), were only (marginally) supported for
deactivating affect and not for activating affect.
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Third, we examined the extent to which the effects of the
intervention on job seeker affect hold over time from Time 1 to Time
2. Table 4.2 presents the raw means over time for the two conditions.
We conducted four repeated measures analyses of variance
(ANOVA) with the different types of affect at each measurement
point (Time 0, 1, and 2) as within-participant variables and condition
as between-participant variable. The repeated measures ANOVA
assumptions of normality and homogeneity of variance were met.
However, Mauchly’s test indicated that the assumption of sphericity
had been violated for positive activating affect. Therefore, we
corrected the degrees of freedom for positive activating affect using
Huynh-Feldt estimates of sphericity (ε = .97). With contrast analyses
we examined the changes in affect in the two conditions in more
detail.
Table 4.2
Values of different kinds of affect at the Time 0, Time 1, and Time 2
measurement for the control and the self-compassion condition
Affect

Negative activating

Negative
deactivating

Condition

Baseline
(T0)

Post
intervention
(T1)
M
SD
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(T2)

M

SD
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4.38

1.45

Selfcompassion
Positive activating
Control
Selfcompassion
Positive deactivating Control
Selfcompassion
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M
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Results for negative activating affect showed a significant
main effect of time, F(2,346) = 42.73, p < .001, η2p = .20, and a
significant interaction between time and condition, F(2,346) = 5.68,
p = .004, η2p = .03 (see Figure 4.2). Contrast analyses showed a
significant decrease in negative activating affect between Time 0 and
Time 1 in the self-compassion condition (Mdiff = -0.64, p < .001), but
not in the control condition. At Time 1, participants’ mean negative
activating affect was lower in the self-compassion condition than in
the control condition, but this difference was only approaching
significance (Mdiff = -0.43, p = .055). Negative activating affect
significantly decreased between Time 1 and Time 2 in both the selfcompassion (Mdiff = -0.25, p = .018) and the control condition (Mdiff
= -0.44, p <.001). The difference in activating negative affect
between conditions was not significant at Time 2.
5
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Figure 4.2. Graphical representation of negative activating affect at the
baseline, post-intervention and follow-up measurement for the selfcompassion and control condition. Significant difference in affect between
times and conditions is indicated with an asterisk, nonsignificant
differences is indicated with ‘ns’.
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Similarly, for negative deactivating affect we found a
significant main effect of time, F(2,346) = 27.28, p < .001, η2p = .14,
and a significant interaction between time and condition, F(2,346) =
3.24, p =.040, η2p = .02 (see Figure 4.3). Contrast analyses showed
no significant change between Time 0 and Time 1 for negative
deactivating affect, but a significant difference between conditions at
Time 1, with less negative activating affect in the self-compassion
condition in comparison to the control condition (Mdiff = -0.47, p =
.031). There was a significant decrease in negative deactivating affect
between Time 1 and Time 2 for both control and self-compassion
conditions (Mdiff = -0.72, p < .001; Mdiff = -0.52, p < .001,
respectively). The difference in negative affect between conditions
was not significant at Time 2.
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Figure 4.3. Graphical representation of negative deactivating affect at the
baseline, post-intervention and follow-up measurement for the selfcompassion and control condition. Significant difference in affect between
times and conditions is indicated with an asterisk, nonsignificant
differences is indicated with ‘ns’.
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Results for positive activating affect showed a significant
main effect of time, F(1.94,335.70) = 5.60, p = .004, η2p = .03,
whereas the interaction between time and condition was not
significant, F(1.94,335.70) = 0.90, p = .41, η2p = .01 (see Figure 4.4).
Positive activating affect did not increase between Time 0 and Time
1 in both conditions. In the control condition there was a significant
increase between Time 0 and Time 2 (Mdiff = 0.39, p = .005) and
between Time 1 and Time 2 (Mdiff = 0.36, p = .002). There was no
significant difference in positive activating affect between the
conditions at any of the time points.
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Figure 4.4. Graphical representation of positive activating affect at the
baseline, post-intervention and follow-up measurement for the selfcompassion and control condition. Significant difference in affect between
times and conditions is indicated with an asterisk, nonsignificant
differences is indicated with ‘ns’.
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For positive deactivating affect we found a significant main effect of
time, F(2,346) = 23.73, p < .001, η2p = .12, and a significant
interaction between time and condition, F(2,346) = 3.33, p = .037,
η2p = .02 (see Figure 4.5). Contract analyses show that there was a
significant increase between the Time 0 and Time 1 measure in the
self-compassion condition (Mdiff = 0.68, p < .001), but not in the
control condition. At Time 1 participants mean positive deactivating
affect was higher in the self-compassion condition than in the control
condition (Mdiff = 0.52, p = .011). Subsequently, positive deactivating
affect increased significantly between Time 1 and Time 2 in the
control condition (Mdiff = 0.37, p = .002), but not in the selfcompassion condition. Therefore, the difference in positive
deactivating affect between the conditions was no longer significant
at Time 2.
5

*

4,5

ns
ns

*

4

*
*

ns

3,5

ns

3
*
Self-Compassion

2,5

Control

2
T0
Baseline

T1
Post-intervention

T2
Follow-up

Figure 4.5. Graphical representation of positive deactivating affect at the
baseline, post-intervention and follow-up measurement for the selfcompassion and control condition. Significant difference in affect between
times and conditions is indicated with an asterisk, nonsignificant
differences is indicated with ‘ns’.
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Discussion
Job search is necessary to find a job but also negatively
impacts how job seekers feel due to an abundance of negative job
search experiences. This is problematic because research shows that
especially positive affectivity relates to job search outcomes. In the
current study we tested whether reflecting on negative job search
experiences with self-compassion through a writing exercise can
reduce negative affect and increase positive affect in comparison to
reflecting on negative job search experiences freely.
Results showed that the self-compassion writing exercise
increased job seekers’ state self-compassion in comparison to
reflecting freely, which in turn related to their affective responses to
job search. This corresponds with previous research showing that
self-compassion writing exercises effectively induce state selfcompassion (Breines & Chen, 2012), and with research showing that
these exercises beneficially relate to participants’ affect (Leary et al.,
2007). We found no significant direct effects of the intervention on
affect, but the intervention impacted job seekers’ affect through
increased state self-compassion and partly through reduced selfcriticism. More specifically, the intervention positively impacted
state self-compassion, which related positively to positive affect and
negatively to negative affect. In addition, state self-compassion
related negatively to self-criticism, which related positively to
negative affect and negatively to positive affect. Our findings are in
line with self-compassion theorizing, which states that selfcompassioned individuals are better able to withstand negative
experiences as these are not amplified by harsh self-judgement (Neff,
2003a). Previous research has shown a negative relation between
self-compassion and self-criticism (Gilbert & Procter, 2006). Our
study extends these findings by showing that reduced self-criticism
in part explains the relation between self-compassion and affect.
Even though the indirect effects of the intervention on each
of the four types of affect was significant, the total effect of the
intervention on affect was only significant for positive deactivating
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affect and approached significance for negative deactivating affect.
For activating affect we did not find significant total effects of the
intervention. This can be understood when focusing on the
differences in affect between the conditions immediately after the
intervention. Specifically, after the intervention job seekers reported
significantly less negative deactivating affect (e.g., sadness) and
more positive deactivating affect (e.g., calmness) than after reflecting
freely, while there were no significant differences between the two
conditions in activating positive (e.g., cheerfulness) and negative
affect (e.g., frustration). Job seekers who reflected with selfcompassion on their negative job search experiences generally felt
less sad and more calm, but felt equally cheerful and frustrated as job
seekers who had reflected freely. We might therefore tentatively
conclude that deactivating emotions are somewhat more affected by
the self-compassion intervention than activating emotions.
Differences between conditions were no longer apparent in the
follow-up measurement one week after the exercise. In both
conditions job seekers felt better: they reported more deactivating
positive affect and less deactivating negative affect in the follow-up
measurement in comparison to the baseline measure. However, job
seekers in the self-compassion condition felt better sooner (i.e.,
immediately after the intervention), while job seekers in the control
condition caught up feeling equally well one week later.
Previous self-compassion intervention studies have looked at
various outcomes, such as depressive symptoms and happiness
(Shapira & Mongrain, 2010), general negative affect (Leary et al.,
2007), improvement motivation (Breines & Chen, 2012), and
psychopathological outcomes in clinical setting such as trauma
recovery (Zeller, Yuval, Nitzan-Assayag, & Bernstein, 2015) or
chronic self-loathing (Krawitz, 2012), but did not include all four
types of affect as outcome variables. This study therefore contributes
to self-compassion research by generating insight into the impact of
self-compassion interventions on affect of different activation levels,
that is, by showing differential effects for different types of affect.
115

SELF-COMPASSION INTERVENTION

Our results are thus partly in line with previous research, in that
existing research suggests that self-compassion is beneficial for both
deactivating and activating affect. For example, Kreemers et al.
(2018) showed that trait self-compassion related similarly to affect
with different activation levels: negative to negative (de)activating
affect and positive to positive (de)activating affect. This pattern of
findings is also apparent in our study between trait self-compassion
and affect as measured at Time 0 (see Table 4.1) and between state
self-compassion measured at Time 1 and Time 2 (see Table 4.1).
The fact that we do not seem to find the same effects of the
intervention on affect may be attributed to the modesty of the
intervention. A relatively short writing exercise filled out once can
be expected to have less impact on state self-compassion than a week
of daily exercises such as in the study of Shapira and Mongrain
(2010). They conducted an intervention study with Canadian adults
(Shapira & Mongrain, 2010) with seven daily repeated selfcompassion writing exercises. Their intervention reduced depressive
symptoms and increased participants’ experience of happiness. The
decrease in depressive symptoms after a self-compassion
intervention is in line with our results as these symptoms could be
categorized as negative deactivating affect. The increase in
happiness, however, is not in line with our results, as happiness is a
form of positive activating affect and we did not find an increase in
activating affect after our intervention. The beneficial effects of the
self-compassion intervention with repeated self-compassion
exercises did only became apparent three months after the exercises,
and not one week after the exercise (Shapira & Mongrain, 2010).
Combining our results with those of Shapira and Mongrain (2010)
we conclude that the effect of a self-compassion intervention on how
people feel depends on the frequency with which people are
stimulated to be self-compassioned. To have a lasting effect on
people’s general sense of happiness or dejection self-compassion
likely needs some time to be learned and routinized. These results
emphasize the importance of taking time into account when
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researching the dynamics of emotion regulation through selfcompassion by having multiple follow-up measurements.
Implications
Our findings have implications for both research and practice
in the context of job search. Although previous correlational research
(Kreemers et al., 2018) demonstrated that trait-self-compassion
beneficially relates to job seekers’ affect, it could not reveal
directional causal relationships. In the current study, we address the
call that various scholars (e.g., Aguinis & Edwards, 2014; Eden,
2017) made to adopt experimental field designs to provide more
rigorous tests of our theories. By adopting an experimental design our
results support the causal effect of state self-compassion on job
seekers’ emotional responses, which provides evidence for selfcompassion theory in the context of job seeking. In addition, we
contribute to our understanding of how self-compassion makes job
seekers feel better by identifying self-criticism as mediator of the
relation between self-compassion and affect. Hereby we add weight
to the notion that self-compassion may help to reduce self-criticism
and that interventions could be tailored to specific sensitive groups
(e.g., those who suffer more from self-criticism; Shapira &
Mongrain, 2010).
Furthermore, by showing that self-compassion has the potential
to aid job seekers in effectively dealing with negative job search
experiences, we gained insights that can be implemented in practice
(e.g., unemployment counseling; career counseling; job search
interventions). The writing exercises can function as a starting point
to further develop or extend interventions aimed at job seekers taking
a self-compassioned perspective toward their difficulties, which can
help them to retain or increase the positive emotions that benefit their
job search. Thus far, stress management interventions have not been
found effective in the context of job search (see Liu, Huang, et al.,
2014 for meta analyses). Self-compassion may not only benefit job
seekers’ emotional well-being but may also improve their motivation
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as was shown in prior research on people’s responses to negative
feedback (Breines & Chen, 2012). Considering that job seekers have
to continue to search for a job also after negative feedback, selfcompassion could encourage them to do so. In future research job
search success should therefore also be taken into account as an
outcome of a self-compassion intervention.
Our results add to the increasing amount of literature that
distinguishes different activation levels of affect (e.g., Baas et al.,
2008; Carver, 2004; Feldman Barrett & Russell, 1998; Russell, 2003;
Taylor, 1991; Watson & Tellegen, 1985; Wrzus et al., 2015; Yik et
al., 2011) by showing that our self-compassion intervention was
effective for positive and negative deactivating affect but not for
activating affect. In other words, reflecting on negative job search
experiences generally made job seekers more calm and less sad but
not more cheerful or less frustrated than reflecting freely. These
outcomes are perhaps explainable by self-compassion’s self-soothing
properties. According to the social mentality theory (Gilbert, 1989),
which draws on principles of evolutionary biology, neurobiology,
and attachment theory, self-compassion deactivates the threat system
(associated with feelings of insecurity, defensiveness and the limbic
system) and activates the self-soothing system (associated with
feelings of secure attachment, safeness, and the oxytocin–opiate
system). This self-soothing system speaks more to deactivating affect
and might therefore explain why a self-compassion intervention
influences these emotions more strongly.
Limitations and Future Research
To put our results into perspective we have to take the
limitations of our research into account. Firstly, our intervention was
small and its effects were modest. Our results show that a selfcompassion exercise can have a beneficial impact on state selfcompassion, self-criticism, and affective responses to negative job
search experiences immediately after the intervention. Our results
also show that the impact of the exercises on affect were matched by
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the control condition within a week time. Given that our intervention
was small and performed in a field setting, which carries more noise
than a lab setting, having a modest effect is understandable and even
promising (Prentice & Miller, 1992). In recent years there has been a
development towards briefer and more precise psychological
interventions, called wise interventions (Walton, 2014). These
interventions aim to “alter a specific way in which people think or
feel in the normal course of their lives to help them flourish” (Walton,
2014, p.73) and they are furthermore characterized by lasting effects
over time. Inducing self-compassion fits that description of a wise
intervention. However, wise interventions will affect long-term
outcomes only if they alter critical recursive processes. Future
research could therefore focus on ways to make a self-compassion
intervention more recursive.
Second, the aim of our study was to help job seekers deal with
negative job search experiences and reduce their negative affect and
increase their positive affect because previous research (Turban et al.,
2013) has shown that especially positive affectivity beneficially
relates to job search outcomes. Our research was the first step to
testing the effectiveness of a self-compassion intervention for job
seekers. Although we showed that the intervention impacted job
seekers’ affective responses beneficially, we need additional data to
test whether the improved affective responses can be replicated and
translate to better job search behaviors and outcomes. Future research
could therefore include more outcome measures that could tap into
job search behavior (e.g., job search strategies, Crossley &
Highhouse, 2005), job search systematicity (Chapter 2 in this
dissertation;) and job search success (e.g., interview invitations, job
offers, cf. Saks, 2006).
All participants were asked to reflect on their worse negative
job search experience. This reflection constitutes a wide range of
experiences which happened to the job seekers longer or less long
ago. We did not control for the intensity of the experience or the time
that had been passed since the event had happened, since we were
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mostly interested in the difference between the conditions. Moreover,
job seekers were randomly divided over the conditions. Still, future
research could explore how different experiences can contribute to
different emotional responses.
Conclusion
Our results show that a self-compassion intervention
consisting of a writing exercise promotes state self-compassion and
has a beneficial short term effect on job seekers’ deactivating
emotions. Moreover, state self-compassion reduces self-criticism
among job seekers which is beneficial for their affective responses to
negative job search experiences. These results can inspire the
development of self-compassion interventions and can be
implemented in practice (e.g., unemployment counseling; career
counseling; job search interventions).
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What Makes Job Search So Hard?
An Inquiry of Negative Job Search Events and Job Seekers’
Emotional and Behavioral Responses
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Abstract
Job search is associated with negative experiences that are
detrimental to job seekers’ mental health. The present study aimed to
better understand what it is that makes job search such a negative
experience. We conducted a qualitative study in a sample of 192
individuals actively engaged in job seeking to provide a detailed
overview of what sort of negative events job seekers encounter
during their job search, and with what specific emotional and coping
responses these events are associated. In doing so, we contribute to
the literature by offering in-depth knowledge of the events job
seekers are confronted with during various phases of the job search
process. Moreover, the results suggest that events that occur during
different job search phases elicit different responses (e.g., emotions
with different activation levels and different emotional regulation and
behavioral responses). For example, not being able to find a fitting
job evokes discouragement and frustration, whereas rejections
generally evoke disappointment and sadness, however, when not
communicated properly it mostly led to feeling offended and hurt.
Practically, the results help employment professionals to identify the
types of support that job seekers may need during their job search.
The results inform hiring parties about the impact their application
practices may have on job seekers, and consequently on their
attractiveness as an employer.
Keywords
Qualitative analyses, job search events, affect, emotion-regulation,
behavioral responses.
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Many people search for a job at some point in their lives
because job transitions during the lifespan have become more
common. The average number of jobs held between ages 18 and 50
is 11.9 as calculated by the Bureau of Labour Statistics (Bureau of
Labour Statistics, 2017). This number has been growing over the
years and is estimated to increase further over next generations with
the increasingly flexible labor market. Searching for a job has thus
become more important during people’s careers. Research shows that
the more time job seekers engage in job search activities (e.g.,
browsing the web for vacancies, responding to applications, going to
network events and job interviews) the higher their chances of
finding a job (Kanfer et al., 2001). However, the process towards
attaining a job is a challenging process full of difficulties and
uncertainties. These difficulties may relate to economic conditions,
lack of professionalism of the hiring party, demographic
discrimination, vague advertising, repeated monotony and time
consuming aspects of job search (e.g., inefficient online tools),
repeated rejections, and uncertainties about how to perform job
search activities and how to make important job decisions (Wanberg,
Basbug, et al., 2012).
The more time job seekers spend on searching for a job, the
more negative job search experiences they encounter and this
negatively impacts their affect and mental health (Kreemers et al.,
2018; Song et al., 2009). The nature of these negative job search
experiences received little attention in the job search literature.
Difficulties have been measured in correlational studies with one or
two items or were operationalized as lack of job search progress
(Kreemers et al., 2018; Song et al., 2009; Wanberg et al., 2010). Only
one qualitative study focused on what made people’s job search
demanding, identifying various layers of contextual demands that job
seekers encounter during job search (Wanberg, Basbug, et al., 2012).
Extending this research on the context surrounding the job search, we
focus on negative job search experiences, with the aim to better
understand what it is that makes job search such a negative
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experience. Specifically, we conducted a qualitative study in a
sample of 192 individuals actively engaged in job seeking to provide
a detailed overview of what sort of negative events job seekers
encounter during their job search, and with what specific emotional
and coping responses these are associated. This qualitative study
extends previous research by, first, creating a comprehensive
overview of negative events and, second, by gaining more insight
into the specific relations between particular job search events and
job seekers’ emotional and coping responses. This extension of
previous research is important because in-depth knowledge about the
type of issues job seekers are confronted with and their specific
responses to these issues can enrich theory on job seekers’
perceptions and emotions and their coping behaviors in the job search
process. Practically, this knowledge can inform job search
professionals about the difficulties that job seekers encounter in
specific stages of the job search process and can help them to identify
the types of support that job seekers may need during their job search.
It is also informative for hiring parties in the labor market to learn
about the impact that the practices of hiring organizations can have
on job seekers’ experiences and associated emotions, and
consequently on their attractiveness as an employer (Anderson et al.,
2010; Hausknecht et al., 2004).
Job Search Difficulties
To find a job, job seekers engage in job search behavior,
which is a self-regulated and cyclical process that involves various
activities such as looking for suitable vacancies, writing application
letters, sending out resumes, having network conversations, and
preparing for job interviews. Although investing time and effort in
job search increases the chances of finding a job (Kanfer et al., 2001),
it is also associated with experiencing difficulties, pressure, and
distress (Song et al., 2009). Job search is a difficult, stressful, and
complex process for a number of reasons (see Van Hooft, 2018a).
First, the job search process places people in uncertain novel
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situations that ask for adaptability and changes in their routines. It is
often unclear what exactly needs to be done to locate job leads and
meet the expectations of the recruiting organizations due to
ambiguous and competitive context of today’s job market. Second, it
involves a wide array of methods and channels to use and activities
to engage in that demand a broad range of different skills (e.g., social
skills, information seeking skills, writing skills). Moreover, job
search is a rather lengthy process toward a distal goal with usually
relatively little guidance of others. Finally, obstacles, setbacks and
rejections during this lengthy process can easily undermine job
seekers’ motivation and may impair their wellbeing. For example, it
is not uncommon that job seekers are treated unprofessionally and
mentally harmed (Ali, Ryan, Lyons, Ehrhart, & Wessel, 2016).
Indeed, meta-analyses show an inverse relation between job search
and mental well-being (McKee-Ryan et al., 2005; Paul & Moser,
2009).
The detrimental effect of job search on well-being is
recognized in the job search literature (e.g., Klehe & Van Hooft,
2018; Song et al., 2009; Wanberg, 2012; Wanberg et al., 2010).
Furthermore, research has investigated how job seekers can handle
adverse experiences during their job search. For example, inoculation
against setbacks is an important element of the well-known JOBS
training (Caplan, Vinokur, Price, & Van Ryn, 1989) intended to
improve job seekers’ job search motivation, behavior, and general
mental health. Also stimulating a learning goal orientation towards
job search helps in dealing with failures and negative experiences by
enhancing learning from failure and awareness of alternative
strategies (Noordzij et al., 2013). In addition, there is research
suggesting that the development of resiliency can assist job seekers
in pursuing successful reemployment despite the barriers that they
may face (Fleig-palmer, Luthans, & Mandernach, 2009), even when
they have been searching for a long time (Moorhouse & Caltabiano,
2007).

