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A B S T R A C T   

Contemporary labor markets are characterized by rapidly growing numbers of solo self-employed 
workers who have their own businesses without employing employees. However, research on solo 
self-employment has almost exclusively focused on the decision to move into self-employment, 
thereby failing to consider the long-term career consequences of being solo self-employed. To 
complement existing research, we examined patterns of career self-management strategies among 
the solo self-employed in light of their career sustainability and enablers and barriers in their 
unique work context. We conducted 102 interviews among a heterogeneous sample of Dutch solo 
self-employed workers and identified four career self-management patterns: proactive crafters, 
adaptive crafters, survivors, and passive balancers. We found differences in their career sustain-
ability (i.e., happiness, health, and productivity). Specifically, their happiness is overall sufficient 
while the level of productivity is mixed, and their health seems to be most problematic. This study 
contributes to the nascent scholarly literature on solo self-employment and career sustainability. 
Policymakers can use our findings to promote sustainable careers among the solo self-employed.   

1. Introduction 

Contemporary labor markets are characterized by rapidly growing numbers of solo self-employed workers (Kozica et al., 2014), 
defined as individuals who independently own a business without employing employees (OECD, 2016). While the growing number of 
solo self-employed workers is a trend across Europe (OECD/European Union, 2017), the Netherlands is one of the countries with the 
highest growth (Central Bureau of Statistics [CBS], 2018). In 2010, the Netherlands populated 865,000 solo self-employed, and in 
2020, this number grew to 1.3 million (CBS, 2020). Starting self-employment is no guarantee for sustaining the business. Despite the 
enormous growth in solo self-employment, the Dutch Central Bureau of Statistics revealed that more than half of the solo self-employed 
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stop their business within five years (58% in 2018, CBS). However, quitting their business might have significant financial conse-
quences because they lack social support structures and pension entitlements. Moreover, they are often underinsured regarding their 
health insurance, labor disability, and professional liability (Butler & Russel, 2018; Murgia & Pulignano, 2019; Schonfeld & Mazzola, 
2015). Despite these alarming signals and the high risk of precariousness, it is problematic that research on building long-term careers 
in the atypical work context of solo self-employment remains scarce. 

So far, entrepreneurship scholars have shown a growing interest in solo self-employment. However, their focus has mainly been on 
motivational factors to become solo self-employed (e.g., Caliendo et al., 2014) while excluding the long-term career perspective 
(Burton et al., 2016). In contrast, career scholars have mainly focused on careers in organizational contexts (De Vos et al., 2020), 
neglecting the individuals with non-standard career paths (i.e., solo self-employed workers) (e.g., De Vos et al., 2020; King, 2004; Lo 
Presti et al., 2018). Driven by the lack of insights into the long-term careers of solo self-employed workers (Burton et al., 2016), we 
apply a career perspective on solo self-employment and look beyond the start of solo self-employment. Hence, this study aims to 
advance the knowledge on how the solo self-employed can shape their career in a happy, healthy, and productive way (De Vos et al., 
2020). 

Building on De Vos et al.'s (2020) conceptual model of sustainable careers, we argue that the solo self-employed are the central 
career actors to enhance the sustainability of their career by engaging in career self-management. Career self-management refers to the 
activities people engage in to manage their careers (De Vos & Soens, 2008). The solo self-employed have a unique career context which 
provides valuable insights on career self-management for two paradoxical reasons. On the one hand, the solo self-employed, as 
opposed to standard employees, lack (financial and social) security and support from colleagues and supervisors (Engel et al., 2017). As 
a result, the solo self-employed lack valuable career resources and have to act as Jack of all trades (Lazear, 2004), meaning that they 
must find other ways to bear the full responsibility of their own work and build a sustainable career themselves (Frese, 2009). On the 
other hand, this lack of supervision also offers the solo self-employed ultimate freedom to shape their career according to their own 
wishes and purpose (Van den Groenendaal et al., 2021). Hence, by acknowledging the solo self-employed as a specific type of en-
trepreneurs and focusing specifically on their career self-management pictures, we aim to provide new insights on career self- 
management in a compelling, atypical career context compared to standard employment. 

More specifically, we intend to identify patterns of career self-management strategies among the solo self-employed and explore 
how such patterns relate to career sustainability (De Vos et al., 2020). Furthermore, as the solo self-employed represent a non-standard 
group on the labor market, this study also considers how contextual enablers and barriers affect their career sustainability. Hence, by 
exploring career self-management patterns among the solo self-employed, we create a better understanding of how engagement in 
career self-management may be instrumental for attaining positive career outcomes in the atypical context of solo self-employment. 
Accordingly, we formulate the following research question: How do career self-management strategies and contextual factors (i.e., enablers 
and barriers) relate to attaining a sustainable career in the context of solo self-employment? 

This study contributes to career and entrepreneurship literature in two ways. First, we apply a career perspective to solo self- 
employment and look beyond the start of solo self-employment (Burton et al., 2016). Specifically, we create a better understanding 
of how career self-management may be instrumental for attaining positive outcomes in a context characterized by uncertainty and 
precariousness (e.g., Butler & Russel, 2018). Second, we empirically examine the sustainable career framework developed by De Vos 
et al. (2020) among a growing non-standard group on the labor market (CBS, 2020). As contemporary careers become more flexible 
and self-directed (Quigley & Tymon, 2006), our findings on the solo self-employed provide insights on how individuals may enhance 
their careers' sustainability. 

