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Chapter 5
What Makes Job Search So Hard?
An Inquiry of Negative Job Search Events and Job Seekers’
Emotional and Behavioral Responses

121

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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CHAPTER 5

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).
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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-

126

CHAPTER 5

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
127
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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
139
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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
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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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