125

NEGATIVE JOB SEARCH EXPERIENCES

However, negative job search experiences in itself have
received relatively little research attention. The few studies that
examined job seekers’ negative experiences included measures
related to job search difficulties or lack of progress. For example,
Song et al. (2009) showed that experiencing difficulties and pressure
relates positively to next day distress, and Wanberg et al. (2010)
found that perceived lack of job search progress relates to more
negative and less positive affect the same day. More recently,
Kreemers et al. (2018) extended these results by showing that
perceived lack of job search progress and job search difficulties both
relate negatively to job seekers’ activating and deactivating positive
affect, and positively to job seekers’ activating and deactivating
negative affect. Notably, in all these studies job seekers’ experiences
have been measured by one, two or five relatively generic items (e.g.,
“I feel pressured for not having found a suitable job lead”; “I
encountered difficulties in my job search”; “I got a lot less done for
my job search than I had hoped for”). Although these data are
valuable to get a general sense of the relation between negative job
search experiences and affect, they do not provide insight into what
these negative job search experiences entail, what specific events job
seekers encounter, and how they respond to these events specifically.
Part of this insight may be found in a study on the adverse
effect of job seekers’ experiences of rude and discourteous
treatment—incivility—on their self-regulatory cognitions during job
search (Ali et al., 2016). Using a mixed methods design, Ali and
colleagues (2016) took a closer look at the relationship between job
seekers’ perceptions of incivility and their cognitive responses. From
the descriptions of rude treatment that job seekers provided, they
extrapolated six categories of incivility: dismissive of qualifications,
unresponsive or untimely communication, rude interactions,
belittling remarks or being made to feel inferior, rushing through an
interaction or interview, and dismissive of appearance. Their results
showed that incivility was associated with decrease in job search self-
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efficacy when job seekers attributed the incivility internally rather
than externally (Ali et al., 2016).
The nature of negative job search experiences are more
broadly exemplified by a qualitative study from Wanberg and
colleagues (2012). These authors uncovered different contextual
demands that job seekers encounter throughout the job search
process. Using semi-structured interviews, employed and
unemployed job seekers in the 6.6% highest income classes were
asked about the aspects of the job search context they viewed as
difficult, challenging, demanding, frustrating, discouraging, and
irritating. The authors found that job seekers are plagued by a wide
array of difficulties, which they labelled as context-related demands.
These demands were classified along five layers of increasing
specificity from relatively generic to personal: Omnibus demands
(e.g., economic environment), organizational demands (e.g., lack of
professionalism hiring company), social demands (e.g., inability to
use social network for employments aims), task demands (e.g.,
depersonalized repeated online applications), and personal demands
(e.g., the strain that job search puts on one’s family). Wanberg at al.
(2012) further showed that these demands generally resulted in
worries, frustration, loss of control, and feelings of hopelessness,
insecurity, embarrassment, discomfort, and stress.
Wanberg and colleagues (2012) chose to classify job search
demands according to their personal proximity but also other criteria
for classifying job search difficulties can be used. For example, some
difficulties are more intense and have more important implications
for individuals (e.g., having to make an important decision regarding
one’s career and life) than others (e.g., encountering a job posting
that lacks accurate up-to-date information), which may have
consequences for job seekers’ responses. Also, difficulties may be
different depending on the stage or duration of the job search (e.g.,
not knowing where to start looking for a job versus receiving a
rejection after a second job interview). Therefore, research is needed
that further explores and classifies job seekers’ own reports of
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negative job search experiences, and how these experiences are
associated to specific emotional and behavioral responses.
Current Study
For the purpose of this qualitative study, we asked 192 job
seekers to describe the worst job search experience of their current
job search episode. To get detailed narrative of the event, we asked
them to describe the event, what happened, and what led up to the
event. In line with our research aims, we subsequently asked how
they felt and how they acted in response to the event. The answers to
the open-ended questions provide rich data on negative job search
experiences and the emotional and behavioral responses these
experiences evoke.
The aim of our study is to develop a paradigm model of
negative job search experiences (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 99). In
this model we first organize job search experiences into different
categories based on job seekers’ own reports. As noted above there
are many ways to make a classification and there have been limited
attempts at making different classifications in previous research.
Allowing new classifications to arise from job seekers’ reports is
valuable because this provides a new opportunity to investigate the
causes and outcomes of certain kinds of negative job search
experiences. To arrive at a classification of negative job search
experiences, we used a method of constant comparison, following
guidelines for analyzing qualitative data (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).
Second, job seekers’ reports include not only descriptions of
negative job search events but also the emotional and behavioral
responses to these events. We further analyzed the data to link
specific negative job search events to specific affective and
behavioral responses. This extends previous research of Wanberg
and colleagues (2012), who referred to general emotional responses
(e.g., worries, frustration, loss of control, feeling hopeless, stressed)
that are associated to job search demands. Exploring which job search
difficulties elicit which emotional and behavioral responses gives in128
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depth knowledge of the job search process and may help identify the
professional (emotional) support that is most needed given specific
job search conditions.
More insight into job seeker emotions and their causes may
also have important implications for the subsequent job search
activities. Previous research has revealed that especially activating
affect and positive affect beneficially relate to job search behavior
and outcomes respectively (see Chapter 2 in this dissertation; Turban
et al., 2013), whereas negative and deactivating emotions are
generally rather disruptive to individuals’ motivation (Seo, Feldman
Barrett, & Bartunek, 2004) and indicative of poor wellbeing (e.g.,
Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999). Knowledge about the
circumstances that give rise to negative emotions in particular is not
only relevant for job seekers and employment counselors, but also for
hiring parties in the labor market as these organizations learn more
about the emotions that their hiring practices elicit and whether these
could affect their attractiveness as employer (Hausknecht et al.,
2004).
Method
Respondents and Data Collection
Data were collected as part of a larger project (see Chapter 4
in this dissertation). Respondents were recruited through the alumni
department of a Dutch university, employment agencies, and social
media, to participate in a study about job search. Our sample
consisted of job seekers (( = 192) who were currently actively
engaged in job search and had been for at least one month. The
average time respondents had been searching for a job at the start of
the study was 5.62 months (SD = 8.95).
Our sample contained a mixed sample with both unemployed
(n = 79, 41.1%) and employed job seekers (n = 113, 58.9%). The
majority of the employed respondents worked at least 24 hours a
week or more (n = 76, 67.3%) with an average of 26.44 hours (SD =
11.75). A small portion of the unemployed respondents did unpaid
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work (n = 18, 22.8%) with an average of 11.33 hours (SD = 8.42) a
week. Most of the employed participants worked under temporary
employment (n = 62, 55.9%), several had a permanent position (n =
25, 22.1%), a few worked as freelancer (n = 9, 8.0%), and others had
a zero-hours contract (n = 7, 6.2%). Respondents spend an average
of 14.63 hours (SD = 12.63) per week on job search activities in the
month prior to the study, and applied on average 5.93 times (SD =
5.66).
The average age was 29 years (SD = 8.95), and 76% of the
respondents were women (n = 146). Most respondents were highly
educated, the majority had either a university degree (n = 144, 75.0%)
or had a higher vocational degree (n = 18, 15.6%), several other
respondents had a senior secondary vocational degree (n = 11, 5.7%).
A small portion of the respondents was in the last phase of studying
(n = 30, 15.6%) and would graduate within 6 months (on average
3.37 months). Respondents indicated a variety of reasons for looking
for a job, including being (nearly) graduated, searching for a job that
fits with their educational profile better, covering living expenses,
seeking more challenge, seeking a less demanding job, gaining work
experience, resume building, or having to leave a previous job.
Procedure
Respondents who signed up to the online study about job
search received an e-mail with a link to an online survey. After filling
in an informed consent, participants completed a baseline
measurement assessing demographical information and job search
history (and various personality traits for the purpose of another study
with different research questions). One week after the baseline
measurement respondents were sent another link that redirected them
to the next survey they participated in. They answered several openended questions regarding their job search experiences. Specifically,
participants were asked to think about their worst job search
experience during their current job search episode that made them
feel bad and had to do with failure, rejection or humiliation. Several
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examples were given to guide participants (i.e., inability to find a
suitable vacancy, perceiving a lack of job search progress, network
conversation that was uncomfortable, an unpleasant job interview,
rejection for a job). First participants were asked to finish the
sentence: “The unpleasant event I have in mind was the time
when…”. Then participants indicated how many weeks ago this took
place. Then they answered three open questions: What led to this
event?; Describe the event. What happened exactly and who was
present?; How did you feel and how did you act during that moment?
These questions were intended to let respondents share their negative
job search experiences and give some context to the situation and also
indicate their emotional and behavioral responses.
Data Analyses
We analyzed the data following guidelines for analyzing
qualitative data using a method of constant comparison, which
entailed making comparisons and asking questions (Strauss &
Corbin, 1990), explained in more detail below. Rather than fitting the
data into predetermined categories based on previous research, we let
the categories emerge through interaction with the data. To facilitate
this interaction we used the qualitative software program Nvivo12.
The first step was to conceptualize the data. This was done though
open coding, which involves splitting the data (e.g., a sentence, a
paragraph) into single units (e.g., a discrete incident, an idea, an
event) and labeling these by asking questions like: ‘Of which is this
piece of data an example?’ and ‘What does this piece of data
represent?’. For example, to describe single units within job seekers’
reported negative job search experiences we used labels such as ‘was
misinformed about a job opportunity’ or ‘did not hear back from
potential employer’. These initial conceptual categories constituted
the development of an emerging code book. The categories are not a
summary of the data, but emerged and were subject to change along
the process of interpreting the data. Initially, as a consequence of the
different open ended questions job seekers responded to, the
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anecdotes about negative job search events and the responses to these
events were coded separately. Throughout the coding process data
stored under responses to different open ended questions were also
cross-coded, meaning that a single category could contain data stored
under the response on any of the open ended question.
Subsequently, the categories that resulted from the open
coding process were revisited and collapsed though axial coding
(Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 96). We sought for links between the
initial categories by looking at the conditions that gave rise to the job
search event, the actions and interaction strategies to deal with the
event, and the consequences (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 96).
Practically this came down to uniting the categories that were
developed through open coding under broader categories that made
sense conceptually. Although open coding in principle precedes axial
coding, this ordering did not always take place. Instead, the codings
were applied through an iterative process of analytic induction, which
consisted of careful reading and continually refining and redefining
categories. To enhance ideas about what the data exemplify and to
carefully follow the open and axial coding procedure, coding was
done by the first author in consultation with the second author.
Lastly, the final representation of the data emerged by
organizing the categories that resulted from axial coding into the
chronological order (stages) of the job search process. The links
between negative job search events and responses were made by
counting the frequency of responses for each event within
respondents.
Results
The data represent 192 anecdotes about negative job search
events and how these events made respondents feel and react. Most
respondents’ anecdotes (63%) took place in the last four months.
Almost all respondents (87%) reported an experience in the last 10
months. The mean time between the recalled experience and the
respondents participation in the study was 6.8 months. We
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distinguished between 64 different codes that denote a negative job
search event and 46 responses to the described event (e.g., 25
emotional reactions and 21 behavioral reactions).
Negative Job Search Events
Most of the 64 negative job search experiences that emerged
from job seekers’ reports referred to specific events that occurred
somewhere along the job search process. We categorized these
experiences according to the chronological course of the job search
process. The very first negative job search experiences that were
reported took place before the job search started, which we
categorized as the forethought and exploration phase (Stumpf et al.,
1983). Subsequently, based on sequential models of the job search
process (Barber et al., 1994; Blau, 1994; Soelberg, 1967), we
distinguished between negative events occurring during the
preparatory job search phase and during the active job search phase.
Preparatory job search behaviors includes the gathering of
information on job search and on job opportunities. This can be
information about vacancies and job leads gathered through
networking or browsing online job adds. Preparatory job search
behaviors can also refer to activities that increase one’s (job search)
skills such as receiving a job search training or coaching. Active job
search behaviors includes communicating one’s availability through
applying for jobs (e.g., writing and sending an application letter) and
having job interviews or applicant assessments. The next stage in the
job search process is receiving the outcome of the selection
procedure. That is, many respondents reported rejections. Lastly,
some negative events applied to the job search process as a whole,
such as making little progress, feeling insignificant, and not hearing
back from a potential employer. The events that apply to the overall
job search experience are described last under general themes that
emerged throughout the job search process. Table 5.1 provides an
overview of these phases along with sample quotes describing
negative job search events.
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Preparatory job search behavior
a. Cannot find fitting vacancies –
Qualifications do not match
requirements
b. Disappointing network experiences
(e.g., network has no means or
willingness to help, network or
coaching meeting informs job seekers
of poor fit with desired job)
c. Job lead turns out to be nothing (e.g.,
job opening not now, no contact with
potential employer)

Active job search behavior
a. Applying
i. Being uncomfortable with
impression management

2.

3.

Phase with stages and negative experiences
1. Forethought and exploration

“I would be invited for an interview and that
didn't happen, after that I couldn't get in touch
with the contact person anymore.”(3)

7

“I felt that I had to present myself differently than
who I am.” (122)

“I was told at a network meeting that my resume
was not relevant.” (26)

8

4

“While searching for jobs, I hardly came across
any job that matched my education.” (173)

Quotes
“I realized that I would like to work, but I don't
know what kind of work I want and how to look
for it.” (113)

16

n
2

Table 5.1
Overview of preparatory and active job search behaviors that were described by the respondents

4.

Interview and assessment
i. Not being taken seriously (e.g.,
lack of opportunity to present
oneself properly, getting rejected
during the interview, being
misinformed about the position,
ill prepared interviewer)
ii. Negative interaction (e.g.,
receiving negative feedback,
poor rapport with interviewer)
iii. Poor performance in interview or
on test (e.g., making a bad
impression, not knowing how to
answer difficult or unexpected
questions, being ill prepared)

Refraining for applying out of
self-doubt

Selection result: Rejection
a. Reason for rejection
i. Within job seeker control (e.g.,
poor performance during
interview or on test )

b.

ii.

10

“The first interview at company X was very
positive. Based on this conversation I was asked
to make a capacity test. I underestimated this test
and did not pass it. Then I was rejected.” (104)

“All in all, I think the 'vibe' between us was not
good either, making it difficult to have a fun and
positive conversation.” (86)
“I was baffled by difficult questions during the
job interview and then I was rejected.” (39)

17

19

“An unpleasant experience was when I was in
conversation and the conversation partner made
many assumptions and I was not given the space
to show myself.” (142)

“The job seemed to fit me perfectly, but I didn't
dare to apply because I felt insecure. I was afraid
that I would fail at the job interview.”(102)

24

5

b.

29

Anticipation (e.g., wanting the
job badly, having high hopes of
getting job, visualizing having
the job)

ii.

14

64

32

Outside job seeker control (e.g.,
meeting the criteria and
preforming well; stable factors at
time of applying, personality,
lack of experience, over
qualification; procedural
unfairness, selection criteria not
mentioned in vacancy, factors
irrelevant to job)
Reason unknown (e.g., no reason
indicated, no response to request
for feedback)

Investment in application prior to
rejection
i. Time and effort (e.g., many
application rounds, carefully
putting together applications)

iii.

ii.

“After putting all that energy, time, work and
effort in the resume and going through the
motivation letter another 10 times to add
adjustments, etc., you coolly get a message that
you don't fit in the profile and the procedure
stops.” (135)
“After the selection day I wasn't chosen and I got
the feedback that my energy wouldn't fit. This
was annoying because I was pretty sure I would
fit and I had fully focused on that job.” (89)

“I applied for a position in which I met all the
requirements and then received the message "the
vacancy holder has decided not to continue the
procedure with you".” (88)

“I had sent a motivation letter and a resume, and
seemed to fit in well with the job. Unfortunately,
a lot of people had responded to this vacancy, so
despite the fact that I fitted the position very well,
I was not able to go on to the next round.” (53)

d.

c.

Timing (e.g., having to wait
weeks for a rejection, being
rejected within a day)

Context (e.g., acquaintance gets job,
vacancy stays open after rejection,
vacancy is withdrawn, receiving
multiple rejections)

iii.

Communication
i. Impersonal rejection (e.g.,
standard rejection lacking
personal feedback about
applicants performance, message
stating that there were many
applicants and others were more
suitable)
ii. Absent communication about
rejection (e.g., no direct message
from potential employer,
applicant finds out indirectly or
by contacting employer)
“The most disturbing things are when you don't
hear anything at all, not even a message that you
didn't make it. Especially when you thought you
were suitable for the position, it is annoying not
even to get a rejection, this way you cannot even
ask for feedback.” (65)
“I had to wait more than a month for the result
(whether I was invited to the second round or
not). Eventually I was called and told that I had
not made it.” (87)
“I got a rejection for a position and this position
was back online the next day. The next day I
received exactly the same vacancy via my search
alert for which I had just been rejected the day
before.” (95)

12

16

14

“I received an impersonal email pretty soon after
the closing date of the vacancy stating only that
they did not want to invite me for an interview.
No further explanation or thanks for applying.”
(190)

19

5.

c.