2. Theoretical background 

2.1. Sustainable careers in solo self-employment 

De Vos and Van der Heijden (2015) defined sustainable careers as: “the sequence of an individual's different career experiences, 
reflected through a variety of patterns of continuity over time, crossing several social spaces, and characterized by individual agency, 
herewith providing meaning to the individual” (p. 7). Building on this definition, careers take different shapes and are characterized by 
different career self-management patterns, which might not be equally sustainable (De Vos et al., 2020). To better understand what 
characterizes sustainable careers, De Vos et al. (2020) presented a conceptual model of career sustainability. They distinguished three 
indicators of career sustainability resulting from a dynamic interplay between individual, contextual, and temporal factors: happiness, 
health, and productivity. De Vos et al. (2020) emphasized the need for a systemic and dynamic approach, as alignment and balance 
between the three dimensions (i.e., happy, healthy, productive) is key to attaining a sustainable career. They refer to this alignment by 
the notion of person-career fit (De Vos et al., 2020). Person-career fit refers to “the extent to which an individual's career experiences 
are compatible with his or her needs, values, interests, and talents” (Parasuraman et al., 2000: 11). Parasuraman et al. (2000) explain 
that individuals can achieve a stronger fit by engaging in career self-management. 

Though research on sustainable careers is still relatively nascent, previous studies have empirically examined sustainable careers 
among different target groups. For example, Kossek and Ollier-Malaterre (2020) investigated the role of working hours and workload 
in attaining sustainable careers in organizational contexts and showed that too much workload could harm career sustainability. 
Furthermore, Richardson and McKenna (2020) studied career sustainability among professional athletes and showed that resources (e. 
g., family support and education) support career sustainability. As another example, Baldridge and Kulkarni (2017) demonstrated that 
individuals who had hearing loss could safeguard their career sustainability by redefining their professional identity. Although these 
previous studies focused on individuals other than the solo self-employed, their findings serve as a fruitful stepping-stone to advance 
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our understanding of how engagement in career self-management can enhance solo self-employed workers' career sustainability. 

2.2. Career self-management in the context of solo self-employment 

Career self-management refers to “a problem-solving process by which individuals gather relevant information through career 
exploration and develop a greater awareness of themselves and their environment, in order to develop career strategies” (Kossek et al., 
1998: 938). The solo self-employed have to bear the entire responsibility and vulnerability of developing their business and career (Lo 
Presti et al., 2018). As such, career self-management may be instrumental in enhancing the sustainability of their career and preventing 
business failure (De Vos & Van der Heijden, 2015; King, 2004). 

Based on research by Engel et al. (2017), who studied career self-management among self-employed individuals, we distinguish 
two forms of career self-management for this study: career planning refers to the cognitive component of career self-management, 
whereas career investment indicates the behavioral element of career self-management (cf. Akkermans et al., 2013; Engel et al., 
2017; Lo Presti et al., 2018). More specifically, career planning refers to activities related to career orientation, exploration and 
reflection, goal-setting, and developing strategies to achieve goals (Akkermans et al., 2013; Engel et al., 2017; Kooij, 2015). Career 
investment includes actively seeking learning opportunities, learning to develop skills, knowledge, and abilities to prepare for the 
present and future (Engel et al., 2017), networking (De Vos et al., 2020; Engel et al., 2017), and engagement in hybrid entrepre-
neurship to manage the vulnerability of solo self-employment (Burke et al., 2008). 

One's engagement in career self-management can represent different approaches: it may vary from proactively taking charge to 
reactively adapting to a situation (De Vos et al., 2020; Frese & Fay, 2001). This proactive or reactive approach may reflect one's 
motivation to engage in career self-management (Mallin et al., 2014). Kossek et al. (1998) explained that the motivational processes to 
engage in career self-management have an essential role in understanding how careers evolve. The literature on motivational processes 
distinguishes between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Intrinsic motivation is defined as the motivation to 
perform an activity by ‘free choice’ for their own inherent interest, curiosity, satisfaction or joy independent of external pressure or 
incentives (Deci & Ryan, 2008). Extrinsic motivation is defined as the motivation to execute an activity for their instrumental value and 
“reasons other than their inherent satisfactions” (Ryan & Deci, 2020, p. 2). Because career self-management is typically considered a 
self-initiated and self-regulatory process (Hirschi & Koen, 2021), it likely that high levels of intrinsic motivation, driven by an inherent 
interest and free choice in these activities, should promote such career self-management behaviors (Quigley & Tymon, 2006), resulting 
in more proactivity. At the same time, though extrinsic motivation may also trigger career self-management behaviors (e.g., a solo self- 
employed worker who needs more income for their business to survive), it might typically result primarily in reactivity and adapt-
ability (e.g., expanding one's professional network as a response to having lost a customer). 