Poor work flow (e.g., dissatisfaction
with progress, feeling stuck,
procrastinating job search)

Job search process as a whole
a. Lack of professionalism (e.g., breach
in agreement, contrary to promise not
hearing back, not hearing back)
b. Low job search efficacy (e.g.,
dissatisfaction with resume,
intimidated by competition, feeling
unvalued by potential employers)

11

16

20

“I was already in contact with a potential
employer and he was not getting back to
me.”(144)
“It is not a specific event that I experienced, but it
was more a moment when I realized that 1) many
starter functions still require 'experience' and 2)
that you actually realize that you may be very
smart (WO-Master), but in practice you can't do
that much.”(186)
“I was at home for a long time and constantly
postponed reaching out to people.” (11)
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1. Negative job search experiences during forethought
and exploration. The first negative job search experience that
emerged from the data is the prospect of having to find a job.
Preceding any actual action to gather information about job leads, job
seekers may engage in forethought and exploration and reflect on
their desires and their options on the labor market. This reflection can
be unpleasant when respondents realize that their educational or work
profile does not fit the qualifications necessary for the type of job
they are interested in or when they have no idea where to start with
their search:
“My worst negative job search experience was the realization
that my studies are almost finished, whereas I don't want to
work in the field of my studies. This led to the feeling that I did
not know what I wanted and where to look for.” (resp 113)

2. Negative job search experiences during preparatory job
search. Several respondents described negative events that relate to
the gathering of information about job leads. These refer to
preparatory job search, which consists of gathering information about
job leads from various sources (Blau, 1994). Such sources can be
divided into formal and informal sources. Formal sources exist
primarily for recruitment purposes, such as employment agencies and
job ads (Barber et al., 1994). In using the formal source of browsing
job ads, the most common negative experience that respondents
reported was that they were not able to find fitting vacancies or, once
there was an interesting vacancy, that they did not meet the
qualifications (n = 16). The most reported obstacle is the lack of
experience. Especially new labor market entrants were faced with the
paradoxical situation that they needed to have experience for getting
the opportunity to get experience.
“Despite checking various websites, both general job sites and
sites focused on my field of study, I could not find any vacancy
that was fitting. I spent a lot of time reading through various
vacancies but despite the initially 'catchy' title (e.g., basic
psychologist wanted) it turned out that they were looking for
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someone with extensive experience and/or with specific
requirements that I as a recently graduated basic psychologist
could not possibly meet.” (resp 41)

A different way of gathering information about job leads is though
informal sources, which involve one’s network of current or former
employees, friends, relatives, or acquaintances (Saks & Ashforth,
1997). Regarding informal sources respondents especially reported
disappointing network experiences. For example, through the
network conversations they realized that they lack the right
experience and qualifications, which limits their chance of getting the
job they envisioned (n =5).
“I went to a network meeting of [...] and was told that my
resume was not relevant. I showed my resume to one of [...]'s
employees and asked to what extent it matched the type of
employees they were looking for. I showed my resume and they
looked and didn't say much. When I got my resume back I was
told that I have little relevant experience and there is not really
anything on my resume that is relevant.” (resp 26)

In a similar vein, respondents reported that their network contacts did
not provide the support they had hoped for, for example, due to a lack
of time or opportunities to help (n = 4).
“I have become aware that networking is important here. That is
why I keep in touch with old teachers and friends in academic
circles for advice and tips about vacancies, but I notice that
people do not have time to help, for example by giving feedback
on research proposals.” (resp 141)

In some cases the network seemed to be able to help out, but then
promising job leads turned out to be dead ends (n = 8). For example,
respondents heard through their network contact about a fitting
vacancy, but then could not get or stay in touch with the potential
employer, like in the following situation:
“Through an ex-colleague I got the tip that they needed
someone at […] for project support. I called this contact person
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and he promised to send me an invitation to introduce myself.
This invitation was never made. Called and emailed several
times, but I couldn't reach this person anymore.” (resp 3)

3. Negative job search experiences during active job
search. Once job seekers have found one or more vacancies of
interest, a next step is to contact the potential employer and apply for
the job by submitting an application letter and resume or filling out
an application form (i.e., active job search; Blau, 1994). Common
selection methods that organizations use include job interviews and
assessments. Several negative experiences were mentioned
concerning applying through an application letter and going to job
interviews. We first discuss negative experiences related to the
application followed by various forms of negative experiences
particularly pertaining to the job interview and assessment.
3.1 Application. Respondents reported that, when contacting
the potential employer, they struggled with presenting themselves in
a manner that is attractive to the potential employer. Some of them
experienced this when writing an application letter. For example, one
job seeker did not know how to explain in his application letter why
his study had taken so long. Other respondents mentioned that - in
their interaction with potential employers - they had to pretend being
excited about the job or having superb qualifications rather than
being honest, which they disliked:
“When you apply, when you make your resume, etc. you often
hear that you have to do things like this and that because then
you have a better chance of success. I found this quite difficult
because I just want to be 100% honest about what I did and not
just show myself from my best side.” (resp 122)

For some respondents self-doubt got in the way of presenting
themselves to potential employers. Five respondents reported that
they found a vacancy of interest, but due to self-doubt did not pursue
their application.
“I looked at a number of vacancies, of which the work seemed
nice to me, but I soon thought I wouldn't be able to handle it. I
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looked at the requirements of the vacancy and immediately
thought I couldn't do it. I can't do this. I'm not good enough for
this. Others can do this better. I got so stuck in the negative
thoughts that I started crying and had stopped searching for a
while. I was alone and I was ashamed about it, so I didn't tell
anyone.” (resp 171)

Another reason for missing an opportunity to present oneself to a
potential employer is procrastination. Various respondents indicated
that they procrastinated their job search. For example, one respondent
described how procrastination led to missing the application
deadline:
“I postponed writing a letter and hung around lethargically
until the deadlines of these vacancies had expired.” (resp 36)

3.2 Job interview and assessment. Regarding the job
interview and assessment, there were three reoccurring themes in the
negative experiences that were often mentioned: (a) not being taken
seriously, (b) having a negative interaction (e.g., with recruiter or
potential employer), and (c) performing poorly.
3.2.1 (ot being taken seriously. The theme not being taken
seriously was reflected in various situations that exemplified a
misbalance in effort on the side of the applicant versus the hiring
party. Applicants are committed to having a fair chance of getting a
job but they are in a dependent position. Respondents described
several incidents that reflect situations in which the hiring party did
not take their efforts into consideration during the job interview.
Respondents reported (1) a lack of opportunity to present themselves
or a lack of interest in the respondent, (2) finding out during the
interview that the chance of being hired was very small, or (3) that
the vacancy text did not match the actual vacancy.
Respondents frequently reported that they did not have the
opportunity to present themselves properly due to a perceived lack of
interest of the hiring party, a disproportionate focus on negative
attributes, age discrimination, limited time (e.g., for a test or
presentation), or an ill-prepared interviewer, like in the event below:
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“It was disappointing because the conversation only lasted 30
minutes (an hour had been set aside for it) and the interviewer
was poorly prepared. In my opinion, the interviewer could have
gotten a lot more out of it and now, based on an incomplete
picture, the decision was made to not allow me to proceed to the
next round.”(resp 111)

Several respondents noted that their interview felt more like an
interrogation than a conversation, because there was no interest in
their input other than their answers to the specific questions that were
posed:
“The conversation was more of a 'interrogation' than a real
conversation. When I talked enthusiastically about something,
this was hardly considered, and almost immediately they moved
on to the next question.” (resp 93)

In the event described below, the respondent carefully prepared a
presentation but the interviewers seemed to take little time to listen
to it:
“I was asked to prepare a presentation that I had to present
during the meeting. I had done this very carefully and I had put
a lot of time into it. I had also traveled to the location the day
before for this meeting (2 1/2 hours by train + overnight stay in
a hotel). During the meeting I got the feeling that I didn't have
much time to present my presentation, so I had to hurry and I
felt that I a) had put so much time in it for nothing and b) that I
didn't come across strongly.” (resp 5)

Hiring parties can be inconsiderate of respondents’ efforts by making
clear during the interview that there is no intention of hiring them,
because the vacancy is already filled, or because they did not meet
the criteria, or a general distrust in the respondents’ qualifications.
“The boss was convinced, without having told much about
myself, that I would not be suitable for the job (I wonder why he
had invited me to the interview at all).” (resp 134)
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The last example of hiring parties not taking the time and effort of
job seekers seriously is misinforming them about the vacancy.
Several respondents mentioned that they learned during the interview
that they were not properly informed about the content of the job:
“I was invited for an interview at a company. The interview took
place with a senior and someone from HR. The interview was
very focused on housing corporations, while the vacancy did not
clearly state that this would be the case. The vacancy contained
a whole series of agencies, and that was precisely what
appealed to me, the customer contact with different types of
customers.” (resp 180)

3.2.2. (egative interaction. The second theme that reoccurred
in the anecdotes about the job interview was having a negative
interaction with the interviewer(s). These experiences can be divided
into two aspects of the interaction. First, a general absence of rapport
with the interviewer(s). For example, the following quote illustrates
how the respondent perceived the interviewer to be distant:
“I also had no click with the interviewer. From the start of the
conversation, the interviewer behaved very distant, which made
me feel less comfortable.” (resp 155)

Second, several respondents reported negative experiences related to
receiving negative feedback during the interview. As an example, the
following quote illustrates a situation where the interviewer criticizes
the respondent’s life choices:
“So it was the third (and I thought almost the last) conversation
with the boss of the company. He was really having a very
psychological personal conversation where after a while he said
that he doubted the choices I had made in my life, and that he
actually considered them to be very safe and weak. I felt rather
personally attacked and his direct attack really hit me
personally.” (pnn 4)

3.2.3. Performing poorly. The last theme that reoccurred in
the anecdotes about job interviews was performing poorly.
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Performing poorly generally means that one cannot give satisfying
answers or appears insufficiently confident. In some cases this was
related to being unprepared (“My application failed. I was too nervous
and not well prepared.”, resp 79), but there were also respondents who
reported performing poorly (despite having prepared well) due to
unexpected difficult questions or scenario’s:
“I had a job interview for a traineeship that I really wanted to
do. However, the interview was very difficult and I couldn't find
the right answers to the questions I was asked, despite my
preparation. As a result, my answers remained very vague and
insufficiently concrete. (resp 155)

4. Negative job search experiences during selection result:
Rejection. Finally, many respondents were faced with rejections
after the selection procedure. Almost half of the respondents (n =
114) mentioned being rejected as their worst job search experience.
We could distinguish four properties of the rejections: The cause for
the rejection, the investment (i.e., effort and identification) that was
put into the application, the form in which the rejection was
communicated, and various other contextual factors. Most
respondents mentioned more than one of these properties.
4.1 Cause of rejection. Most respondents reflected on the
cause of the rejection (n = 75, 65.79% of 114 total described
rejections). We distinguish factors that contributed to the rejection
based on the controllability by the participant. Examples of causes
for rejection that were within the respondent’s control were poor
performance on a test or lack of preparation for the interview, like in
the following example:
“I was rejected for a job application of which I already thought
it could go two ways. I had an interview with a lady and a
gentleman and it was a good interview in itself, but I was
nervous and had not prepared myself well enough.” (resp 103)

Respondents referred to three reasons for rejection over which they
had no control. First, they mentioned their stable characteristics (e.g.,
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personality) or qualifications that did not fit well enough to the job.
The most reported reason was a lack of experience:
“It was a written response to my application letter, stating that
there were other candidates who had better and more
appropriate work experience for the position.” (resp 17)

Second, respondents reported reasons for rejection that point to
unfairness, such as requirements that were not relevant to the job or
not mentioned in the vacancy, or the respondent’s age.
“After a mutually pleasant conversation, I received a rejection
without any reason. When I asked for feedback, the reason for
my rejection was that I was missing a certain type of specialist
experience, a requirement that had not been addressed up to
that point in the job description or in the interview.” (resp 9)

Third, respondents most frequently reported to be rejected despite
their good performance, relevant work experience, and suitability for
the vacancy:
“I was rejected for a first interview while I thought I matched 1on-1 with the profile that was sought” (resp 72)

Lastly, several respondents mentioned that the reason for rejection
was unclear:
“The lady of the selection team could not really give me a clear
reason, which made the feeling of disappointment and
demotivation extra strong. You'd rather hear: you were just
unsuitable than "it all went well, but apparently there were
others who were just a bit better", without hearing what they
were better at.” (resp 8)

4.2 Investment (i.e., effort and identification). Oftentimes
respondents expressed their high investment in the selection
procedure before they were rejected, such as the considerate amount
of time and effort they had spent while going through multiple
application rounds. This investment, however, was by no means
rewarded:
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“The application procedure was very extensive and took a lot of
time. This included several motivation letters, personality tests
and capacity tests. After two weeks of waiting, you can continue
to the next round. Then again a lot of work has to be done to
provide examples of behavior for the next selection moment.
This also took a lot of time. Application procedures can take a
very long time and then you are left empty-handed.” (resp 99)

Respondents also referred to their mental involvement such as
envisioning themselves doing the job and telling their social relations
about the job. Many of them wanted the job very badly and even
anticipated to get it. In these occasions, being rejected was qualified
as one’s worst job search experience.
“When I wrote the motivation letter, I had few expectations,
because you may be one of a thousand writers. However, when I
was allowed to go on to the second round and I felt this went
well enough to be allowed to continue, the disappointment with
rejection was great. I saw this as the perfect job for me and it
was one of the few times I saw myself as a worthy addition to the
team.” (resp 8)

4.3 Communication of rejection and other contextual
factors. Respondents also regularly alluded to the way in which the
rejection was communicated. An impersonal message seems to be the
most common form of rejection. For example, respondents were
formally informed that they were not invited for the next application
round because other applicants had more relevant work experience:
“I applied and received an email back that I was not invited for
an interview. The mail stated that there was a pleasantly high
interest in the internship and "We're sorry to have to inform you
that the choice ultimately did not fall on you, but on candidates
with slightly more relevant education and experience". This
doesn't help you very much, especially if you do more than fully
meet the profile but there is simply evidently too little work in
this area.” (resp 105)
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There were also several respondents who were not actively informed
about their rejection by the organization they applied at. They found
out by contacting the organization or hearing that someone else had
got the job.
“I did not receive a response to my e-mail and a few days later I
asked the other applicant if she had received a response. This
turned out to be the case and she got the job.” (resp 48)

Some respondents described how fast after their application they
were rejected, whereas others indicated they had to wait weeks before
they got the rejection:
“That same afternoon (three hours after I had sent the online
application) I received a standard email from the HR
department saying they had gone for another candidate" (resp
54)
"For the umpteenth time after a long time (4 weeks) I only
received a rejection without clear motivation as to why someone
else had been chosen.”(resp 155)

In some cases the context seemed to contribute to the bad job search
experience. For example when no one or an acquaintance got the job,
or when the rejection came after having had multiple other rejections:
“I received a 'no' to at least 50 applications without a clear
reason”(resp 126)

5. Overall negative job search experiences. Although most
described job search experiences pertained to a specific phase in the
job search process, there were also anecdotes that refer to the overall
job search process or various phases in this process. There were three
general themes that emerged across the job search stages: (1) job
seekers’ insecurity of finding a job (e.g., fueled by competition, or
dissatisfaction with one’s resume), (2) a poor job search flow (e.g.,
dissatisfaction with progress, feeling stuck, procrastination), and (3)
indifference of hiring organizations (e.g., ignoring requests for
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feedback, breaching agreements). The following section describes
the various job search experiences that are related to these themes.
5.1 Insecurity about finding a job. Respondents reported
insecurity about finding a job at various stages in the job search
process. In the early stages of job search they, for example, observed
that their resume did not fit the criteria of many of the vacancies. Also
a disappointing network experience may have led to this conclusion
of misfit. In later stages of the job search process insecurity can be
fueled by not being invited to interviews or being rejected after an
interview. Various respondents were insecure and wondered if they
could ever find a job (e.g., “How can I acquire experience if I never get
the opportunity to do so?”, resp 152). Insecurity about finding a job was
also reported when being confronted with competition (e.g., either by
seeing many other applicants at a network meeting or reading in the
rejection email that the vacancy had attracted many applicants) or
when friends or acquaintances were more successful (e.g., “I felt
insecure about my chances, because I felt that everyone was better than
me.”, resp 131). At various stages in the job search process

respondents expressed their discontent with choices in the past that
limit their chances of finding a job:
“I was disappointed that in the past I have often followed my
heart in the choices I have made and have therefore not always
focused on what was the best choice for my resume.”(resp 149)

5.2 Poor search flow. Insecurities about one’s position on the
labor market can make job seekers feel stuck in their job search.
Many respondents described that they did not know how to continue
their search or what a continuing search would yield. Also, various
respondents expressed their discontent with the progress they had
made thus far. They indicated having difficulty keeping up their job
search and reported problems such as putting off job search activities.
“I couldn't bring myself to make a few applications that were
actually not that difficult ” (resp 36)
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5.3 Indifference of hiring organizations. Job seekers are in a
vulnerable position as they are dependent of the actions of the hiring
organization. They run the risk of investing a lot and getting little in
return. Indeed, this misbalance in social exchange lays at the basis of
many of the negative job search experiences that emerged from the
data. Understandably, many respondents mention being rejected after
having put in much effort as their worst job search experience.
However, throughout the job search process respondents also
reported offensive scenario’s in which hiring organizations treated
them with disrespect despite the time and effort they had spent. The
following anecdote is an example of an hiring organization’s
disrespectful and indifferent behavior during the interview and the
final phase of the selection procedure:
“I had a job interview. At the start it was already made clear
that they had invited me out of courtesy (this was an internal
vacancy). (ot a good start. Then a kind of suspicious crossexamination started and I felt as if I was constantly being
pushed into a corner, but in my opinion I got out of it well and
was able to answer all the difficult and unexpected questions
sharply. I also heard this after the conversation, that it was
above expectations. But then I didn't hear anything for weeks,
eventually I went to the department myself and was told that
someone else had long been hired. They didn't deem it necessary
to tell me.” (resp 134)

The absence of proper communication like in this anecdote, was
touched upon in the section on communication of rejection. However,
‘not hearing back’ is a common scenario that respondents described
throughout the job search process. They frequently (n = 18) described
that peers, potential employers, or recruiters told them that they
would come back to them with information (e.g., about a job lead,
with a decision about an application, about the reasons they were
rejected), but they failed to do so.
“(ot being called back, even when this has been discussed (this
has happened several times to me now).” (resp 148)
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Consequences of Negative Job Search Experiences
The negative job search events that respondents described
resulted in a plethora of different responses. We categorized these
responses into emotional responses, emotion regulation, or
behavioral responses, and counted the specific negative job search
events that were associated with these responses. The frequency of
co-occurrence of negative job search events and responses indicates
that certain negative experiences may evoke specific types of
responses. In the following section we describe several response
patterns following specific events.
Emotional responses. We coded 25 discrete emotions. For
the sake of parsimony, we only discuss those emotions mentioned by
five respondents or more. We categorize these emotions according to
a circumplex model of emotions (Yik et al., 2011) comprising two
axes, one axis ranges from positive to negative, the other ranges from
low activation to high activation. Not surprisingly, the negative job
search events were almost exclusively followed by negative
emotions, but these emotions did vary on the activation spectrum.
About half of the respondents (n = 101) described emotions that can
be classified as low on the activation spectrum. In order of frequency,
respondents indicated that they felt: disappointed (n = 65), sad (n =
32), discouraged (n = 22), and resigned (n = 8). Also about half of
the respondents (n = 119) described emotions that can be classified
as high on the activation level. Respondents indicated that they felt:
offended (n = 31), self-doubt/shame (n = 28), despaired (n = 24),
insecure/stuck (n = 21), angry (n = 13), hurt (n = 12), frustrated (n =
12), startled (n = 11), nervous (n = 8), self-blame (n = 7), selfconscious (n = 7). Some emotions did not fall in either classification
because it was unclear whether they were experienced with high or
low arousal. For example, several respondents (n = 18) felt as though
their effort had been for nothing or ‘useless’, which may make people
passive or stressed. Similarly, feeling ‘uncomfortable’ (n = 14) may
be a description of an activating or deactivating experience.
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Most (47.22%) of respondents’ emotional responses to
negative job search events belong to the high activation spectrum
(e.g., angry, frustrated, nervous), followed by responses low in
activation (40.08%), and unclassified responses (12.70%). However,
when looking at the emotions separately, disappointment is the most
frequently described emotional response. More than one third of all
respondents (34%) indicated to be disappointed in response to the
negative job search event they described. Sadness was the second
most often occurring emotional response, mentioned by 17% of the
respondents.
Emotion regulation. Many job seekers engaged in emotion
regulation after the negative job search event in order to be able to
stay positive and constructive in interaction with the hiring party, to
continue functioning in their social setting, or to feel better. The most
often mentioned emotion regulation strategies were emotional
suppression (n = 15; e.g., “I behaved as usual, but was sad for a
while”, resp 87), and cognitive reappraisal (n = 11; e.g., “I tried to
nuance it and tell myself that everyone struggles to get a job”, resp
186).
Another emotion regulation strategy that several respondents
described referred to sharing the experience with others who
provided understanding and encouragement (n = 7; e.g., “I have
discussed it with people close to me. I told them that I felt
disappointed, they were understanding”, resp 47). In contrast, other
respondents responded to negative events with solitude and silence
(n = 6; e.g., “I just isolated myself by sitting in my car and crying”,
resp 35). Crying was mentioned several times, both as a way of
expressing emotions, but also as a result of a failed attempt to
suppress emotions.
Seeking distraction and taking some time off and distance
from job search was mentioned several times too. In some cases this
was an intended functional strategy (n = 3; e.g., “Later that day I
started jogging, which always helps”, resp 136), in other cases it was
an inability to continue, examples of this are described in the next
152

CHAPTER 5

paragraph. Remarkably, the acceptance of one’s emotions was hardly
represented in the responses. Only one respondent described a soft
and accepting attitude towards the emotions that accompanied the
negative job search event:
“At that moment I felt disappointed and sad. There was
also a fairly clear feeling that it shouldn't have been this
way apparently, and that it might not fit me perfectly. And
at the same time I thought: it's OK to feel a bit sad about it,
allow that to happen, it's part of it.” (resp 85)
Behavioral responses. We distinguished 14 behavioral
responses to the negative job search events. Regularly occurring
responses (i.e., responses described by three or more respondents)
reflect two general themes: (1) social desirability, and (2)
performance.
Because job seekers feel dependent on potential employers it
may be hard for them to stand up for themselves. Rather than
expressing their displeasure with the situation, respondents engaged
in constructive and polite behaviors (n = 19; e.g., “I'm not going to
object”, resp 9; “I said thank you”, resp 18; “I stayed polite”, resp
31). Some respondents described they felt an urge to defend
themselves or to set things straight (n = 4; e.g., “I tried to stay true to
myself but I felt I had to defend myself. It was an awkward position
for me.”, resp 178). Relatively few respondents indicated to have
expressed their feelings to the hiring parties during an interview or in
response to a rejection (n = 4; e.g., “I have made my point and got up
and walked away”, resp 25).
Negative experiences also had consequences for respondents’
performance in selection procedures. Several respondents reported
suboptimal performance due to their negative experience (n = 12;
e.g., “I didn't feel at ease and that made me answer questions in an
insecure way.”, resp 143). Some respondents spent less time on their
job search in response to negative events. Respondents described
‘giving up’ or avoiding future job search activities for a time (n = 9;
e.g., “I stopped searching because it brings so much negative
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energy.”, resp 67). However, roughly an equal amount of respondents
described that they responded with perseverance to the negative event
(n = 10; e.g., “However, it does not stop me from looking for another
job.”, resp 47). Some respondents asked for feedback after a rejection
to improve their future performance (n = 8; e.g., “I asked what the
reason for rejection was, to improve this in the future” resp 8).
Various respondents indicated to reflect on the negative experience
(n = 8). In some cases this was functional, for example when they
reflected on what they could have done better (n = 5; e.g., “in
hindsight I could have told better why I was enthusiastic about the
traineeship at the end of the interview.” resp 91), in other cases this
was dysfunctional because it led to rumination with reoccurring
disruptive thoughts (n = 3; e.g., “I tried to get rid of the thoughts
afterwards, but the thoughts lingered in my head all day long.” resp
169).
Specific responses to common negative job search events.
Subsequently, we examined what specific responses co-occurred
with some of the most frequently reported negative job search events.
Table 5.2 displays these events along with the responses that cooccurred most often in respondents’ anecdotes about these events.
For reasons of parsimoniousness we represent only the top four most
occurring emotions and the top three most occurring emotion
regulation strategies and behavioral responses when these were
mentioned at least three or more times. First, per event we counted
the responses that were most often reported. For example, ‘not being
able to find a fitting vacancy’ was most often followed (in order of
frequency of co-occurrence) by descriptions of feeling discouraged,
despaired, frustrated and having the feeling that one’s effort had been
for nothing (i.e., uselessness). The most often behavioral response
given was to give up, followed by perseverance. Second, we took
respondents’ responses and looked at the type of event that evoked
this response most frequently in comparison to other events. For
example, discouragement is a response following various negative
job search events (e.g., rejection to highly anticipated job, rejection
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poorly communicated), but most often given when respondents were
‘not able to find a fitting vacancy’. This is presented in Table 5.2 by
displaying the responses in bold.
In addition, we distinguished emotions based on activation
level. Deactivating emotions are displayed in italics in Table 5.2. All
events were followed by a mix of emotional responses, but there were
some trends toward overall more activating or deactivating emotions
per event. Overall, job seekers responded with more activating
emotions than deactivating emotions. However, as an exception,
respondents reacted to rejections with more deactivating than
activating emotions.
The results from Table 5.2 show that different negative job
search events can be associated with different kinds of responses.
Although respondents showed various responses to events, there are
certain events that seem to evoke typical emotional responses. For
example, not being able to find a fitting job generally evoked
discouragement and frustration, whereas rejection for a highly
anticipated job generally evoked disappointment and sadness. Yet,
when a rejection was not communicated properly it mostly led to
feelings of being offended and hurt.
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Activation
level

Mixed, mostly
activating
Mixed, mostly
active
Mixed, mostly
activating

Top four most frequently cooccurring emotions

Discouraged, despaired,
frustrated, useless, and
offended/wronged

Self-doubt, sad, despaired,
offended, and self-blame

Disappointed, insecure,
offended/wronged, selfdoubt/shame, and self-conscious
Insecure, nervous, self-blame, and
disappointed,
Insecure, nervous, self-conscious,
startled, and offended/wronged

Seeking solitude, crying, and
seeking distractions

Avoiding/giving up, and
perseverance

Top three most frequently cooccurring behavior and emotion
regulation (≥ 3)

Poor performance, staying polite,
suppressing emotions, and the
urge to defend oneself
Performing poorly
Mixed, mostly Poor performance, and the
(n = 19)
activating
tendency to flee the situation
Unpleasant interaction
Activating
Poor performance, the urge to
(n = 17)
defend oneself, staying polite, and
the tendency to flee the situation
Note. Responses printed in bold were most frequently co-occurring with that event in comparison to other events.
Emotions printed in Italics are deactivating.

Top ten most frequent
negative job search
event
Preparatory job search
Not being able to find
a fitting vacancy (n =
16)
Active job search
Applying (n = 12)
(e.g., through a letter,
impression
management)
Not being taken
serious (n = 24)

Table 5.2.
Most frequently described negative job search events with accompanying most frequent responses
and activation level of emotions
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Top ten most frequent
Top four most frequently coActivation
Top three most frequently conegative job search
occurring emotions
level
occurring behavior and emotion
event
regulation (≥ 3)
Selection result: Rejection
Being rejected after
Disappointed, despaired, sad,
Mixed, mostly Asking for feedback, staying
having performed well offended/wronged, angry, and
deactivating
polite, and suppressing emotions
(n = 37)
startled
Rejection despite
Disappointed, sad,
Mixed, mostly Staying polite, suppressing
invested effort (n = 32) offended/wronged, and useless
deactivating
emotions, and asking for feedback
Rejection to highly
Disappointed, sad,
Mixed, mostly Asking for feedback, and
anticipated job (n =
offended/wronged, useless, selfdeactivating
rumination
29)
doubt, and discouraged
Rejection poorly
Disappointed, offended/wronged, Mixed, mostly Cognitive reappraisal, and asking
communicated (n =
discouraged, despaired, and hurt
deactivating
feedback
43)
Overall job search
Contrary to promise
Offended/wronged, disappointed,
Mixed, mostly Suppressing emotions, and
not hearing back
angry, frustrated, and resigned
activating
asking for feedback
(n = 18)
Note. Responses printed in bold were most frequently co-occurring with that event in comparison to other events.
Emotions printed in Italics are deactivating.

Table 5.2. (continued)
Most frequently described negative job search events with accompanying most frequent responses
and activation level of emotions
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Discussion
The present study provides an overview of negative job
search experiences throughout the job search process. We offer a
classification of all described negative job search events and the most
common responses to these events. In addition, we show that
different events are linked to specific response patterns.
Theoretical Contribution
The literature thus far has mostly considered negative job
search experiences (e.g., job search difficulties, lack of progress) as
a general concept, measured with one to five generic items. Only few
studies examined negative job search experiences more elaborately
(Ali et al., 2016; Wanberg, Basbug, et al., 2012). We extend this line
of research by focusing specifically on the negative job search events
throughout the job search process and on job seekers’ responses to
these events. The results show that the job search process can be
associated with a plethora of different negative events. We classified
the events based on a structure that emerged from the data, which
shows that job seekers encounter different negative events at every
phase of the job search process. This starts before any job search
activity is executed. The moment one realizes the necessity of finding
a job can already be a negative experience. In the subsequent job
search phases of preparatory job search, active job search, and
receiving the outcome of the selection procedure different themes
emerged that were exemplary of specific job search events within
those phases. Moreover, we showed that negative job search events
in these phases are associated with different responses.
This overview of negative job search events and the themes
within our classification may inform future theorizing about job
search. When examining the impact of job search events, future
research should distinguish between different negative experiences.
For example, our results suggest that it is relevant to distinguish
between the events that occur during different job search phases and
being rejected. Respondents reported a mix of negative emotions to
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negative events during job search, but most of them were activating
emotions (e.g., despair, frustration, nervousness, insecurity).
However, they mostly reported deactivating emotions (e.g.,
disappointments, sadness, discouraged, and resigned) after having
received a rejection. Self-regulation theory (Carver, 2004) proposes
that activating emotions mobilize energy for continued goal pursuit,
while deactivating emotions facilitate conservation of energy by
letting go of a goal. Adopting this functional account of affect it
seems more likely that job seekers experience activating affect as
long as a goal is still attainable, but experience deactivating affect
after a rejection signals to need to let go of this particular employment
goal. Our results contribute to the increasing amount of literature
showing that distinguishing between activating and deactivating
affect is useful (e.g., Baas et al., 2008; Carver, 2004; Feldman Barrett
& Russell, 1998; Taylor, 1991; Watson & Tellegen, 1985; Wrzus et
al., 2015).
Recent research has associated activating affect (either
positive or negative) with job search quality (Chapter 2 this
dissertation). Therefore, experiencing activating emotions during
active goal pursuit may to a certain extent be functional. In contrast,
deactivating emotions seem less functional for finding a job. Even
though the rejection signals that the goal to attain the specific job in
question should be abandoned, the goal of finding a job in general
should not be abandoned. Our findings suggest that after having
received a rejection, job seekers may benefit from emotional support
and encouragement. This will help them to regain positivity and
motivation for continuing their job search. Future research could
further assess how job seekers regulate their emotions and whether
and how this translates into continued active job search. For example,
research could examine job seekers’ search activities (search effort,
search quality) when experiencing deactivating emotions after
rejection and whether social support can indeed buffer the proposed
negative link between deactivating emotions and job search
behaviors.
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Another often described emotional response to rejection and
to negative job search events in general was feeling offended or
wronged, which is indicative of feeling unfairly or unjustly treated.
This finding corroborates with findings from research on applicant
reactions to selection procedures and outcomes showing that
applicants who are rejected tend to feel treated unfairly more often
than people who are not rejected (for meta analyses see Anderson et
al., 2010; Hausknecht et al., 2004). These perceptions of unfairness
of the selection outcome even occur when rejected applicants
evaluate the selection procedure (e.g., information known about the
test, chance to perform, treatment at the test site, consistency of the
test administration, and job relatedness) as fair (Bauer, Maertz,
Dolen, & Campion, 1998). Negative applicant perceptions, in turn,
relate to negative perceptions of the organization as an employer, a
lower willingness to recommend the employer to other applicants,
and lower applicant self-efficacy (Hausknecht et al., 2004). The
rejected job seekers in our study reported a misbalance between their
input in the selection procedure and the outcome of their input. For
example, they described that they were rejected despite having a
perfect match with the required qualifications, spent much time and
effort, and having performed well. Hence, there must have been
something wrong with the selection procedure, the decision, and/or
the communication about the procedure or decision.
Although job seekers tend to attribute their rejection to
external causes (i.e., unfairness) some job seekers may blame
themselves for the rejection, which may reduce their job search
efficacy (Ali et al., 2016). In the current study we made a distinction
between events that were within or outside job seekers’ control.
Attribution style plays an important role in the formation of
applicants reactions to selection outcomes (Schinkel, Van Vianen, &
Van Dierendonck, 2013). Applicants with a pessimistic attribution
style experience more negative personal responses when they are
rejected. Applicants with an optimistic attribution style have more
favorable personal responses when they do not feel responsible for
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the cause of the rejection. Furthermore, in the absence of specific
feedback about the rejection such self-serving bias protects
applicants from lower wellbeing and self-evaluations (Schinkel et al.,
2013). Despite our distinction between events that were within or
outside job seekers’ control, our data could not reveal how job
seekers attributed their negative events. Therefore, future research
could assess these attributions more explicitly.
Practical Implications
Our results have practical implications for hiring parties and
for job seekers and employment counselors. Hiring parties should be
aware that negative job search events may in part be reduced if
organizations take more responsibility for proper communication at
various stages of the recruitment and selection procedure. Firstly,
recruiting organizations should provide a realistic job preview that
does not misinform applicants about the content of the job or the
selection criteria. Research on realistic job previews shows that
realistic information relates to higher perceptions of organizational
honesty among applicants (Earnest, Allen, & Landis, 2011).
Secondly, hiring parties should give applicants a fair chance
to present themselves during the job interview. Not giving applicants
this chance can be conceived of as uncivil organizational behavior
that has negative effects on applicant wellbeing and performance. In
addition, since applicants may internally attribute this incivility (Ali
et al., 2016), it may reduce applicants’ job search self-efficacy and
consequently their job search behavior.
Thirdly, hiring parties should be considerate in their
communication about the rejection. A poorly communicated
rejection or no communication about the rejection at all are hurtful
for job seekers as it may make them feel disappointed, wronged,
discouraged, angry, and despaired. These emotional responses not
only negatively impact job seekers’ wellbeing and their perception of
the organization, but also their motivation for subsequent job search
(Carver, 2004; Hausknecht et al., 2004). Because deactivating
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emotions are not beneficial for future job search (Chapter 2 this
dissertation), companies may consider trying to provide support to
rejected applicants. For example, in a Dutch hospital, applicants who
were rejected were given the opportunity to sign in on a consultation
hour in which they would receive feedback on their application
(Oostra, 2019). This procedure was well evaluated by both the
hospital and the applicants. These feedback sessions were
worthwhile to the applicants who learned how they could improve a
future application and to the hospital. It improved the hospitals image
and network, as the applicants despite their rejection were positive
about the hospital and more likely to recommend working there to
others. In some cases, the feedback session led to hiring the applicant
for a different position.
Job seekers may take note that a lack of proper
communication at various stages of the recruitment and selection
procedure is a reoccurring theme among their negative job search
experiences. Taking into account their dependent position, job
seekers may strive for proper communication by proactively
clarifying expectations appropriate to the context. For example, by
contacting an organization about the content of a vacancy before
applying to it, or by politely asking about the subsequent procedure
at the end of a job interview when this was not previously
communicated. This may not prevent poor communication
altogether, but can help to create clarity on both sides about what is
expected.
Our results revealed that job seekers seem to lack functional
emotion regulation strategies during their job search process. That is,
they tend to respond to negative job search events with self-doubt,
self-blame, rumination, and regulate their emotions through emotion
suppression instead of self-compassioned cognitions such as selfkindness and mindful acceptance of emotions. Self-compassion has
shown to be important for individuals’ wellbeing (Kreemers et al.,
2018) and performance after negative feedback (e.g., Breines &
Chen, 2012). Hence, employment services and counselors can help
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job seekers in developing a self-compassioned mindset during the job
search process. Self-compassion is facilitated in part by making job
seekers aware that their experiences are shared by others (common
humanity; Neff, 2003b). The results of this study are an example that
can be used to show negative job search experiences are part of the
job search process and are shared by job seekers in every phase.
Another practical implication pertains to the finding that
different negative job search events tend to elicit different emotional
responses. This finding suggest that job seekers may need specific
types of emotional support in different phases of the job search
process. Especially after rejections, when deactivating emotions are
dominant reducing goal setting and search activity, job seekers need
support that encourage them to set new goals, since clear goals
facilitate persistence and success in the job search process (Latham
et al., 2018).
The final practical implication pertains to the observation that
a poor job search flow was mentioned as a negative job search
experience throughout the job search process. Several job seekers
described procrastination as their worst job search experience. This
advocates for interventions aimed at reducing procrastination. For
example, assisting job seekers in setting learning goals rather than
performance goals has been shown to reduce procrastination (Van
Hooft, 2018b). Also, a time management training may be helpful as
this has been show to effectively reduce avoidance behavior and
worry and increase of ability to time manage (Van Eerde, 2003).
Limitations and Future Research
There are several limitations to take into account to put our
results into perspective. Firstly, respondents were asked about
specific instances during their job search in which they felt bad about
themselves, and had to do with failure, rejection or humiliation. To
assist respondents, we provided several examples. These instructions
may have influenced the kind of anecdotes that the respondents
provided and may have narrowed the variety of negative job search
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experiences that were reported. However, the data showed events
across the entire job search process, which attest to the breadth of
participants’ descriptions.
Secondly, we used an online survey with open questions
rather than semi-structured interviews. Personal interviews are more
common in qualitative research and an online survey does not allow
the researcher to ask additional questions, which may add to the depth
of the data and our understanding of the data. However, by using an
online survey we were able to include a larger sample of job seekers,
which may have contributed to a greater variety of responses and the
ecological validity of our data.
Thirdly, the data of the current study comprises solely of
perception of job seekers. We do not have data on the perception of
other parties involved in the described events nor do we have
objective content (e.g., resume, motivation letter, vacancy text). As
hinted at earlier, job seekers may feel treated unfairly despite efforts
of the hiring party to organize a fair procedure (Bauer et al., 1998).
The impression of the job seekers may thus not represent the factual
circumstances. Notwithstanding the gap between actual events and
experienced events, the rich anecdotes from job seekers’ point of
view served our purpose to understand what makes job search such a
negative experience. Future research could investigate individual
differences and situational factors that influence job seekers’
perceptions of different job search events. For example, the impact
of negative feedback may be dependent on levels of self-esteem and
perception of source (Fedor, Davis, Maslyn, & Mathieson, 2001).
Lastly, it is important to note that our results do not give a
comprehensive overview of how job seekers experience job search in
general. We have no data on the overall distribution of all kinds of
experiences including neutral and positive experiences. This study
specifically focused on negative job search experiences and asked
participants to recall their worst negative job search event. This may
provide a darker representation of the overall job search experience
than is realistically the case. The job search process may also help
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job seekers to become more aware of their skills and to crystalize
their employment goals (Zikic & Klehe, 2006). Network
conversations need not be uncomfortable, they are also an
opportunity to connect with people and help and learn from each
other (Wanberg, Basbug, et al., 2012). Future research may focus on
positive experiences during job search to make up a less grim and
more inviting overview of job search experiences. People are
generally more motivated for behavior that is considered enjoyable
or of personal interest and importance (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Seo,
Bartunek, & Feldman Barrett, 2010). Also, in the context of job
search autonomous motivation has been shown to benefit job search
intensity and quality (Koen et al., 2016; Van Hooft, 2018a;
Vansteenkiste, Lens, De Witte, & Feather, 2005) Future research may
test whether encouraging job seekers to focus more on the positive
side of job search activities helps them deal with the negative job
search experiences that they will encounter.
Conclusion
Throughout the job search process job seekers may encounter
negative job search experiences that make job search hard. The
current study shows that these experiences are made up of an array
of diverse job search events that elicit a variety of emotions, emotion
regulation strategies, and behavior. The overview of responses
provides insight into the struggle that job seekers may go through
following negative job search events, as well as the lack of functional
coping strategies that they commonly use. These results have
practical implications for job seekers and employment counselors to
inform about often occurring emotions, suggesting the need for
support and adaptive regulation strategies. Our findings also have
implications for hiring parties, who may take responsibility to reduce
the frequency and impact of negative job search events to benefit job
seekers as well as their own reputation.
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Job search has become an inseparable part of people’s
working lives. In our increasingly flexible job market people need to
search for a job in many stages of their career: while making a schoolto-work transition, after losing a job due to downsizing or temporary
contracts, or when changing between jobs. When people are unable
to timely secure a job, they risk unemployment. Unemployment is
associated with severe consequences for individuals’ mental and
physical wellbeing (e.g., Korpi, 2001; McKee-Ryan et al., 2005; Paul
& Moser, 2009; Strully, 2009), which intensify over time (Paul &
Moser, 2009). In addition to individual consequences, unemployment
can be damaging to the well-being of the families of unemployed
individuals (McKee-Ryan & Maitoza, 2018; Ström, 2003), and costly
to society as a whole (Stenberg & Westerlund, 2008). It is therefore
of paramount importance for individuals themselves, for their
families, and for society that job seekers find a suitable job within a
reasonable period of time.
Spending time and effort on searching for a job increases the
chances of finding a job (Kanfer et al., 2001), but only modestly. The
first aim of this dissertation was therefore to examine how job seekers
can search for a job to increase the likelihood of (re)employment, and
to uncover which factors facilitate such a way of searching. In this
dissertation, I showed that in addition to just searching harder the
quality with which job seekers search is important for the likelihood
of finding a job. I broadened existing approaches to studying job
search behavior by identifying job search systematicity as an
important indicator of job search quality.
However, as illustrated in this dissertation, job search is a
difficult process full of obstacles and insecurities. The affective
consequences of the negative experiences associated with job search
can hinder the process of finding a job (Côté et al., 2006; Song et al.,
2009; Turban et al., 2013; Van Hooft et al., 2004). To be able to help
job seekers increase their chances of finding a job and circumvent the
negative consequences of unemployment, as a second aim this
dissertation uncovered how job seekers can deal with negative job
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search experiences to reduce negative affect and foster positive
affect. Specifically, I introduced self-compassion to the job search
literature as a functional coping strategy to mitigate the negative
affective consequences of job search.
The above two aims were articulated in the following research
questions: How can job seekers effectively search for a job? Which
factors facilitate such way of searching? What negative job search
events do job seekers encounter while searching for a job, and how
do job seekers respond to these events? How can they adaptively cope
with the negative experiences they encounter during job search? In
what follows I will answer these questions based on the findings of
this dissertation, discuss contributions and implications of this work,
and suggest future research.
Overview of Findings
Systematic Job Search as Predictor of Job Search Success
In the first empirical chapter (Chapter 2), I set out to uncover
a way of searching that increases the chance of obtaining a job and
factors that predict this way of searching. In addition to the time job
seekers spend on job search (i.e., job search intensity), extant theory
has suggested that other dimensions of job search behavior may also
be important in predicting employment outcomes (Kanfer et al.,
2001; Stumpf et al., 1983; Van Hooft et al., 2013). Building on this
theorizing I identified systematic versus non-systematic job search as
an important dimension of job search behavior. A highly systematic
way of searching indicates an adaptable and persistent approach
towards job seeking. For example, job seekers can be adaptable by
trying new ways of searching, asking for feedback to improve search
behavior, and adjusting their search strategy based on what they learn
during job search. Job seekers can be persistent in their search by
building in routines and by continuing searching even when it was
tedious or when they were afraid things would not work. At the other
end of the spectrum low systematicity reflects less adaptable and
persistent behavior, characterized by distraction, the use of a random
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hit-or-miss job search approach, and less deliberate thoughts on how
to improve.
In Chapter 2, I described a field study among 217 higher
educated new labor market entrants who were actively searching for
a job, and explored whether systematic job search is predictive of the
likelihood of finding a job (beyond mere job search intensity). I used
a five-wave correlational design, in which I surveyed job seekers
every four days over the course of three weeks, and I assessed
employment status in follow-up measurements two and five months
later. The results showed that job search systematicity was positively
related to job search success, controlling for job search intensity. So,
job seekers who searched for a job in a more systematic way had a
higher chance of getting a job than job seekers who searched in a less
systematic way (i.e., for each unit increase in systematic search, the
odds of getting a job were 2.51 times higher).
Subsequently, I examined the development of systematic job
search over time and the antecedents of systematic job search.
Supporting a learning based perspective on job search change (Barber
et al., 1994), I found that over the 20-day study period job seekers
searched in an increasingly systematic way, suggesting that job
seekers became more adaptable and persistent, and thus learned more
effective search methods. Furthermore, based on recent models and
research on job search (Liu, Wang, et al., 2014; Song et al., 2009;
Wanberg et al., 2010) I examined how job search clarity, financial
need, employment commitment, and different types of affect relate
to systematic job search. As predicted, the study showed that goal
clarity, employment commitment, and activating affect were
positively associated with job search systematicity. Financial need
and deactivating affect were not related to job search systematicity.
The knowledge of what way of searching increases the
likelihood of finding a job may help job seekers to shape their search
strategy to become more effective. Nonetheless, they still need to put
time and effort in their job search, which most likely leads to
encountering negative job search experiences. To be able to better
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understand what makes job search such a negative experience, I
examined negative job search experiences as well as job seekers’
affective and behavioral responses in more detail.
Negative Job Search Experiences and their Consequences
To investigate what negative job search events job seekers
encounter while searching for a job, and how they respond to these
events, I asked 192 job seekers to describe their worst job search
experience, what happened, what they felt, and how they acted. I
conducted qualitative analyses of these anecdotes about negative job
search experiences, using a grounded theory method.
As described in Chapter 5, I arrived at a classification of
negative job search events which aligns with the conceptualization of
job search as a multiphase process. Most of the negative job search
events described by the job seekers could be categorized into one of
four job search phases: (1) Forethought and exploration, (2)
Preparatory job search behavior, (3) Active job search behavior, and
(4) Selection result: Rejections. There were three general themes that
emerged across the job search stages: (1) job seekers’ insecurity of
finding a job (e.g., fueled by competition, or dissatisfaction with
one’s resume), (2) a poor job search flow (e.g., dissatisfaction with
progress, feeling stuck, procrastination), and (3) indifference of
hiring organizations (e.g., ignoring requests for feedback, breaching
agreements).
I subsequently categorized job seekers’ responses into
discrete emotions (using the circumplex model; Yik, Russell, &
Steiger, 2011), emotion regulation strategies, and behaviors. Most of
respondents’ emotional responses to negative job search events
(47%) belonged to the high activation spectrum (e.g., they felt
offended, self-doubt/shame, despaired, insecure/stuck, angry, hurt,
frustrated, startled, nervous, self-blame, and self-conscious),
followed by responses low in activation (40%; e.g., disappointed,
sad, discouraged, and resigned). When looking at the emotions
separately, disappointment was the most frequently described
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emotional response to negative job search events (34% of all
respondents), followed by sadness (17%). To deal with the negative
emotions, job seekers appeared to engage in emotion regulation
strategies such as emotional suppression, cognitive reappraisal,
seeking social support, seeking distraction, and taking time off of job
search. Regularly occurring behavioral responses to negative job
search events reflected two general themes: (1) social desirability,
and (2) performance. Most job seekers tended to respond with
constructive and polite behaviors rather than expressing their
displeasure with the situation. Job seekers mentioned several times
that negative job search events made them underperform, which is a
negative experience in itself. Some job seekers invested to improve
their performance by asking for feedback and reflecting on
improvements, others started ruminating their flaws.
While job seekers responded with a mix of emotions to the
particular negative job search events, there were trends visible in the
pattern of responses. Certain emotions were associated more with
certain events than other events, and certain events elicited certain
emotions more than other emotions. For example, job seekers
reported feeling discouraged mostly after not being able to find a
fitting vacancy, while they reported feeling disappointed mostly after
being rejected to a highly anticipated job, and felt mostly insecure
after an unpleasant interaction during an interview. Another trend
that was visible in the data was that in general throughout all job
search phases job seekers experienced mostly activating emotions,
with the exception of the selection result phase. After rejections job
seekers mostly experienced negative deactivating emotions (i.e.,
disappointment, sadness, and discouragement).
In general, these findings illustrate the notion that the
negative events associated with job search have a substantive
negative impact on job seekers’ feelings and behavior. Moreover,
these findings reveal a lack of adaptive coping responses to these
events.