In sum, based on the above arguments, we expect that there will be differences among the solo self-employed in terms of their 
career self-management strategies. First, the type of career self-management may differ between the solo self-employed, specifically in 
terms of engaging in career planning and career investment (Akkermans et al., 2013; Engel et al., 2017). Second, there are likely 
differences in the approach with which they engage in career self-management, which can be proactive or reactive (De Vos et al., 2020; 
Frese & Fay, 2001). Third, the motivational processes at play among the solo self-employed workers' engagement in career self- 
management may vary between intrinsic versus extrinsic motivation. These differences will likely result in different patterns of 
engagement in career self-management. In turn, we propose that such different career self-management patterns are differentially 
related to solo self-employed workers' career sustainability. To illustrate, De Vos et al. (2019) argued that active self-management of 
career-related learning cycles is vital for a sustainable career. Furthermore, Hirschi and Koen (2021) emphasized the importance of 
actively managing work-nonwork boundaries in light of people's career sustainability. Hence, differences in career self-management 
strategies will likely associate with different levels of career sustainability. In sum, the first sub-question we address is: Which career 
self-management patterns exist among the solo self-employed, and how are these patterns related to sustainable career dimensions (i.e., happy, 
healthy, productive)? 

2.3. The role of enablers and barriers in sustainable careers of the solo self-employed 

Although individuals are considered the central career actor (cf. De Vos & Soens, 2008; King, 2004), we also consider enablers and 
barriers in the context of the solo self-employed to understand their career sustainability (Alacovska et al., 2020). Sustainable careers 
are considered a system in which dynamic processes occur over time (De Vos et al., 2020; Nagy et al., 2019). This systemic perspective 
encompasses that attaining sustainable careers requires both career self-management by the individual and consideration of contextual 
factors. 

Contextual factors are dynamic forces in the individual's “social, cultural, economic, political, technological and institutional 
environment” (Edwards & Steins, 1999: 207). Such factors could either be classified as enablers or barriers (King, 2004) and facilitate 
(i.e., enablers) or hinder (i.e., barriers) engagement in career self-management as well as career sustainability. For example, a typical 
enabler such as ‘being your own boss’ provides high levels of autonomy to decide upon one's work activities and working schedule. 
These circumstances might enable the solo self-employed to engage in career self-management and promote their happiness, health, 
and productivity (Benz & Frey, 2004). Similarly, career-related social resources might serve as enablers to achieve goals, learn from 
others, and benefit from engagement in networking behavior (Jacobs et al., 2019). In contrast, there may be essential barriers to solo 
self-employment. For example, high levels of income insecurity (Alacovska et al., 2020), difficulties related to work-life balance 
(Freese & Van den Groenendaal, 2020), and social isolation (Schonfeld & Mazzola, 2015) might hinder learning opportunities or 
networking behavior. These barriers will likely decrease happiness, health, and productivity (Freese & Van den Groenendaal, 2020). 
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Building on the conceptual work of De Vos et al. (2020), we argue that a dynamic interaction exists between the solo self-employed 
and their context in which engagement in career self-management could be instrumental in attaining sustainable careers. As a result, 
we expect that the dynamic interplay between the individuals' engagement in career self-management and the enablers and barriers 
influences career sustainability. For example, a sudden business opportunity that presents itself may be helpful for someone who is 
proactively crafting their career, as they will capitalize more rapidly on the opportunity than someone who reactively adapts to their 
circumstances. Similarly, when confronted with an unexpected loss of income, those who are highly anticipative will likely be less 
negatively influenced than those who find it challenging to prepare for changes. 

In sum, the solo self-employed are solely responsible for preparing themselves for future career opportunities and challenges that 
arise from the context they operate in (King, 2004). As a result, the specific context of solo self-employment may affect how engaging in 
career self-management leads to favorable long-term career outcomes. Hence, a better understanding of how the solo self-employed 
attain sustainable careers includes exploring patterns in career self-management and examining the contextual factors that may enable 
or hinder career self-management and hence the sustainability of their careers (De Vos et al., 2020). We explore these enablers and 
barriers related to solo self-employment through the second sub-question: Which enablers and barriers characterize the context of solo self- 
employment, and how do these contextual factors promote or hinder career sustainability? 

3. Method 

3.1. Research design and procedure 

As the topic of sustainable careers, especially in solo self-employment, is highly complex and is still in its early stages of devel-
opment, De Vos et al. (2020) call for qualitative empirical research in this area. With qualitative research, we can gain a better un-
derstanding of the processes and underlying mechanisms concerning how the solo self-employed cope with the responsibility of 
dealing with all issues related to their business (Lo Presti et al., 2018) while simultaneously preparing themselves for future career 
opportunities and challenges (De Vos et al., 2020). Therefore, this research had an exploratory nature using qualitative methodology. 
By gathering data through interviews, we were able to acquire deeper insights that contribute to a better understanding of the sus-
tainable careers of the solo self-employed (Boeije, 2016). The interviews were semi-structured and based on an interview guide. The 
semi-structured interview guide provided the interviewer a clear set of instructions and contributed to obtaining reliable, comparable 
qualitative data (Kallio et al., 2016). 