172

CHAPTER 6

Self-Compassion as Emotion-Focused Coping
A relevant question then is how job seekers can cope
adaptively with the negative experiences they encounter during job
search? In Chapter 3 and 4 I introduced and examined the
effectiveness of self-compassion as an emotion-focused coping
strategy for job seekers in dealing with their negative job search
experiences to reduce negative affect and foster positive affect.
Extending previous research indicating that self-compassion benefits
individuals in dealing with unpleasant personal events like receiving
negative feedback (Breines & Chen, 2012; Leary et al., 2007; Neff et
al., 2005), my findings show that the effects of self-compassion apply
to job seekers as well.
Specifically, in Chapter 3 I described two studies in which I
tested the benefits of trait self-compassion among active job seekers.
First, I examined whether being self-compassioned helps job seekers
to better cope emotionally with the difficulties they encounter during
job search in a cross-sectional field study (Study 3.1; ( = 99). I
measured job seekers’ trait self-compassion, the extent to which they
experienced job search difficulties, and how they felt. Results of
Study 3.1 indicated that trait self-compassion related positively to
(de-)activating positive affect and negatively to (de-)activating
negative affect. Furthermore, the negative relationship between
difficulties during job search and different types of positive affect
(i.e., activating and deactivating) was attenuated for job seekers with
more self-compassion. So extending previous research (Breines &
Chen, 2012; Leary et al., 2007; Neff et al., 2005), self-compassioned
job seekers felt more positive and less negative overall during active
job search and more likely maintained positive regardless of job
search difficulties, while less self-compassioned job seekers felt less
positive as difficulties increased.
I extended these findings in a subsequent study in two ways.
First, because job search is a dynamic process (e.g., Song et al., 2009;
Sun et al., 2013; Wanberg et al., 2005, 2010; Wanberg, Zhu, et al.,
2012) in which job seekers’ affective responses fluctuate (Song et al.,
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2009; Wanberg et al., 2010), I examined how the relationships
between job search experiences and affect function within
individuals over time. Therefore, in Study 3.2 (( = 227) I used a
multi-wave design to examine the moderating role of selfcompassion on the within-person dynamics regarding negative job
search experiences and subsequent affect. Second, I applied a broader
conceptualization of negative job search experiences by examining
perceived lack of progress, rather than specific job search difficulties.
This is a more comprehensive evaluation of the process than
perceived difficulties because someone who experiences job search
difficulties can still perceive progress. Over a period of 20 days,
every 4 days I assessed perceived progress among job seekers as well
as how they felt, and I related this to their trait self-compassion
measured in the baseline survey.
Results of Study 3.2 were in line with Study 3.1 and showed
that self-compassioned job seekers reported less negative affect and
more positive affect than less self-compassioned job seekers during
job search episodes in which they perceived low or no job search
progress. Furthermore, self-compassion was found to function as an
adaptive mindset that attenuates the positive relationship of perceived
lack of job search progress with different types (i.e., activating and
deactivating) of negative affect. Again, self-compassioned job
seekers were overall more positive and less negative. Selfcompassioned job seekers stayed less negative even when they
perceived low progress. The combined Study 3.1 and 3.2 findings
suggest that trait self-compassion can be beneficial for job seekers’
well-being in difficult times during the job search process.
In Chapter 4 I followed up on the correlational studies in
Chapter 3 by testing the causal effects of self-compassion on job
seekers’ affect during their job search. Although self-compassion is
considered to be a general tendency, in line with previous research I
show that it can also be induced/trained (e.g., Breines & Chen, 2012;
Leary et al., 2007; Shapira & Mongrain, 2010; J. W. Zhang & Chen,
2016). Specifically, I developed an online self-compassion
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intervention composed of writing exercises that facilitated taking a
self-compassioned perspective towards job search difficulties. Using
a between-individual field experiment among 180 active job seekers
with an intervention and control condition I found that the selfcompassion intervention increased job seekers’ state self-compassion
in comparison to the control writing exercise in which participants
reflected freely on their negative job search experiences.
Subsequently, based on theorizing and prior research (Gilbert
& Procter, 2006; Neff, 2003b, 2003a; Neff et al., 2007), I examined
the process through which state self-compassion influences affect.
Results show that state self-compassion related to job seekers’
affective responses to job search. Specifically, job seekers’ negative
deactivating affect (e.g., sadness) was lower and their positive
deactivating affect (e.g., calmness) was higher immediately after the
self-compassion writing exercise than after reflecting freely (i.e., the
control condition). I therefore tentatively conclude that deactivating
affect is somewhat more affected by the self-compassion intervention
than activating affect. The effects on job seekers’ affect were
mediated by reduced self-criticism. Differences between conditions
were no longer apparent in the follow-up measurement one week
later. In both conditions job seekers felt better: they reported more
deactivating positive affect and less deactivating negative affect in
the follow-up measurement in comparison to the baseline measure.
Thus, job seekers in the self-compassion condition felt better sooner
(i.e., immediately after the intervention), while job seekers in the
control condition caught up feeling equally well one week later.
The findings from the three studies presented in Chapter 3 and
4 suggest that self-compassion is a coping strategy that effectively
helps job seekers cope with the negative experiences they may
encounter during their search for a job. They may benefit from
practicing to reflect on their experiences with self-compassion, since
reflecting freely on negative job search experiences seemed to have
a less positive effect on job seekers.
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Contributions and Implications
Broadening Approaches to Studying Job Search Behavior
In my quest to find a way of searching that increases job
seekers’ likelihood of finding a job, I contribute to the literature by
broadening the construct space of job search behavior. Even though
the relevance of other dimensions of job search in addition to
intensity is recognized by job search scholars (e.g., Kanfer et al.,
2001; Koen et al., 2010; Saks, 2005; Van Hooft & Noordzij, 2009;
Wanberg et al., 2002), relatively few empirical research has been
done to specify these additional dimensions and their possible role in
the job search process. By introducing job search systematicity as an
indicator of job search quality and showing that it is predictive of the
likelihood of finding a job I extend current theorizing on beneficial
job search behaviors and how to measure those.
Moreover the results inform theory as to what factors predict
job search quality. Specifically, goal clarity, employment
commitment, and activating affect positively predicted job search
systematicity, whereas financial need and deactivating affect were
unrelated. First, goal clarity refers to the extent to which job seekers
have clear job-search objectives, for example regarding the type of
job they want (Wanberg et al., 2002). Job search goals are important
to direct individuals’ attention and mobilize and sustain effort
towards job search behavior. My findings support self-regulatory
theory that states that any self-regulated process starts with a goal
(e.g., Carver & Scheier, 1982), by showing that clear goals encourage
systematic self-regulatory job search behavior. Empirical evidence
has shown that job search clarity is positively related to job search
intensity and job search success (Côté et al., 2006; Wanberg et al.,
2002; Zikic & Saks, 2009). My findings add to this research by
showing that job search clarity also positively relates to job search
quality.
Second, employment commitment positively predicted job
search systematicity, while financial need did not. Employment
commitment refers to how intrinsically important work is to an
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individual (Kanfer et al., 2001) and financial need in this sample
referred to the extent to which job seekers would have financial
difficulties if they would not find a job in the upcoming months.
These concepts are both indicators of the valence of finding a job, but
whereas employment commitment reflects intrinsic motives for
finding a job, financial need reflects more extrinsic motives. The
findings are in line with the incentive performance literature in which
various meta-analyses (e.g., Cerasoli et al., 2014; Jenkins et al., 1998)
indicate that intrinsic motivation explains more unique variance in
the quality of performance, whereas incentives are better predictors
of the quantity of performance. Considering systematic job search as
an indicator of job search quality, I similarly found that the intrinsic
motivation of employment commitment rather than the extrinsic
motivation of financial need relates to the quality of job search. These
findings contrast with antecedents of job search intensity, which is
positively predicted by both employment commitment and financial
need (Kanfer et al., 2001).
Finally, positive and negative activating affect were both
positively related to systematic job search behavior, likely because
they both help mobilizing energy to engage in goal pursuit (Carver,
2001). Positive activating and negative activating affect may also
facilitate systematic job search in their own unique way. For
example, positive activating affect has been associated with
increased breadth of attention (Rowe et al., 2007), which may
facilitate the adaptive nature of systematic search that allows job
seekers to meet expectations of demanding parties on the job market.
In contrast, negative activating affect is associated with cognitive
focus and narrowed scope of attention (for a review see Derryberry
& Tucker, 1994), which may facilitate goal shielding and goal
maintenance processes needed for systematic search, keeping
alternative goals at bay. These findings add to the job search literature
by indicating that both positive and negative affect can be beneficial
to the quality of job search behavior as long as these are activating
rather than deactivating affects.
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The findings in the present dissertation indicate that research
and practice dealing with (re)employment process should shift their
attention from job search quantity to job search quality. Specifically,
this knowledge may benefit job seekers and employment and career
counsellors in providing direction on how job seekers may spend
their time most efficiently to optimize employment outcomes. For
example, job seekers should be encouraged to be attentive to the way
they are searching, try new ways (e.g., search on different platforms,
use informal and formal sources, network), actively seek
opportunities to learn about job search (e.g., ask for feedback) and
use what they learn to improve the way they search. In addition, job
seekers should be encouraged to build in routines to help them
persevering during difficult times.
Negative Job Search Events and the Responses they Elicit
My in-depth analysis of job seekers’ experiences contributes
to job search literature by providing an extensive overview of the
plethora of negative job search events that job seekers encounter
throughout the job search process, which may lead to a mix of
negative emotional responses. Previous research mostly measured
negative job search experiences in general terms with generic items
about job search difficulties, or lack of job search progress (for
exceptions see Ali et al., 2016; Wanberg, Basbug, et al., 2012). Indepth knowledge about the kind of events job seekers are confronted
with during job search and their responses associated with these
events provides a new opportunity to investigate the causes and
outcomes of certain kinds of negative job search experiences. For
example, the results show that some negative job search events are
mostly associated with activating emotions, while others mostly elicit
deactivating emotions. Since activating and deactivating emotions
relate differently to subsequent job search behavior, these findings
can focus future research to better understand the job search process.
Practically, this knowledge may also help to create more
opportunities to mitigate the emotional damage of job search. For
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example, hiring parties should be aware that negative job search
events may in part be reduced if they take more responsibility for
proper communication at various stages of the recruitment and
selection procedure. Moreover, it may help employment counselors
to identify the types of support that job seekers need during their job
search. The findings indicate that job seekers typically lack
functional emotional coping strategies to deal with negative job
search events and subsequent emotions, such as suppression of
emotions and avoiding future job search activities. Many job seekers
experience negative self-critical emotions (e.g., self-blame,
rumination), rather than self-kindness and acceptance. This supports
the urgency of training self-compassion to job seekers.
Self-Compassion
My examination of self-compassion during the job search
process contributes to both the job search and the self-compassion
literature. Most importantly, the results of this dissertation support
the notion that self-compassion is an adaptive emotion-focused
coping strategy for job seekers to deal with negative job search
experiences. Chapter 3 provides compelling evidence in two studies
that job seekers who are more self-compassioned are less negatively
impacted by negative job search experiences than job seekers who
are less self-compassioned. Moreover, my findings in Chapter 4
imply that a self-compassion intervention can effectively increase job
seekers’ ability to respond to negative job search events with more
self-compassion, and that this beneficially impacts job seekers’
affective responses to these events. By offering an evidenced-based
adaptive emotion-focused coping strategy during job search I break
with traditional intervention approaches. These predominantly offer
support in the form of problem-focused coping, focusing on
improving job search skills and or motivation (Liu, Huang, et al.,
2014), rather than coping with the emotional consequences of the
setbacks that accompany job search. Even when dealing with
setbacks is integrated in interventions, the focus is still problem179
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focused. For example, the well-known JOBS training (Caplan et al.,
1989) includes ‘inoculation against setbacks’, intended to improve
job seekers’ general mental health. Specifically, job seekers learn to
anticipate setbacks (e.g., not hearing back), then plan alternatives or
preventive courses of action aimed to overcome such barriers and
setbacks (e.g., making follow-up calls). Another way to deal with
failures and negative experiences that is suggested is to enhancing
learning from failure and awareness of alternative strategies
(Noordzij et al., 2013). Even though these tactics may be helpful to
stay activated, they do not explicitly address job seekers’ emotional
experiences. Self-compassion is different as it is an adaptive
emotion-focused coping strategy, rather than a problem-focused
coping strategy. Moreover, unlike most emotion regulation strategies
that aim to modify either the antecedents that cause emotions or the
responses elicited by emotions (e.g., cognitive reappraisal, emotional
suppression; Gross & John, 2003), self-compassion involves mindful
acceptance of the emotions that are present (Neff, 2003a). The results
indicate that self-compassion reduces negative affect and fosters
positive affect. Practically, these findings imply that encouraging job
seekers to reflect on negative job search events helps them to deal
with negative job search experiences.
The results contribute to the self-compassion literature by
increasing our understanding of how self-compassion makes
individuals feel better. More specifically, I identified self-criticism as
mediator of the relation between self-compassion and affect. Hereby
I add weight to the notion that self-compassion may help to reduce
self-criticism and that interventions could be tailored to specific
sensitive groups (e.g., those who suffer more from self-criticism;
Shapira & Mongrain, 2010). In addition, previous self-compassion
intervention studies have looked at various outcomes, such as
depressive symptoms and happiness (Shapira & Mongrain, 2010),
general negative affect (Leary et al., 2007), improvement motivation
(Breines & Chen, 2012), and psychopathological outcomes in clinical
setting such as trauma recovery (Zeller et al., 2015) or chronic self180
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loathing (Krawitz, 2012), but did not include all four types of affect
as outcome variables. This study therefore contributes to selfcompassion research by generating insight into the impact of selfcompassion interventions on affect of different activation levels, that
is, by showing differential effects for different types of affect. It also
contributes to the understanding of the effects of a modest selfcompassion intervention over time. The results show that taking a
self-compassioned mindset to reflect on negative job search
experiences can speed-up emotional recovery, such that people who
reflect freely seem to need more time to reach similar emotional
balance. To have a lasting effect on people’s general sense of
happiness or dejection, self-compassion likely needs some time to be
learned and routinized (Shapira & Mongrain, 2010). These results
emphasize the importance of taking time into account when
researching the dynamics of emotion regulation through selfcompassion by having multiple follow-up measurements.
Distinguishing Activating and Deactivating Affect
Throughout all studies in this dissertation affect was an
important predictor and outcome of job search behavior. In line with
contemporary literature (Yik et al., 2011), I classified job seekers’
affect in terms of valence (i.e., positive and negative) and activation
level (i.e., activating and deactivating) to examine whether different
kinds of affect predicted job search behavior differently, and whether
job search experiences led to different kinds of affect. The cumulative
results show that activation level is an important distinction to make
when investigating the predictors and outcomes of the job search
process. The findings described in Chapter 2 indicate that activating
and deactivating affect predicted job search behavior differently.
Activating affect related positively to systematic job search, while
deactivating affect did not. These results can be explained from a
functional perspective on affect, presuming that the elevated arousal
levels of activating affect mobilize energy for goal pursuit, while
deactivating affect helps to preserve energy and to come to terms with
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the situation (Carver, 2001, 2004; Streubel & Kunzmann, 2011;
Taylor, 1991). The results described in Chapter 3 were relatively
comparable for activating and deactivating affect. The direction of
the relationships was the same across the activation levels and the
size of the relationships differed only slightly. For example, my
findings show that self-compassion has similar main and moderating
effects across types of affect with similar valence regardless of
activation level. While these main effects of trait self-compassion
were replicated in Study 4, the results regarding state selfcompassion did differentiate activating and deactivating affect. Job
seekers who reflected with self-compassion on their negative job
search experiences generally felt less deactivating negative affect
(e.g., sad) and more deactivating positive affect (e.g., calm), but felt
equally positive and negative activating affect (e.g., cheerful and
frustrated, respectively) as job seekers who had reflected freely. I
might therefore tentatively conclude that deactivating affect was
more effected by the self-compassion intervention than activating
affect. Finally, in Chapter 5 activation level was associated with
different phases of the job search process. Generally, most negative
job search events were followed by negative activating affect (e.g.,
frustration, despair), with the exception of rejection, which was
followed mostly by negative deactivating affect (e.g.,
disappointment, sadness).
Limitations and Future Research
To put the findings in perspective it is important to be aware
of the limitations of this work. I made a first step in providing
empirical evidence for the importance of job search quality for job
search success. I measured job search success as employment status
several months after job search behavior was assessed. Job search
systematicity related to finding a job sooner. However, a shorter job
search duration may also be achieved by lowering the expectations
of what kind of job one agrees to have and just accepting any job.
While having a low quality job may seem better than having no job,
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this is not necessarily the case. For example, the negative
consequences for employees working below their full working
capacity (i.e., underemployment) are comparable to unemployment
in terms of lower well-being, lower life satisfaction, and more
physical and psychological strain (e.g., Feldman, 1996; Kinicki,
Prussia, & McKee-Ryan, 2000; McKee-Ryan & Harvey, 2011).
Moreover, the negative consequences of a mismatch between
someone’s preferences and needs, and the characteristics and
demands of a job or organization (e.g., low job satisfaction, burnout)
can lead to turnover (Kristof, 1996; Van Vianen, 2000). To test
whether systematic job search leads to sustainable employment,
future research should also examine its relation with employment
quality, for example by measuring job satisfaction, need-supplies fit,
and turnover intentions in the new job (cf. Koen et al., 2010).
I identified job search systematicity as an indicator of job
search quality, but this does not provide a complete picture of what
job search quality entails. Future research should further attempt to
identify and conceptualize (indicators of) job search quality. For
example, Turban et al. (2009) examined the role of meta-cognitive
activities in the job search. They referred to meta-cognitive activities
as “self-regulatory activities that involve setting goals, developing
plans, and monitoring and analyzing progress toward goal
accomplishment” (p. 555), and showed that these activities positively
predicted job search outcomes (e.g., the number of resumés
submitted and job interview invitations). Similar activities are