Seven research assistants conducted the interviews. They were trained during a workshop that acquainted them with the semi- 
structured interview guide. In addition, the research assistants conducted pilot interviews with respondents that were not included 
in the sample of this study to practice their interview skills and evaluate the interview guide in terms of clarity, relevance, and 
comprehensibility, and to improve interviewing skills to ensure optimal data collection (Whitmarsh et al., 2007). The first author 
joined the pilot interviews and critically reflected upon the transcripts, together with the research assistants. Based on the pilot in-
terviews, minor modifications were made to the interview structure to distinguish main questions from probing questions. 

To enhance the quality of the data collection, we first gathered background information on the demographics of the respondents by 
inviting the respondents via e-mail to complete a brief questionnaire a week before the interview took place. This survey was 
accompanied by a cover letter, which provided information on the research objective, the questionnaire, the interviews, and the data 
collection's confidentiality. Furthermore, the Ethics Review Board of the university approved the research design and the research 
tools. 

The interviews were conducted face-to-face, or if respondents could not meet in person, via Skype or telephone. Each interview 
took approximately 60 to 90 min. Before the interviews, the respondents gave their informed consent on their participation and 
recording the interviews. Each interview began with a brief introduction of practical information, such as the estimated duration of the 
interview and the guarantee of data anonymity. Subsequently, the respondents were asked to provide a concise description of 
themselves and their business. Then the respondents were invited to elaborate on why they started their own business and which steps 
they had taken to build the business and their career. Furthermore, we asked participants about the enablers and barriers they 
encountered and how they dealt with these circumstances. After discussing how respondents shaped their career as solo self-employed, 
the respondents were invited to discuss their current situation regarding happiness, health, and productivity (i.e., career sustain-
ability). Finally, the respondents were asked to reflect on their future outlook. They received the interview transcript and were asked to 
check the accuracy of the data and detect essential missing information. 

3.2. Sample 

We first applied the purposive sampling method and contacted solo self-employed workers differing in gender, age, occupational 
group, and business tenure to compose our sample. Purposive sampling refers to the sampling method in which individuals are selected 
“based on purposes associated with answering a research study's questions” (Teddlie & Yu, 2007: 77). Including solo self-employed 
workers with different demographics and operating in various occupational groups was necessary, as these demographics might 
lead to different ways of shaping one's career. For example, construction workers have to deal with other physical work demands than 
interim HR professionals, potentially resulting in different restrictions to attain sustainable careers (Richardson & McKenna, 2020). 
Additionally, business tenure was important as previous studies showed that business performance linearly increases with business 
tenure (e.g., Van Stel et al., 2018) and might promote career sustainability. After purposive sampling, we continued sampling using 
snowball sampling to enlarge our sample and identify additional respondents. Snowball sampling is a form of convenience sampling 

S.M.E. van den Groenendaal et al.                                                                                                                                                                                 



Journal of Vocational Behavior 134 (2022) 103692

5

through which respondents introduced other potential respondents who met the sampling criteria (Goodman, 1961). All respondents 
were approached through social media (i.e., WhatsApp, Facebook, and LinkedIn). The combination of purposive and snowball sam-
pling ensured that the sample's demographics corresponded with the demographic heterogeneity among the solo self-employed 
population in the Netherlands. To determine the necessary sample size, we applied the comparative method for themes saturation, 
in which we compared the identified themes across all the interviews in multiple orders. We then reached data saturation (cf. Con-
stantinou et al., 2017) after 102 interviews (see an overview of respondents' demographics Table A in Supplementary Material). 

3.3. Analyses 

The interviews were transcribed verbatim with the use of the ATLAS.ti. A combination of deductive and inductive coding was 
applied: the deductive approach formed the basis for the analysis, supplemented by the inductive approach. For example, in the 
deductive approach, existing theories on career self-management and sustainable careers were used to formulate initial codes. These 
initial codes were based on previous studies on career self-management (see Table B in Supplementary Material) and sub-dimensions of 
sustainable career dimensions (i.e., feelings of satisfaction, feelings of subjective career success, physical and mental health, and 
productivity; see Table C in Supplementary Material) (De Vos et al., 2020; De Vos & Soens, 2008; Engel et al., 2017; King, 2004; Kooij, 
2015; Kossek et al., 1998; Sturges et al., 2010). The inductive coding process started bottom-up: the codes were directly derived from 
the data (Benaquisto & Given, 2008) and then applied to explore the enablers and barriers in the context of solo self-employment and 
identify additional forms of career self-management. A combination of deductive and inductive reasoning is most appropriate when 
studies are available on a research topic, but there is still room to add empirical evidence (Greco et al., 2001). 