delineated in the different phases of the job search process quality
cycle, a cyclical self-regulatory model of job search process quality
described by Van Hooft et al. (2013; i.e. goal establishment, planning
of goal pursuit, goal stiving, reflection). These views have in
common that they place self-regulatory processes at the heart of job
search quality. This could be the starting point of future empirical
research in elaborating how effective self-regulation strategies can be
incorporated in the job search process. In addition, future research
could examine interactions between different behavioral dimensions
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of job search. For example, different job search strategies (e.g.,
focused, exploratory; Crossley & Highhouse, 2005) may interact
with job search systematicity in predicting employment success. For
example, Koen et al. (2010) showed that exploratory job search
strategy is associated with higher number of job offers, but not with
higher reemployment quality and that a focused strategy is associated
with higher reemployment quality but not with number of job offers.
Theoretically one can search exploratory or focused with lower or
higher quality. Perhaps high systematic exploratory job search may
relate to reemployment quality, whereas low systematic focused job
search may not. Looking at job search behavior on different
dimensions and combining those perspectives will help to get a better
understanding of what kind of behavior is effective.
The results regarding job search systematicity are
correlational in nature. Two important questions that remain to be
answered concern causality and how to improve job search
systematicity. My research showed that on average job search
systematicity increased over time. Future research could investigate
whether individuals differ in this increase, and what factors explain
these different change patterns. For example, job seekers with a
learning goal orientation (Elliot & McGregor, 2001) have been found
to be more successful in obtaining employment (Noordzij et al.,
2013; Van Hooft & Noordzij, 2009). Future research could examine
whether this effect can be explained by job search systematicity, such
that those with a learning goal orientation have a steeper learning
curve toward searching systematically. Another factor that may
explain individual differences in improving job search behavior may
be how autonomously motivated job seekers are to find a job.
Previous research suggests that job seekers learned the most when
they experienced autonomy in their reemployment process, which
was directly associated with autonomous job search motivation and
indirectly associated with high-quality job search (Koen et al., 2016).
Future research could attempt to develop interventions that either
directly increase job seekers’ systematicity, or indirectly by focusing
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on potential antecedents such as learning goal orientation or
experienced autonomy, and in turn test the effect of learned
systematicity on employment success. A field experiment would
allow to test my theorizing on job search systematicity with more
rigor and make a causal claim more justified to put theory in practice
(Aguinis & Edwards, 2014), where it may truly be of help to job
seekers.
The findings described in Chapter 5 support the notion that
negative job search experiences take different forms and elicit
different responses. These findings are based on qualitative analyses
of the data. Given that different negative job search events have
different consequences, future research should develop a
questionnaire for job search difficulties, possibly with different
phases, to quantitatively test the qualitative findings.
Lastly, regarding the effects of self-compassion, selfcompassion can be expected to indirectly positively impact job search
behavior because self-compassion makes job seekers feel better
(Chapter 3 and 4) and positive emotions are associated with job
search success (Côté et al., 2006; Turban et al., 2013, 2009).
However, this expectation has not been tested in this dissertation.
Future research should test these expectations and examine the direct
effects of self-compassion on job search behavior and job search
success. The research in this dissertation was the first step to testing
the effectiveness of a self-compassion intervention for job seekers.
Although I showed that the intervention impacted job seekers’
affective responses beneficially, we need additional data to test
whether the improved affective responses can be replicated and
translate to better job search behaviors and outcomes. Future research
could therefore include more outcome measures that could tap into
job search behavior (e.g., job search strategies, Crossley & Stanton,
2005), job search systematicity (Chapter 2 in this dissertation), and
job search success (e.g., interview invitations, job offers,
employment quality).
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Concluding Remarks
Altogether, the studies presented in this dissertation advance
understanding of how job seekers can effectively search for a job and
how they can deal with the setbacks they encounter during their job
search. I showed that searching systematically by being persistent
and adaptable increases the likelihood of finding a job. By
introducing systematic job search as indicator of job search quality I
open the door for future research to empirically test the relation
between job search quality and employment success, and I inform job
seekers and reemployment counselors on how individuals can search
effectively. I further provided a detailed look into the negative job
search events that job seekers encounter and how they respond to
these events. These findings suggest that although hiring
organizations cannot take away the pain of a rejection, they can
prevent further negative spinoffs by treating their applicants with
transparency, honesty, and respect. Lastly, I showed that reflecting
on negative job search experiences with self-compassion (by being
kind and mindfully accepting, and being aware that failure is part of
human nature) beneficially impacts how job seekers feel about the
experienced job search difficulties. Introducing self-compassion to
the job search literature as an adaptive emotion-focused coping
strategy extends traditional intervention approaches that
predominantly offer support in the form of problem-focused coping.
My findings inform job seekers and reemployment counselors how
to deal with negative job search experiences to reduce negative
emotions and foster positive emotions. Even though the process of
finding a job can be very tough and unpleasant, job seekers can get
better at it by seeking feedback, adapting their strategy based on what
they learn, by persevering and by having self-compassion when
dealing with setbacks.
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In our increasingly flexible job market job search has become
an inseparable part of people’s working lives. An inability to secure
a job may lead to (prolonged) unemployment which gets harder to
recover from with time (Aaronson, Mazumder, & Schechter, 2010).
Unemployment is associated with negative consequences for
individuals, their families, and society as a whole (e.g., Korpi, 2001;
McKee-Ryan & Maitoza, 2018; McKee-Ryan et al., 2005; Paul &
Moser, 2009; Stenberg & Westerlund, 2008; Ström, 2003; Strully,
2009). It is therefore of paramount importance that job seekers find a
suitable job timely. However, job search is a difficult process full of
obstacles and insecurities. Spending time and effort on searching for
a job increases chances of finding a job (Kanfer et al., 2001), but only
modestly. In addition, the affective consequences of the negative
experiences associated with job search can hinder the process of
finding a job (Côté et al., 2006; Song et al., 2009; Turban et al., 2013;
Van Hooft et al., 2004).
In this dissertation, I advance our understanding of the job
search process. My first aim is to examine how job seekers can search
for a job to increase the likelihood of (re)employment and to uncover
which factors facilitate such way of searching. My second aim is to
examine how job seekers respond to negative job search experiences
and how they can cope with them adaptively. These aims are
articulated in the following four research questions: (1) How can job
seekers effectively search for a job; (2) Which factors facilitate such
way of searching; (3) How can job seekers adaptively cope with the
negative experiences they encounter during job search; (4) What job
search events make job search so hard and how do job seekers
respond to these events?
To answer these questions, I conducted multiple field studies
among active job seekers. The results of these studies and their
practical implications are summarized below.
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Empirical Findings
Systematic Job Search as Predictor of Job Search Success
The first empirical chapter (Chapter 2) focuses on how job
seekers can search effectively for a job and which factors facilitate
such way of searching. In addition to the time job seekers spend in
job search (i.e., job search intensity), extant theory suggests that other
dimensions of job search behavior are important in predicting
employment outcomes (Kanfer et al., 2001; Stumpf et al., 1983; Van
Hooft et al., 2013). Building on this theorizing I identify systematic
versus non-systematic job search as an important dimension of job
search behavior that may predict the likelihood of finding a job. A
highly systematic way of searching indicates an adaptable (i.e.,
adjusting one’s behavior based on what has been learned) and
persistent (i.e., using routines and persevering with setbacks)
approach towards job seeking whereas low systematicity reflects a
less adaptable and persistent approach, characterized by less
deliberate thoughts on how to improve the job search. Based on
recent models of job search and research (Liu, Wang, et al., 2014;
Song et al., 2009; Wanberg et al., 2010) I proposed that job search
clarity, financial need, employment commitment, and emotions
would relate to systematic job search.
As theorized, the results of a five-wave correlational field
study among highly educated new labor market entrants showed that
job search systematicity was positively related to job search success
when controlling for job search intensity. Job seekers who searched
for a job in a more systematic way had a higher change of getting a
job than job seekers who searched in a less systematic way.
Following a learning based perspective on job search change (Barber
et al., 1994), results showed that over time job seekers searched in an
increasingly systematic way. Furthermore, this study showed that
goal clarity, employment commitment, and activating affect were
positively associated with job search systematicity, while financial
need and deactivating emotions were not related to job search
systematicity. These findings extend theory by broadening the
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conceptualization of job search and inform job seeking career starters
and employment and career counselors about how to approach the
job search process.
The knowledge of what search strategy increases the
likelihood of finding a job may help job seekers shape their search
behavior to become more effective. They will nonetheless still have
to put time and effort in their job search, which most likely leads to
encountering negative job search experiences. Next to learning how
to be more effective, job seekers also need to deal with negative
experiences during the job search process.
Self-Compassion as Emotion-Focused Coping
Chapters 3 and 4 focus on examining how job seekers can
cope adaptively with the negative experiences they encounter during
job search. An adaptive emotion-focused coping strategy that has
been shown helpful is self-compassion (Neff, 2003a). It entails
viewing one’s experiences: with self-kindness rather than selfjudgment, as part of the larger human experience (i.e., common
humanity) rather than as separating and isolating, and with mindful
awareness rather than over-identifying with them (Neff, 2003a).
Previous research showed that individuals with self-compassion react
more beneficially to unpleasant personal events like receiving
unfavorable feedback than individuals with less self-compassion
(Breines & Chen, 2012; Leary et al., 2007; Neff et al., 2005). The
two studies described in Chapter 3 show that trait self-compassion
also benefits active job seekers. Results of the cross-sectional Study
3.1 indicated that trait self-compassion related positively to (de)activating positive affect and negatively to (de-)activating negative
affect. Furthermore, the negative relationship between difficulties
during job search and different types of positive affect (i.e.,
deactivating and activating) was less negative for job seekers with
more self-compassion. Thus self-compassioned job seekers felt more
positive and less negative during job search and maintained positive
regardless of experiencing job search difficulties while less self200
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compassioned job seekers felt less positive as difficulties increased.
The results of the five-wave correlational Study 3.2 were in line with
the results of Study 3.1. They showed that self-compassioned job
seekers reported less negative affect and more positive affect than
less self-compassioned job seekers during job search episodes in
which they perceived a lack of progress. Furthermore, selfcompassion was found to function as an adaptive mindset that
attenuated the positive relationship between perceived lack of job
search progress and different types (i.e., activating and deactivating)
of negative affect. Again, self-compassioned job seekers were more
positive and less negative overall. Moreover, they felt less negative
even when they perceived less or no search progress. The combined
findings of studies 3.1 and 3.2 suggest that trait self-compassion can
be beneficial for job seekers’ well-being in difficult times during the
job search process.
Chapter 4 follows up on the correlational studies in Chapter 3
as in the study described in this chapter I tested the causal effects of
self-compassion on job seekers’ affect during their job search. Rather
than examining trait self-compassion like in Chapter 3, I now focused
on state self-compassion, the self-compassioned cognitions that can
be influenced (e.g., Breines & Chen, 2012; Leary et al., 2007; Shapira
& Mongrain, 2010; J. W. Zhang & Chen, 2016). I examined whether
an online self-compassion intervention, composed of writing
exercises that facilitated taking a self-compassioned perspective
towards job search difficulties, made job seekers feel better in
comparison to a control condition composed of writing exercises in
which job seekers reflected freely on their difficulties. The results of
this study showed that the writing exercise increased the state selfcompassion of job seekers who performed the self-compassion
exercise as compared to job seekers who performed the free exercise.
State self-compassion in turn related to job seekers’ affective
responses to job search mediated through reduced self-criticism. So,
increased self-compassion had a positive effect on job seekers’
feelings by reducing their self-criticism. Specifically, job seekers’
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negative deactivating affect (e.g., sadness) was lower and their
positive deactivating affect (e.g., calmness) was higher immediately
after the self-compassion writing exercise than after the free writing
exercise.
Differences between conditions were no longer apparent in a
follow-up measurement one week after the exercise. All job seekers
felt better: they reported more deactivating positive affect and less
deactivating negative affect in the follow-up measurement in
comparison to the baseline measure. Thus, job seekers in the selfcompassion condition felt better sooner (i.e., immediately after the
intervention), while job seekers in the control condition caught up
feeling equally well one week later.
Negative Job Search Experiences and Their Consequences
In Chapter 5, I examined in more depth what job search
events make job search so hard, and how job seekers respond to these
events. Based on 192 anecdotes about negative job search
experiences I made an overview of the types of negative events that
job seekers are confronted with during their job search and how they
responded to these events affectively and behaviorally. Using
qualitative analyses I arrived at a classification of negative job search
events which aligns with the conceptualization of job search as a
multiphase process. Most of the described negative job search events
could be categorized into one of four job search phases: Forethought
and exploration, preparatory job search behavior, active job search
behavior, and selection result (i.e., rejections). There were three
general themes that emerged across the job search stages: (1) job
seekers’ insecurity of finding a job (e.g., fueled by competition or
dissatisfaction with one’s resume), (2) a poor job search flow (e.g.,
dissatisfaction with progress, feeling stuck, procrastination), and (3)
indifference of hiring organizations (e.g., ignoring requests for
feedback, breaching agreements). Most of all emotions reported by
job seekers were high in activation (47%; e.g., despaired, angry,
frustrated, nervous, shame, self-blame, and hurt), followed by
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emotions low in activation (40%; e.g., disappointed, sad,
discouraged, and resigned). However, disappointment was the most
frequently described (34% of all respondents) emotional response to
negative job search events, followed by sadness (17%). To deal with
the negative emotions, job seekers engaged in emotion regulation
strategies (e.g., emotional suppression and cognitive reappraisal,
social support and seeking distraction and taking time of job search).
Overall job seekers tended to respond with constructive and polite
behaviors rather than expressing their displeasure with the situation.
Job seekers mentioned several times that negative job search events
made them underperform, which is a negative experience in itself.
Some job seekers aimed to improve their performance by asking for
feedback and reflecting on improvements, others started ruminating
on their flaws.
While job seekers responded with a mix of responses to
particular negative job search events, there were trends visible in the
pattern of responses. For example, job seekers felt discouraged
mostly after not being able to find a fitting vacancy whereas they felt
disappointed mostly after being rejected to a highly anticipated job,
and they felt insecure mostly after an unpleasant interaction during
an interview. Furthermore, while in all job search phases job seekers
experienced mostly activating emotions, in the final phase, after a
rejection, they mostly felt negative deactivating affect.
Implications for Practice
Search Systematically
The results in this dissertation can be used to guide job
seekers’ behavior. The first lesson that can be taken from this
research is that it matters how job seekers spend their time on job
search. Deliberate thought on how job seekers are searching and the
awareness that it is possible to improve the search is an important
step towards higher quality job search. Specifically, job seekers
improve their chances of (re)employment by being adaptable, by
actively seeking information on how to search and by using this
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information to further improve the search. Asking for feedback on
one’s job search behavior can bring about an important source of
information. On top of being adaptable, it is important that job
seekers are persistent even when job search causes uncertainty or is
experienced as tedious and that they build in routines. Other factors
that may stimulate high quality job search is having a clear
employment goal, being intrinsically committed to employment, and
feeling activated.
Have Self-Compassion
The second lesson that can be taken from this research
pertains to dealing with negative job search experiences. The more
time job seekers spend on job search the more likely they will
encounter different events that make them feel bad, which may
interfere with their search motivation. Therefore, it is important that
they find an adaptive coping strategy to deal with negative
experiences. Having self-compassion can make them feel better and
more resilient to negative job search experiences. Self-compassion
means that individuals are kind rather than critical to themselves,
realize that they are not unique in their struggles, and that they keep
their emotions in mindful awareness rather than suppressing,
ignoring or exaggerate them. A guided writing exercise in which one
is asked to describe (1) what a friend would say, (2) how other people
would experience a similar event, and (3) the types of emotions they
experienced, can help to increase one’s self-compassion. The selfcompassion brought about by these exercises has an immediate
positive effect on job seekers’ feelings by reducing their selfcriticism.
Communicate Properly
Job seekers’ negative job search experiences may in part be
reduced if hiring parties take more responsibility for proper
communication at various stages of the recruitment and selection
procedure. Poor communication by the hiring organization may make
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job seekers, among other things, discouraged, disappointed,
wronged, angry, and despaired. These emotional responses not only
negatively impact job seekers’ wellbeing and their motivation for
subsequent job search, but also their perception of the organization
(Hausknecht et al., 2004). To reduce or prevent emotional damage to
job seekers and reputational damage, companies should strive for
clear and honest communication during selection, the provision of
correct information, and a respectful treatment of applicants. For
example, they should ensure that they provide a realistic job preview
that does not misinform applicants about the content of the job or the
selection criteria; they should give applicants a fair chance to present
themselves during the job interview; and they should be considerate
in their communication about the rejection.
Job seekers themselves may to some extent also play a part in
improving communication. Taking into account their dependent
position job seekers may strive to clarify expectations by explicitly
addressing those and contacting the hiring companies timely. For
example, by contacting an organization about the content of a
vacancy before applying to it, or by politely asking about the
subsequent procedure at the end of a job interview when this was not
previously communicated. This may not prevent poor
communication altogether, but can help to create clarity on both sides
about what is expected.
Conclusion
The results of this dissertation show that even though the
process of finding a job can be very tough and unpleasant, job seekers
can get better at it by trying new ways of searching, seeking feedback,
adapting their strategy based on what they learn, persevering and
having self-compassion when dealing with negative job search
experiences. While hiring organizations cannot take away the pain of
a rejection, they can prevent further negative spinoffs by treating their
applicants with transparency, honesty, and respect.
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Zoeken naar een baan is een onlosmakelijk onderdeel