All authors were involved in the coding process to guarantee cross-validation. Herein, the first and second authors were in the lead. 
After coding the data, the approach and the codes were presented to the other authors and thoroughly discussed. The coding process 
followed three steps based on the coding method of Corbin and Strauss (1990): open-, axial- and selective coding (Boeije, 2016). Each 
transcript was coded twice to check for consistency and ensure that we did not overlook any significant fragments. The first author 
carefully read the interview transcripts to determine the relevance of each paragraph for the research aim (Boeije, 2016). Afterward, 
the first author started with a coding scheme based on the literature on career self-management and sustainable careers (De Vos et al., 
2020; De Vos & Soens, 2008; Engel et al., 2017; King, 2004; Kooij, 2015; Kossek et al., 1998; Sturges et al., 2010), and discussed this 
coding scheme with the other authors. Then the open-coding process started. The initial code scheme was extended with more specific 
inductive codes of career self-management, such as ‘diversifying products/services,’ ‘expanding products/services’ or ‘reading’ (see 
Table D in Supplementary Material), and the sustainable career dimensions, for example, ‘very happy’ and ‘physical complaints’ (see 
Table E in Supplementary Material). Throughout this process, similar actions or events described in single sentences, paragraphs, or 
larger pieces of text were identified and coded using words reported by the respondents (Boeije, 2016; Corbin & Strauss, 1990). This 
initial coding resulted in 1095 codes. The next step was axial coding, in which we merged codes with similar meanings, and subse-
quently, more general categories were created (Boeije, 2016). In the process of axial coding, the number of codes was reduced to 712 
codes. For example, the code ‘investing in relationships’ was merged with the code ‘networking.’ Finally, selective coding was applied. 

Table 1 
Demographics of career self-management patterns.   

N Gender 
(male) 

Average age 
(years) 

Occupational groups represented within career self-management patterns Average business tenure 
(years) 

Proactive crafters  41 24.4% 41.4 
(SD = 10.3) 

24.4% beauty worker 
2.4% construction worker 
14.6% creative worker 
24.4% coach/trainer 
31.7% HR consultant/professional 
2.4% other 

8.3 
(SD = 8.0) 

Adaptive crafters  32 50.0% 42.6 
(SD = 12.3) 

21.9% creative worker 
21.9% coach/trainer 
21.9% HR consultant/professional 
21.9% beauty worker 
9.4% construction worker 
3.1% other 

8.7 
(SD = 6.1) 

Survivors  17 100% 39.2 
(SD = 16.4) 

82.4% construction worker 
11.8% coach/trainer 
5.9% creative worker 

10.2 
(SD = 10.2) 

Passive balancers  12 58.3% 43.1 
(SD = 18.6) 

50.0% construction worker 
8.3% HR consultant/professional 
25.0% beauty worker 
16.7% other 

14.1 
(SD = 14.9) 

Total  102 49.0% 42.2 
(SD = 12.8) 

19.6% beauty worker 
23.5% construction worker 
13.7% creative worker 
18.6% coach/trainer 
20.6% HR consultant/professional 
3.9% other 

8.1 
(SD = 8.7)  
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The data was integrated into theoretical constructs by comparing and refining the categories (Boeije, 2016; Heath & Cowley, 2004). 
The researchers then developed a matrix in Microsoft Excel with the codes in the first column and the respondents in the first row. For 
each respondent, an overview was made by ticking the boxes of the codes that applied to that specific respondent. We then created a 
written summary per respondent in Microsoft Word, which reflected a pattern of career self-management and sustainable career di-
mensions. Based on these summaries, we identified four career self-management patterns. 

4. Findings 

4.1. Career self-management patterns among the solo self-employed 

We identified four career self-management patterns that showed differences in (1) the type of career self-management (i.e., career 
planning and career investment), (2) the approach to career self-management (i.e., proactive, adaptive, or passive), and the drivers of 
career self-management (i.e., intrinsic or extrinsic motivation). Although in the literature a distinction is made between proactive and 
adaptive (or: reactive), we also identified a passive activity. See Table F in Supplementary Material for additional quotes reflecting the 
four different career self-management patterns. Table 1 shows the demographics of the solo self-employed engaging in these four 
career self-management patterns. A visual representation of the demographics is presented in Fig. 1 in the Supplementary Material. 

Proactive crafters. Among the proactive crafters, the majority was female (75.6%). They have diverse occupations, primarily 
consisting of HR consultants/professionals (31.7%), coaches and trainers (24.4%), and beauty workers (24.4%). The smallest shares 
represented construction workers and others (both 2.4%). 

The proactive crafters' career self-management was characterized by their frequent engagement in career planning and career 
investment, reflecting a short and long-term time perspective. Their predominant proactivity, combined with intrinsic motivation to 
engage in career self-management, distinguished proactive crafters from other individuals in other career self-management patterns. 

More specifically, most proactive crafters invested in career planning by exploring opportunities to craft their careers to create 
person-career fit. Proactive crafters expressed this as ‘do what they want to do’ and explained that their engagement in reflective 
cognitions helped them maintain their person-career fit. For example, proactive crafters sought out a coach who helped them reflect 
upon experiences and navigate the future for their own inherent interest. Furthermore, proactive crafters engaged in career investment 
and intentionally sought and chose assignments to ensure they liked what they did. 

‘If you want work, that really suits you, that you are good at and that you like, then you have to choose that as well. Then you have to 
take a risk by saying no to some things that do not fit your profile.’ 

(ID 66, coach/trainer, female, 31 years) 

Moreover, a smaller number of proactive crafters radically switched work activities through job innovation when they lost the fun 
in their ‘job.’ Or, less radically, some regularly diversified or expanded their work activities to maintain their person-career fit. 

‘I just lost the fun a bit. So I thought I have to do something to get the pleasure back while distinguishing myself a bit more from others who 
are already here in the village. […] I started doing some courses, and as a result, I got more variety and I started to like my treatments 
again.’ 

(ID 38, beautician, female, 35 years) 

Furthermore, they often engaged in development opportunities, connected with others, and set goals for themselves to experience 
inner joy or attract their preferred work activities. Additionally, career planning and career investment enabled them to anticipate 
market demands and developments in their field of expertise and distinguish themselves from competitors. Although these latter 
reasons are mostly extrinsically driven, proactive crafters emphasized perseverance in holding on to their vision and mission in crafting 
their career and their desire to step out of their comfort zone to grow. 

‘No, I am not going to do that [accepting a specific assignment] because I do not want to. I stand for certain values. […] I do it my way, 
and I am confident that it will really work.’ 

(ID 13, real estate stylist, female, 48 years) 

Finally, some proactive crafters explicitly mentioned having made a deliberate, and intrinsically driven, choice to engage in hybrid 
solo self-employment (i.e., combining solo self-employment with a salaried position). They considered the parttime salaried position a 
(preventive) solution to deal with the social isolation characterizing solo self-employment, a way of achieving income security, an 
opportunity to enjoy different work activities, and/or a way of benefitting from development opportunities in employment. 

‘I stay solo self-employed with a combination of small salaried employment. I like having colleagues. I just very much enjoy working in 
salaried employment. And I also like the variety in my work activities.’ 

(ID 13, real estate stylist, female, 48 years) 

Adaptive crafters. The adaptive crafters show an equal division in gender (50% male) and occupations; creative workers, coaches and 
trainers, HR consultants/professionals, and beauty workers represent an equal share (21.9%). In addition, we identified several 
construction workers (9.4%) and other occupations (3.1%) as part of this group. 

Like the proactive crafters, the adaptive crafters frequently engaged in career planning and career investment using a short-term 
and long-term perspective to craft their careers as solo self-employed workers. However, what distinguished the adaptive crafters from 
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other career self-management patterns was their predominant extrinsic motivation to engage in career self-management combined 
with their more adaptive way of crafting their career. 

More specifically, the adaptive crafters felt urged to invest in career planning to distinguish themselves from competitors and 
maintain their market attractiveness. In addition, they felt the necessity to choose one direction for their business or create a backup 
plan if they cannot continue their current work activities. 

‘Throughout our market, they are mainly looking for young people who are cheaper, more malleable. I still have to work for 20 years, but 
how I am going to fill that up?! So that is why I started that new company to see if there is something in it.’ 

(ID 75, copywriter & talent connector, male, 49 years) 

In the same vein, most adaptive crafters decided upon work activities as they felt the urgent necessity to avoid future complications. 
They diversified their work activities to maintain their market attractiveness, reduce income insecurity, avoid seasonal work, and 
anticipate developments in their field of expertise and market demands. Similar reasons applied for their engagement in skills and 
knowledge development. Developing skills and knowledge is considered a necessary and instrumental strategy to deal with external 
pressures, such as preparing oneself for future complications, dealing with income insecurity, enabling themselves to deliver a good 
job, and maintaining their worth, allowing them to continue their work activities. 

‘Studying is not something that suits me [...] If I do not know something, I will ask someone or pay someone who does. But I am not the 
person to find that out for myself. [...] But I think it is important because it makes me more employable, not because I want to learn. I just 
do that for the benefit of my business.’ 

(ID 47, infra mechanic, male, 38 years) 

Furthermore, the adaptive crafters felt they must engage in networking and self-promotion because they had to get work and prepare 
themselves for worse times. 

‘I felt I had to network as well. I joined an entrepreneurial club and at a women's drink, and I just noticed that I really do not like that; you 
have to sit down and pretend you are having fun.’ 

(ID 39, counselor, female, 51 years) 

Survivors. Compared to the proactive crafters and adaptive crafters, the survivors show a more unified representation in terms of 
gender and occupation. All were male (100%) and predominantly construction workers (82.4%). A much smaller amount of survivors 
worked as a coach/trainer (11.8%) or as a creative worker (5.9%). 

The survivors infrequently engaged in career self-management and only did so to a limited degree, and only to “survive” short-term 
tasks and barriers. They had a predominantly passive way of shaping their career, and when they did engage in career self- 
management, this was primarily adaptive and extrinsically motivated. 

The survivors did not invest in career planning, such as career orientation or goal-setting, because they lacked a career direction 
and did not see other opportunities than continuing their current work activities. Considering their engagement in career investment, 
survivors periodically engaged in collaborating with others, which was the most common behavior among the survivors. The survivors 
explained that collaborating with others helped them survive by sharing work responsibilities, dealing with competitors, avoiding high 
investment costs, and handling their work overload and physical burden. 

‘I also work a lot with other gardeners. We try to help each other instead of working against each other [...] Working together with others 
so that he does not have to make large investments himself [e.g., purchasing materials].’ 