geworden van ons beroepsleven in de steeds flexibelere
arbeidsmarkt. Het onvermogen om een baan te vinden kan leiden tot
(langdurige) werkloosheid waar men moeilijker uitkomt naarmate
deze voortduurt (Aaronson, Mazumder, & Schechter, 2010).
Werkloosheid kan verschillende negatieve gevolgen hebben voor
individuen (zowel mentaal als fysiek), hun families en de
samenleving als geheel (e.g., Korpi, 2001; McKee-Ryan & Maitoza,
2018; McKee-Ryan et al., 2005; Paul & Moser, 2009; Stenberg &
Westerlund, 2008; Ström, 2003; Strully, 2009). Het is daarom van
belang dat werkzoekenden tijdig een passende baan vinden. Het
zoeken naar werk is echter een moeilijk proces vol obstakels en
onzekerheden. Door tijd en moeite te steken in het zoeken naar een
baan neemt de kans op het vinden van een baan toe (Kanfer et al.,
2001), maar slechts in beperkte mate. Bovendien kan het zoeken naar
werk belemmerd worden door de emotionele impact van de negatieve
ervaringen die gepaard gaan met het zoeken naar werk (Côté et al.,
2006; Song et al., 2009; Turban et al., 2013; Van Hooft et al., 2004).
In dit proefschrift, beschrijf ik onderzoek dat ons begrip
vergroot over het proces van zoeken naar een baan. Hierbij staan twee
doelen centraal. Het eerste doel is om te onderzoeken welke manier
van zoeken de kans op het vinden van een baan vergroot en welke
factoren deze manier van zoeken vergemakkelijken. Het tweede doel
is om te inventariseren hoe werkzoekenden omgaan met negatieve
werkzoekervaringen en om te onderzoeken hoe zij zo adaptief
mogelijk zouden kunnen omgaan met deze ervaringen. Deze
doelstellingen leiden tot de volgende vier onderzoeksvragen: (1) Hoe
kunnen werkzoekenden effectief naar een baan zoeken?; (2) Welke
factoren vergemakkelijken een dergelijke manier van zoeken?; (3)
Hoe kunnen werkzoekenden adaptief omgaan met de negatieve
ervaringen tijdens het zoeken naar een baan?; (4) Welke
gebeurtenissen maken het zoeken naar een baan zo moeilijk en hoe
reageren werkzoekenden op deze gebeurtenissen?
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Om deze vragen te beantwoorden, heb ik honderden actieve
werkzoekenden bevraagd in verschillende onderzoeksprojecten. De
resultaten van deze studies en hun praktische betekenis heb ik
hieronder samengevat.
Bevindingen
Een systematische manier van zoeken voorspelt succes bij het
zoeken naar werk
In het eerste empirische hoofdstuk (hoofdstuk 2) richt ik me
op de vraag hoe werkzoekenden effectief naar een baan kunnen
zoeken en op voorspellende factoren van deze manier van zoeken.
Naast de tijdsinvestering die werkzoekenden doen, wijst de
bestaande literatuur verschillende andere aspecten aan van
werkzoekgedrag die werkzoeksucces voorspellen (Kanfer et al.,
2001; Stumpf et al., 1983; Van Hooft et al., 2013). Een belangrijk
aspect dat ik op basis van deze literatuur identificeer als voorspeller
van werkzoeksucces is de systematiek in iemands manier van zoeken.
Een zeer systematische manier van zoeken duidt op een adaptieve
(d.w.z. het aanpassen van het gedrag op basis van wat men geleerd
heeft) en volhardende (d.w.z. gebruikmakend van routines en het
doorzetten ondanks tegenslagen) aanpak van het werkzoeken. Een
onsystematische manier van zoeken weerspiegelt een minder
adaptieve en volhardende aanpak, die gekenmerkt wordt door minder
weloverwogen gedachten over de wijze waarop het zoeken naar werk
kan worden verbeterd.
Op basis van recente werkzoekmodellen en onderzoek (Liu,
Wang, et al., 2014; Song et al., 2009; Wanberg et al., 2010) wijs ik
vier factoren aan die een systematische manier van zoeken kunnen
voorspellen. De eerste voorspellende factor die ik heb onderzocht is
in hoeverre de werkzoekende een helder doel voor ogen heeft bij het
zoeken naar een baan: werkzoekhelderheid. De tweede factor is in
hoeverre de werkzoekende in financiële moeilijkheden komt als het
vinden van een baan niet lukt: financiële noodzaak. De derde factor
is in hoeverre de werkzoekende zichzelf identificeert als iemand met
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een baan en vandaaruit intrinsiek gemotiveerd is om een baan te
hebben. Dit wordt ook wel arbeidsbetrokkenheid genoemd. Tot slot
keek ik naar de relatie tussen verschillende emoties die
werkzoekenden ervaarden tijdens het zoeken naar werk en in
hoeverre die samenhangen met het op een systematisch manier naar
werk zoeken.
Ik heb deze ideeën getest bij een groep pas afgestudeerde
hoogopgeleide werkzoekenden. Gedurende drie weken vulden zij in
totaal vijf vragenlijsten in over hun manier van zoeken. Na enkele
maanden rapporteerden ze over de resultaten van hun
werkzoekacties. Zoals verwacht, was een systematische manier van
zoeken positief gerelateerd aan werkzoeksucces, zelfs wanneer
statistisch wordt gecorrigeerd voor de tijd die mensen investeerden
in hun zoektocht. Dat wil zeggen dat werkzoekenden die op een
systematisch manier zochten naar een baan een grotere kans hadden
op een baan dan werkzoekenden die op een minder systematische
manier zochten ongeacht de tijd die zij investeerden in het zoeken
naar een baan.
Verder lieten de resultaten zien dat werkzoekenden
gedurende het onderzoek in toenemende mate op een systematische
manier zochten. Dit is te verklaren vanuit een ‘leer gebaseerd’
perspectief op veranderingen in werkzoekgedrag dat ervan uit gaat
dat veranderingen in werkzoekgedrag voortkomen uit leerervaringen
(Barber et al., 1994). De resultaten van het onderzoek laten verder
zien dat werkzoekhelderheid, arbeidsbetrokkenheid en emoties met
een hoog activatieniveau (zoals nerveus of opgewekt) positief zijn
geassocieerd met een systematische manier van zoeken, terwijl
financiële noodzaak en emoties met een laag activatieniveau (zoals
teleurgesteld of kalm) geen relatie hadden tot een systematische
manier van zoeken. Mijn bevindingen zijn een toevoeging op de
huidige kennis rondom het werkzoekproces omdat ik de relevantie
van een aspect van werkzoeken aantoon dat nog niet eerder empirisch
is
onderzocht.
Dit
onderzoek
geeft
werkzoekenden,
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loopbaanbegeleiders en academici duidelijker inzicht in de manier
waarop er effectief naar werk gezocht kan worden.
De kennis over welke manier van zoeken de kans op het
vinden van een baan vergroot, zou werkzoekenden kunnen helpen bij
het vormgeven van effectiever zoekgedrag. Desondanks zullen
negatieve ervaringen blijven voorkomen, zoals geen passende
vacature kunnen vinden, afgewezen worden of geen reactie krijgen
op een sollicitatie. Daarom is het van belang dat werkzoekenden niet
alleen leren effectiever te zoeken. Zij zullen ook moeten kunnen
omgaan met negatieve ervaringen tijdens het zoekproces.
Zelfcompassie als copingstrategie van werkzoekenden
In de hoofdstukken 3 en 4 ga ik in op de vraag hoe
werkzoekenden kunnen omgaan met de negatieve ervaringen tijdens
het zoeken naar werk. Zelfcompassie is een waardevolle adaptieve
emotie-gerichte copingstrategie (Neff, 2003a). Het gaat hier over de
manier waarop mensen kijken naar hun ervaringen. Iemand met
zelfcompassie kijkt naar ervaringen (1) met vriendelijkheid voor
zichzelf in plaats van met zelfveroordeling, (2) als onderdeel van een
gedeelde menselijke werkelijkheid (bijvoorbeeld ‘ik ben niet de
enige’) in plaats van als iets dat isoleert, en (3) met aandachtig
bewustzijn in plaats van zich er al te zeer door te laten meeslepen of
het te onderdrukken (Neff, 2003a). Eerder onderzoek toonde aan dat
individuen met zelfcompassie beter reageren op onaangename
persoonlijke gebeurtenissen zoals het krijgen van ongunstige
feedback dan individuen met minder zelfcompassie (Breines & Chen,
2012; Leary et al., 2007; Neff et al., 2005).
De twee in hoofdstuk 3 beschreven studies laten zien dat
zelfcompassie ten goede komt aan werkzoekenden. De resultaten van
een vragenlijstonderzoek bij een diverse groep werkzoekenden
(Studie 3.1) laten zien dat werkzoekenden met zelfcompassie zich
positiever en minder negatief voelden tijdens het zoeken naar werk.
Verder wisten zij hun positieve gevoelens vast te houden wanneer zij
moeilijkheden ondervonden tijdens het zoeken naar een baan.
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Werkzoekenden met minder zelfcompassie voelden zich minder
positief zodra er meer moeilijkheden werden ondervonden. De
resultaten van het volgende vragenlijstonderzoek met vijf
meetmomenten (Studie 3.2) komen overeen met de resultaten van
Studie 3.1. Ook hier waren de werkzoekenden met zelfcompassie
over het algemeen positiever en minder negatief dan werkzoekenden
met minder zelfcompassie. Bovendien voelden zij zich minder
negatief zelfs wanneer ze minder of geen vooruitgang waarnamen in
het zoeken naar werk. De gecombineerde resultaten van de studies
3.1 en 3.2 suggereren dat zelfcompassie gunstig kan zijn voor het
welzijn van werkzoekenden in moeilijke tijden tijdens het zoeken
naar werk.
Hoofdstuk 4 is een vervolg op de correlationele studies in
Hoofdstuk 3. In het in Hoofdstuk 4 beschreven onderzoek testte ik de
causale effecten van zelfcompassie op de gevoelens van
werkzoekenden tijdens hun zoektocht naar werk. In plaats van
zelfcompassie te onderzoeken als stabiele eigenschap zoals in
Hoofdstuk 3, richtte ik me nu op de vraag of zelfcompassie kan
worden veranderd bij werkzoekenden. Ik onderzocht verder of
werkzoekenden zich beter voelden na een online zelfcompassieinterventie, bestaande uit schrijfoefeningen die mensen
aanmoedigden om vanuit zelfcompassie naar problemen bij het
zoeken naar werk te kijken, dan na een controleconditie van
schrijfoefeningen waarin werkzoekenden vrijuit reflecteerden op hun
problemen.
De resultaten van dit onderzoek tonen aan dat werkzoekenden
na het doen van de zelfcompassie-schrijfoefening, meer
zelfcompassie hadden dan werkzoekenden na het doen van de vrije
schrijfoefening. Verder blijkt uit de bevindingen dat de toegenomen
zelfcompassie een positief effect had op de gevoelens van
werkzoekenden, deels via een afname van zelfkritiek. Direct na de
zelfcompassie-schrijfoefening voelden werkzoekenden minder
negatieve emoties met een laag activatieniveau (zoals verdriet) en
meer positieve emoties met een laag activatieniveau (zoals kalmte)
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dan na de vrije schrijfoefening. De verschillen tussen de condities
waren niet langer zichtbaar in een vervolgmeting een week na de
oefening. Alle werkzoekenden voelden zich beter: zij rapporteerden
meer positieve emoties met een laag activatieniveau en minder
negatieve emoties met een laag activatieniveau in de vervolgmeting
een week na de schrijfoefening in vergelijking met de nulmeting voor
de
schijfoefening.
Dus
de
werkzoekenden
in
de
zelfcompassieconditie voelden zich eerder (d.w.z. direct na de
ingreep) beter, waarbij de werkzoekenden in de controleconditie zich
een week later net zo goed voelden.
Negatieve ervaringen bij het zoeken naar werk en de impact
daarvan
In hoofdstuk 5 heb ik uitvoerig onderzocht welke specifieke
gebeurtenissen bij het zoeken naar werk het zoeken naar werk zo
moeilijk maken en hoe werkzoekenden op deze gebeurtenissen
reageerden. Op basis van 192 anekdotes over negatieve ervaringen
bij het zoeken naar werk heb ik een overzicht gemaakt van het soort
negatieve gebeurtenissen waarmee werkzoekenden worden
geconfronteerd tijdens hun zoektocht en van hoe zij hier emotioneel
en gedragsmatig op reageerden. Aan de hand van kwalitatieve
analyses kwam ik tot een classificatie van negatieve
zoekgebeurtenissen die aansluit bij de conceptualisering van het
zoeken naar een baan als een proces met verschillende fasen. De
meeste van de beschreven negatieve gebeurtenissen bij het zoeken
naar werk kunnen worden ingedeeld in een van vier fasen van het
zoeken naar werk: Voorafgaande gedachten en verkenning,
voorbereidend zoekgedrag, actief zoekgedrag, en selectieresultaat
(d.w.z. afwijzingen). Er waren drie algemene thema's die in de
verschillende fasen van het zoeken naar werk naar voren kwamen:
(1) onzekerheid over het vinden van een baan (bijvoorbeeld
ingegeven door concurrentie of ontevredenheid over hun cv), (2)
onvrede over een gebrekkig verloop van het zoeken naar een baan
(bijvoorbeeld ontevredenheid over de vooruitgang, vastzitten,
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uitstelgedrag) en (3) onverschilligheid van de rekruterende
organisaties (bijvoorbeeld het negeren van feedbackverzoeken, het
niet nakomen van afspraken). De meeste emoties die door
werkzoekenden werden beschreven waren hoog in activatieniveau
(47%; bijvoorbeeld wanhoop, boosheid, frustratie, nervositeit,
schaamte en zelfverwijt), gevolgd door emoties die laag waren in
activatieniveau (40%; bijvoorbeeld teleurstelling, ontmoediging en
verdriet). Teleurstelling was de meest beschreven emotionele reactie
op negatieve gebeurtenissen bij het zoeken naar werk (34% van alle
respondenten), gevolgd door verdriet (17%). Om met de negatieve
emoties om te gaan, hanteren werkzoekenden strategieën voor het
reguleren van hun emoties zoals het onderdrukken van emoties, het
omdenken van een situatie zodat deze minder emotioneel belastend
is, het opzoeken van sociale steun en afleiding zoeken. Over het
algemeen zijn werkzoekenden geneigd om constructief en beleefd te
reageren op potentiele werkgevers in plaats van ongenoegen te uiten
over de situatie. Verschillende werkzoekenden gaven aan slechter te
presteren tijdens de selectieprocedure door negatieve ervaringen.
Sommige werkzoekenden richtten zich op het verbeteren van hun
prestaties door feedback te vragen en te denken over verbeteringen,
terwijl anderen piekerden over hun gebrekkig presteren.
Hoewel werkzoekenden reageerden met een mengeling van
reacties op bepaalde negatieve gebeurtenissen bij het zoeken naar
werk, waren er trends zichtbaar in het patroon van de reacties. Zo
voelden werkzoekenden zich meestal ontmoedigd na het niet kunnen
vinden van een passende vacature, terwijl ze zich vooral teleurgesteld
voelden na hun afwijzing voor een langverwachte baan, en voelden
ze zich meestal onzeker na een onaangename interactie tijdens een
gesprek. Daarnaast valt op dat hoewel werkzoekenden eigenlijk in
alle fases van het zoekproces met name negatieve emoties met hoog
activatieniveau ervaarden, in de laatste fase, na een afwijzing, juist
negatieve emoties met een laag activatieniveau de boventoon
voerden.
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Implicaties voor de praktijk
Zoek op een systematische manier naar werk
De resultaten van dit proefschrift kunnen worden gebruikt om
werkzoekgedrag richting te geven. De eerste les die getrokken kan
worden van dit onderzoek is dat het van belang is hoe werkzoekenden
de tijd invullen die zij besteden aan het zoeken naar een baan. Bewust
stilstaan bij de manier van zoeken en de wetenschap dat het mogelijk
is om de zoekmethode te verbeteren, is een belangrijke stap in de
richting van een betere kwaliteit van het zoeken naar werk. In het
bijzonder verbeteren werkzoekenden hun kansen op werk door
aanpassingsvermogen, door actief op zoek te gaan naar informatie
over hoe ze kunnen zoeken en door deze informatie te gebruiken om
het zoeken verder te verbeteren. Vragen om feedback op het
zoekgedrag kan een belangrijke bron van informatie opleveren. Naast
aanpassingsvermogen is het belangrijk dat werkzoekenden zich
blijven inspannen, zelfs wanneer het zoeken naar een baan
onzekerheid veroorzaakt of als vervelend wordt ervaren en het is van
belang dat ze routines inbouwen. Andere factoren die de kwaliteit
van het zoeken naar werk kunnen bevorderen, zijn een duidelijk doel,
intrinsieke betrokkenheid bij het hebben van werk en emoties met
een hoog activatieniveau van de werkzoekenden.
Kijk met zelfcompassie naar negatieve werkzoekervaringen
De tweede les die uit mijn onderzoek kan worden getrokken,
heeft betrekking op het omgaan met negatieve ervaringen bij het
zoeken naar werk. Hoe meer tijd werkzoekenden besteden aan het
zoeken naar werk, hoe groter de kans dat ze worden geconfronteerd
met allerlei gebeurtenissen waardoor ze zich slecht voelen. Dit kan
hun zoekmotivatie verstoren. Daarom is het belangrijk dat zij een
adaptieve copingstrategie vinden om met negatieve ervaringen om te
gaan. Het hebben van zelfcompassie kan hen beter doen voelen en
meer bestand maken tegen negatieve ervaringen bij het zoeken naar
werk. Zelfcompassie houdt in dat individuen vriendelijk in plaats van
kritisch zijn voor zichzelf, beseffen dat ze niet uniek zijn in hun
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worstelingen, en dat ze hun emoties in acht nemen in plaats van ze te
onderdrukken, te negeren of te overdrijven. Zelfcompassie kan
worden vergroot met behulp van een schrijfoefening waarin men naar
aanleiding van een vervelende gebeurtenis beschrijft (1) wat een
vriend(in) er over zou zeggen, (2) hoe andere mensen soortgelijke
gebeurtenissen ervaren en (3) welke emoties de gebeurtenis oproept.
Deze oefening verhoogt de zelfcompassie en heeft een positief effect
op de gevoelens van werkzoekenden door hun zelfkritiek te
verminderen.
Draag zorg voor goede communicatie
De negatieve ervaringen van werkzoekenden kunnen
gedeeltelijk worden verminderd als rekruterende partijen meer
verantwoordelijkheid nemen voor een goede communicatie in de
verschillende stadia van de wervings- en selectieprocedure. Door
slechte communicatie vanuit de rekruterende organisatie kunnen
werkzoekenden zich onder andere, ontmoedigd, teleurgesteld,
benadeeld, boos en wanhopig voelen. Deze emotionele reacties
hebben niet alleen een negatieve invloed op het welzijn van de
werkzoekenden en hun motivatie om vervolgens op zoek te gaan naar
werk, maar ook op hun beeld van de organisatie (Hausknecht et al.,
2004). Om emotionele schade bij werkzoekenden en reputatieschade
te beperken of te voorkomen, dienen organisaties gedurende het
selectieproces te streven naar duidelijke en eerlijke communicatie,
correcte informatievoorziening en een respectvolle behandeling van
sollicitanten. Organisaties moeten er bijvoorbeeld voor zorgen dat ze
een realistische indruk van de baan geven en de sollicitanten niet
verkeerd informeren over de inhoud van de functie of de
selectiecriteria; ze moeten sollicitanten een eerlijke kans geven om
zich tijdens het sollicitatiegesprek te presenteren; en ze moeten
zorgvuldig communiceren over een afwijzing.
De werkzoekenden zelf kunnen tot op zekere hoogte ook een
rol spelen bij het verbeteren van de communicatie. Met inachtneming
van hun afhankelijke positie kunnen werkzoekenden ernaar streven
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om de verwachtingen te verhelderen door deze expliciet onder de
aandacht te brengen en tijdig contact op te nemen met de rekruterende
partij. Bijvoorbeeld door te vragen naar de inhoud van een vacature
vóór het indienen van een sollicitatie, of door te informeren naar de
vervolgprocedure aan het eind van een sollicitatiegesprek wanneer
dit nog niet is besproken. Dit kan slechte communicatie niet helemaal
voorkomen, maar kan wel bijdragen aan het scheppen van
duidelijkheid voor beide partijen over wat er wordt verwacht.
Conclusie
De resultaten van dit proefschrift laten zien dat, hoewel het
proces van het vinden van een baan erg taai en onaangenaam kan zijn,
werkzoekenden er beter in kunnen worden door nieuwe manieren van
zoeken uit te proberen, feedback te vragen, hun strategie aan te
passen op basis van wat ze hebben geleerd, volhardend te zijn,
routines in te bouwen en door zelfcompassie te hebben bij het
omgaan met negatieve werkzoekervaringen. Hoewel organisaties de
pijn van een afwijzing niet kunnen wegnemen, kunnen zij een verdere
negatieve nasleep voorkomen door hun sollicitanten met
transparantie, eerlijkheid en respect te behandelen.
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In my dissertation I describe how self-compassion can help to deal with
negative experiences. In my research I show that people experience more
self-compassion after a self-compassion writing assignment. The first
question of the writing assignment is: what would a friend say to you? In
recent years I have collected some quotes of what dear people actually said
to me.
In mijn proefschrift beschrijf ik hoe zelfcompassie kan helpen met het
omgaan met negatieve ervaringen. In mijn onderzoek laat ik zien dat
mensen meer zelfcompassie ervaren na een zelfcompassie-schrijfopdracht.
De eerste vraag van de schrijfopdracht is: wat zou een vriend of vriendin
tegen je zeggen. Ik heb in de afgelopen jaren wat quotes verzameld van wat
lieve mensen daadwerkelijk tegen me zeiden:
“I’m sure you haven’t lost your ability to produce brilliant academic
work” SM
“Je bent mijn sterspeler” RT
“Dat is heel normaal” JK
“The toughest day was yesterday” J
“Maak je niet druk” JK
“Totos bienos” MB
“Knappert!” JK
“Just make it happen Luce” DC
“Tjonge het is niet wat het lijkt” AvV
“Accepteer jezelf gewoon even” EvH
“Breath and keep on cowing” CW
“Dat is heel normaal” SvdM
“It’s complicated” RK
“Almost perfect” I
“You never break the pasta. You cannot. You must not.” AC
“We zijn niet van suiker” SvdM
“Je moet terugschakelen in de bocht, anders vlieg je eruit” JvB
“Ja. Heel graag.” FH
“Wij zijn een team” FH
“Alles komt altijd goed” IK
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“Kan je het aanraden, een PhD doen?” werd me onlangs gevraagd. Zoals
van een sociaal-psychologisch wetenschappelijk onderlegde promovendus
valt te verwachten, is het antwoord genuanceerd en afhankelijk van
verschillende variabelen. Wat buiten kijf staat, is dat je een PhD alleen kan
doen als je fijne mensen om je heen hebt. Op deze plek in mijn proefschrift
uit ik mijn dank voor deze mensen.
Ik ben meer dan vijf jaar onderdeel geweest van de programmagroep Arbeids- en Organisatiepsychologie (A&O) op de UvA. Ik voel me
trots en bevoorrecht dat ik onderdeel was van deze groep van lieve,
ambitieuze, slimme, harde werkers van wie ik veel steun heb ervaren. Ik
wil iedereen uit de groep hartelijk bedanken.
In het bijzonder wil ik mijn promotoren Edwin en Annelies
bedanken. Zonder hen was er niet een PhD-project geweest waarin al mijn
wensen samenkwamen en was er geen proefschrift om trots op te zijn. Ik
had vooraf drie wensen over het doen van promotieonderzoek. Ik wilde
onderzoek doen naar een interessant, maatschappelijk relevant thema, op
een plek waar ik me thuis voel bij een betrokken en menselijk
begeleidingsteam waar ik veel van kon leren. Edwin en Annelies, jullie
hebben niet alleen deze kans gecreëerd, jullie gaven me ook het vertrouwen
om dit project tot een goed einde te brengen. Ik prijs me rijk met jullie
betrokkenheid bij mijn werk en mijn professionele en persoonlijke
ontwikkeling. Beiden hebben jullie me ruimte gegeven om te groeien, mijn
grenzen te bewaken, fouten te maken en daarvan te leren en jullie hebben
me aangemoedigd om mijn successen te vieren.
Annelies, jouw oog voor zowel de grote lijnen als voor de details
is direct ten goede gekomen aan de kwaliteit van mijn proefschrift. Met
kritische vragen tijdens het onderzoek daagde je me uit om theoretisch
vernieuwend te zijn en de (befaamde) verdiepende slag te slaan. Dit leerde
me om overtuigender te schrijven en scherper te verwoorden wat de
wetenschappelijke meerwaarde is van mijn werk.
Edwin, dit leerde ik ook zeker van jou. Als dagelijks begeleider
had jij het meeste contact met mij. Een betere begeleider kon ik me niet
wensen. Jij inspireerde mij, je zag mij, je hoorde me aan en je stelde me
gerust. Je kon goed uit de voeten met mijn openheid. Zodoende voelde ik
me zonder uitzondering beter na elk gesprek met jou dan daarvoor. Hoe
vaak heb je me mijn eigen onderzoeksresultaten voorgehouden? “En heb je
dan zelf-compassie?”. Waarschijnlijk niet dus. Door me aan te horen en aan
me terug te geven wat ik zei, hielp je me te focussen en te herpakken en
224