(ID 50, paver, male, 32 years) 

In addition, some survivors explained their urgent need to change or expand their work activities to survive income insecurity, physical 
complaints, or avoid seasonal work. Furthermore, survivors rarely invested in developing skills or knowledge; they mainly learned by 
doing or occasionally learned from others. Regarding their lack of investment in developing skills and expertise, several survivors 
mentioned that a high workload prevented them from doing this even if they wanted to invest in skills and knowledge development. 
Additionally, survivors said that (new) law and regulation negatively influenced the knowledge value. 

‘The tricky thing is that you actually have to keep developing on all levels. That is really a part I have neglected the last couple of years. 
[...] In recent years, I did not learn new techniques because I had no time for it.’ 

(ID 12, personal coach/therapist, male, 44 years) 

Another typical behavior of survivors was to continue working for their previous employer. Lastly, the survivors expressed their desire 
to invest in boundary management to attain work-life balance and recover from the physical burden of their work activities. However, 
due to the urge to benefit from too much work, they failed in boundary management. 

‘I notice that it is running or standing still. There is no in-between. I would perhaps like to work a bit less, but that is just not possible at the 
moment. You are on that train, and you have to go along with it. If you do not do that, I do not think you can make it.’ 

(ID 18, painter, male, 46 years) 

Passive balancers. A little over half of the passive balancers were male (58.3%). They performed a rather diverse set of occupations: 
half of them worked in construction (50.0%), a quarter worked as a beauty worker (25.5%), and others worked as an HR consultant/ 
professional (8.3%) or in other occupations (16.7%). 

S.M.E. van den Groenendaal et al.                                                                                                                                                                                 



Journal of Vocational Behavior 134 (2022) 103692

8

The passive balancers, like the survivors, also infrequently engaged in career self-management, though for them, it is an intrinsically 
motivated choice. In all, passive balancers adopted a short-term perspective, focusing on day-to-day activities rather than managing 
their long-term careers. In doing so, they hardly demonstrated career self-management and had a passive attitude toward career 
development. 

Concerning career planning, passive balancers did not invest in goal-setting behavior; they aimed to continue their current work 
activities. Additionally, they explicitly mentioned that they did not have clear ambitions and did not want to become more successful. 
They enjoyed the status quo of their career. They stated that ‘one cannot predict the future’ and did not feel the urge to prepare for the 
future proactively. 

‘My goal with my business? I do not have that. You do not know what time will bring. [...] I live from day to day.’ 
(ID 26, tiler, male, 24 years) 

This carpe diem outlook on their career fitted their need to maintain their work-life balance. 

‘If your family life does not match your work, I do not think you will be very happy. I think it is especially a success if you can combine 
that and that it runs smoothly. [...] In principle, I could earn 20 euros or 30 more a day, but I think it is more important that I just had a 
nice working day.’ 

(ID 34, hairdresser, female, 39 years) 

In terms of career investment, passive balancers collaborated with others to have sufficient work activities and intentionally decided 
upon their work activities to avoid work overload. Moreover, they rarely invested in self-promotion, as they did not want to attain new 
clients and aimed to prevent work overload. In addition, they scarcely invested in developing skills and knowledge as there were 
limited developments in their field of expertise. They explained they mostly learned by doing their work activities or reading about 
their area of expertise. 

‘I have done some courses, but most of the time it is just doing it and searching on the internet in case you run into something.’ 
(ID 41, photographer, female, 58 years) 

4.2. Enablers and barriers in the solo self-employment context 

The contextual factors were classified as either enablers (see Table G in Supplementary Material) or barriers (see Table H in Sup-
plementary Material). Within the classification of enablers and barriers, we identified subcategories representing factors related to (1) 
income (in)security, (2) the labor market, and (3) non-work. 

More specifically, enablers related to income security included, for example, the ability to work all seasons, the ability to earn more 
money compared to working in an employed job, and having a partner with whom they shared their income. These enablers helped the 
solo self-employed orient themselves and their business toward person-career fit without worrying about their income. 

‘I live with my partner who has a steady job and income, from which the fixed costs can be paid.’ 
(ID 93, HR advisor, female, 31 years) 

Enablers related to the labor market referred to, among others, the absence of organizational politics, the lack of developments in the 
field of expertise, a shortage in the labor market, and a decreasing number of competitors. More specifically, the lack of developments 
in their field of expertise eased the pressure of continuously updating knowledge and skills, and the shortage on the labor market and 
decreasing numbers of competitors in their industry provided, for example the construction workers, with more than sufficient as-
signments resulting in income security. 

‘There is not that much competition, because there are just too few construction workers.’ 
(ID 15, Insulation and carpentry construction worker, male, 33 years) 

Furthermore, non-work enablers included work-private life (e.g., the freedom to decide on working schedule and location and 
technology that enabled to work more efficiently), the personal domain (e.g., self-efficacy), and the social domain (e.g., social capital). 
These non-work enablers were often interrelated as, for example, the support of the partner enabled the solo self-employed to manage 
work and family life and enhance their self-efficacy as an entrepreneur. 

‘One moment I am sitting on the couch crying and I say to my wife: I am going to apply for a permanent job now, but then she says: no, 
you have to give this a chance. You really have to keep fighting and go for it.’ 