DANKWOORD

droeg je bij aan mijn zelfvertrouwen. Ik ben enorm dankbaar voor alle tijd
en toewijding die jullie, Annelies en Edwin, in mij hebben geïnvesteerd.
Jessie, jouw naam hoorde ik als eerste toen ik vroeg naar fijne
collega’s met wie ik zou werken. Op professioneel gebied en op persoonlijk
vlak kon ik bij jou te rade. Je lachte me geregeld uit en geregeld toe en je
had het beste met me voor. Jouw ambitie en de kwaliteit van je werk hebben
me soms geïntimideerd maar vooral geïnspireerd. Ik zal nooit vergeten dat
jij en Roy me op sleeptouw namen op mijn eerste congres waar ik misselijk
rondliep van de zenuwen en van de jetlag. Roy, jij en ik begonnen op
dezelfde dag. Dankjewel dat je me sindsdien altijd aan het lachen maakt.
Ik wil allemaal kantoorgenoten bedanken naast wie ik door de tijd
heen mijn proefschrift heb geschreven, met wie ik heb gegeten, gespeeld,
gedanst, gehuild, gelachen, gedronken, gesport, Game of Thrones heb
gekeken of besproken, op handen heb gestaan, met wie ik heb gefilosofeerd
en grapjes heb gemaakt.
Mijn speciale aandacht gaat uit naar mijn musketiers met wie ik
tijdelijk samen de vijf musketiers (promovendi) van A&O vormde.
Florian, dankjewel voor je niet-aflatende bereidheid om mee te denken
over analyses, software, nieuwsbrieven en wasmachines. Het was leuk om
samen met jou over-gerepresenteerd te zijn als A&O aio’s in PsAiKo, de
psychologie aio commissie. Tim W, als student verwonderde het me al in
hoe weinig tijd jij goed werk kunt afleveren. Je hebt jezelf daarin
overtroffen als promovendus. Dankjewel voor de grapjes, de mooie
overdenkingen, de kerstmuziek, de praatjes en algemene kennisquizjes in
de tijd die overbleef. Yuije, it is a shame it took me so long to get to know
you better. Since I did, I greatly appreciate you as a friend. You taught me
a lot. Thanks for sharing your thoughts with me. Nathalie, power vrouw,
jij bent zo sterk en zo lief. Ik vind je een prachtig mens. Dankjewel dat je
me inspireert en dat ik ook jou mag inspireren. Het doet me deugd dat we
elkaar blijven zien en samen sterker blijven worden.
Sanne, wij zijn niet van suiker. Dankjewel voor je luisterend oor
en dankjewel dat ik een luisterend oor mocht bieden aan jou. Dankjewel
voor die keer dat je me meenam naar Lindyhop. Dat heeft mijn leven
veranderd, want op die avond sloeg dankzij of ondanks de danspasjes de
vonk over tussen mij en Frank. Yongqi, Tim T, en Sarah, jullie
hartelijkheid en gastvrijheid zijn hartverwarmend. Dankjewel dat ik
daarvan heb mogen genieten. Judith en Lara, mijn laatste
kantoorgenootjes, met jullie was het afwisselend zeer serieus en dan weer
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lollig. Judith wat ben je scherp en Lara wat ben je gedreven. Dankjewel
voor het delen van lief en leed.
Brigitte en Hillie, ik wil jullie bedanken voor het mooie onderwijs
dat we samen verzorgd hebben. Wat een warm bad was het om samen met
jullie werkgroepen te verzorgen. Brigitte, je bent zo lief en zorgzaam en
goed georganiseerd. Hillie, jij kwam op mij in het begin een stuk strenger
over dan je later bleek te zijn. Je bent namelijk net als Brigitte heel lief en
zorgzaam en goed georganiseerd. Ik vind het leuk dat ik jullie ook
persoonlijk heb leren kennen. Brigitte het ‘etentje voor Loes’ dat je
organiseerde was voor mij en mijn Frank echt met onze neus in de
(veganistische) boter vallen. Wat een voorrecht. Hillie, ik wacht nog steeds
tot je je introuwt en wij familie worden. Tot die tijd blijf ik me gewoon
opdringen aan jou en je vrienden op feesten en partijen en
kledingruilavonden met vegan pizza. Jouw zet om me voor te dragen als
huisgenoot aan Iris was meesterlijk. Het was een perfecte match en heeft
ons allebei veel gebracht. Dankjewel voor je meesterlijke moves Hillie.
Iris, mijn ideale huisgenoot, jou bedank ik graag voor het dansen
in de keuken, voor je gulle lach en voor je scherpe inzichten.
Gerald, jouw ontwapenende openheid en positiviteit trokken me
meteen tot je aan. Jouw komst is een aanwinst voor de programmagroep.
Dankjewel voor de momenten dat je je kwetsbaar opstelde toen we spraken
over promotieonderzoek doen en afronden. Jouw leergierigheid en
optimisme zijn een inspiratie voor me. Hanneke, op borrels wilde ik altijd
naast jou zitten om te genieten van je Groningse humor. Dankjewel voor de
lichtheid die je brengt en voor onze gesprekken over het leven na een PhD.
Joke en Jeannette, wat is een afdeling zonder goede secretaresse. Jullie
vrolijkheid en behulpzaamheid zijn goud. Ik herinner me de legendarische
eerste kerstborrel met Jeannette waarbij we met z’n allen in de gang hebben
gedanst tot het gebouw dicht ging. Dankjewel.
Dan zijn er ook nog geweldige mensen op andere afdelingen. Als
eerste natuurlijk Lisanne. Wat was het leuk om tegelijk te promoveren. We
zijn een maand uit elkaar begonnen en nu verdedigen we in dezelfde maand.
Heel fijn om samen te sparren en te spuien en om te rade te kunnen gaan bij
elkaar over wetenschap en over jongens. Dankjewel voor jouw investering
in ons contact en voor je moed, je aanmoediging en je liefde. Tycho, Joost,
Noor, Lisa, Carlijn, David, Jonas, Suzanne, Xia, David, Alexander,
Fabian, and more. Ik ben een beetje verliefd op jullie allemaal.
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Ik wil alle studenten bedanken met wie ik onderzoek heb gedaan,
die proefpersonen benaderden, met me meedachten en me scherp hielden.
Een student in het bijzonder die veel verantwoordelijkheid kreeg en heeft
gedragen is Sophie. Dankjewel Sophie voor je betrokkenheid en voor onze
productieve en gezellige bijeenkomsten.
I would like to thank the committee with Astrid, Paul, Roland,
Ute and Jessie, for reading and evaluating my work. Thank you for being
present during my defense and for celebrating the end of my PhD-project
by challenging me with your educated questions and thoughts.
I like to thank EAWOP for organizing the early career summer
school in Chersonissos where I was happy to meet so many great new
friends and where I decided to choose to switch careers. I’m looking
forward to visiting Creta Farms again with Janne, Andrea and Philip:
“Why not?”
Mijn collega’s in de nieuwe baan die ik sinds augustus heb binnen
het lectoraat Psychologie voor een duurzame stad van de Hogeschool van
Amsterdam! Joyce, Marije, Reint Jan, Irene en Geertje. Vanaf moment
één voel ik me op mijn plek. Dankjewel voor jullie ambitie, relativerende
grapjes en voor de ruimte om mijn eigen veganistische en activistische ik
te zijn. Dankjewel voor jullie aanmoedigingen om mijn proefschrift tot een
goed einde te brengen en daar ook nog van te genieten. Ik kan zo veel van
jullie leren en zie uit naar nog vele mooie duurzame projecten van ons
lectoraat.
Dan zijn er nog de mensen die het dichtst mij mijn stonden in de
afgelopen jaren. Mijn vriendinnen, Nikki, Isabel, Sarah en Yaël. Voor
altijd ‘chicka’s 4 eva’ door dik en dun, over levensfases heen. Dank jullie
wel voor alle mooie momenten, voor jullie wijsheid en vertrouwen in mij.
Isabel, dankjewel voor je steun bij de laatste loodjes. Lalin, you have been
an inspiration to me from the moment I met you. Your devotion to creating
a better, more loving world through great teaching and research is
admirable. I count myself lucky to have you as a friend. I wish you, April
Rupert and Rome would live closer. Moki, jij was al overtuigd dat ik een
PhD kon doen voordat ik dat zelf was. Thanks for believing in me and for
dueling with me “expelliarmus”. Rutger, dankjewel dat je er altijd was tot
je er niet meer was. Als iets me sterker gemaakt heeft is het alle liefde die
je me gaf en het loskomen daarvan. Ik geloof dat we er allebei beter van
zijn geworden.
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Paul, pappa en mamma, jullie zijn mijn bron en mijn rots. Jullie
liefde is onbetaalbaar.
Frank, dankjewel voor jou. Dankjewel voor je aanmoediging, voor
je geduld, voor de orde die je schept in het verhelderen van verwachtingen
en in de ruimte (“ordnung muss sein”). Dankjewel voor alle momenten dat
ik aan mijn proefschrift werkte en jij me eten voorschotelde en dingen in
orde maakte. Dankjewel dat jij mij ziet en voor je liefde en toewijding. Ik
ben blij dat ik jou gevonden heb. Wij zijn een team.▲
Ik ben trots. Ik heb ongelooflijk veel hulp en kansen gekregen waar
zonder ik dit nooit had kunnen doen en uiteindelijk heb ik het zelf gedaan.
Ik ben dankbaar voor mijn volharding en mijn successen.
Ik sluit af met een citaat van Marianne Thieme, voormalig fractievoorzitter
van de Partij van de Dieren, die elke redevoering hiermee eindigde.
Hiermee aapt ze de Romeinse senator Cato Maior (234-149 voor Christus)
na, die elke toespraak besloot met de oproep om Carthago te vernietigen,
hetgeen uiteindelijk ook is gebeurd.
Hier is het einde van mijn zegje, dus tot slot: “Voorts ben ik van mening
dat er een einde moet komen aan de bio-industrie”
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