(ID 75, Copywriter & Talent Connector, male, 49 years) 

Barriers related to income insecurity included seasonal work, high investment costs, and the anxiety to lose customers. These barriers 
put pressure on the solo self-employed and challenged them to be strategic on how they engaged in career planning and investment. 
For example, due to seasonal work, the solo self-employed had to think of alternative work activities to ensure continuous revenue. In 
the same vein, high investment costs required the solo self-employed to strategically collaborate with peers and/or competitors in 
order to use each other's tools and machinery to avoid expensive investments. 

‘The creative sector is an expensive sector in terms of equipment because it keeps renewing itself continuously. Basically, when you buy a 
camera, it is already old by the time you buy it.’ 
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(ID 67, Digital content producer, male, 21 years) 

Barriers related to the labor market referred to, among others, uncertainty about the future due to aging or a disappearing niche, and 
difficulties with following developments in the field of expertise, for example, due to (continuously) changing policy and regulation 
with regard to required certificates and licenses in their work domain. 

‘The rules in the construction sector are getting stricter and stricter. Sometimes there are just too many rules. It can drive me crazy.’ 
(ID 42, Slusher, male, 37 years) 

Moreover, non-work barriers included barriers related to work-private life (e.g., young children, technology hindering work-life 
balance, and the pressure of being busy all day long), the personal domain (e.g., difficulties related to one's personality, lack of 
skills, and lack of human capital), and the social domain (e.g., diminishing social capital, social isolation and the lack of support from 
partner). Especially in the context of solo self-employment, the individual has to carry the full responsibility of managing a business on 
their own which requires human capital in different domains such as administration, legislation, and one's own expertise as well as 
personal resources such as self-efficacy and self-discipline. 

‘I try to be home by dinner in the evening, but I don't always succeed. I'm in the setup of my business, you can't compare that with forty 
hours work week.’ 

(ID 15, Insulation and carpentry construction worker, male, 33 years) 

4.3. Sustainable careers in the context of solo self-employment 

To advance our understanding of sustainable careers in the context of solo self-employment, we explored the interplay between 
career self-management patterns, contextual factors (i.e., enablers and barriers), and career sustainability. 

Proactive crafters. First, regarding the sustainability of proactive crafters' careers, most were happy with their current situation. 
Their happiness resulted from enablers related to the labor market, such as the freedom related to being solo self-employed and being 
able to choose assignments fitting their values, and related to policy in terms of the absence of organizational politics: 

'I really wanted to have my own business for a long time because I like being entrepreneurial and the freedom. With freedom, I mean the 
high level of self-determination in terms of choosing which jobs I take on, no accountability, I no longer have to deal with politics within 
the organization.' 

(ID 100, HR advisor, female, 36 years) 

Their happiness was experienced through feelings of inner joy when performing their work activities, being proud of their accom-
plishments, and being successful. As a result, many proactive crafters wanted to continue what they were currently doing. 

'How beautiful is it when you can make someone happy. That is actually why I thought this is something nice. You make people happy. 
And then it is, it is just fun to do.' 

(ID 4, permanent make-up artist, female, 31 years) 

With regard to productivity, all proactive crafters mentioned that they were very productive as their revenue was growing and they 
had (more than) sufficient work. A small number of the proactive crafters expressed their desire to attain even more clients. In contrast, 
a relatively similar number of proactive crafters explicitly mentioned that they want to reduce their productivity or be careful of being 
too busy and losing their balance. The latter referred to a typical overarching barrier of solo self-employment, as proactive crafters felt 
responsible for dealing with all aspects of the business. 

In contrast to findings on the proactive crafters' happiness and productivity, we found mixed results regarding their health. Half of 
the proactive crafters did not complain about health issues. Some of these proactive crafters explained that they did not face health 
issues (anymore) because they intentionally invested in their health or that being solo self-employed enhanced their health compared 
to when they had an employed job. However, the other half of the proactive crafters experienced health issues, referring to either 
mental or physical health issues or a combination. The physical complaints mainly resulted from barriers in work-private life, such as 
long and intensive working days and unhealthy work circumstances. 

'Sometimes, I crash and just think by myself, 'I really cannot make it any more' and spend the whole weekend in my bed because I am so 
tired. From that perspective, it also helps as a freelancer every time you have a new job, you can get in there with new energy.' 

(ID 79, creative producer digital, female, 48 years) 

As they experienced physical health issues, they also worried about their future employability, which resulted in mental stress for some 
proactive crafters. Due to the physical or mental health issues, some of these proactive crafters mentioned that they already knew that 
they could not continue their current work activities. One proactive crafter said that he had chosen to change work activities due to 
physical complaints to decrease the physical burden; however, he disliked the current work activities, which diminished his happiness. 

Overall, these findings show that proactive career crafters seem to be in a favorable position related to their career sustainability. 
Their proactive, intrinsically motivated career self-management strategies result in high levels of happiness and productivity. How-
ever, there is a potential trade-off with health. Several proactive career crafters indicated they currently or in the past suffered from 
health-related issues. The findings also emphasize how individual career self-management interacts with enables and barriers: pro-
active career crafters seem exceptionally proficient at identifying and using the enablers in their context, yet, paradoxically, their 
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proactive career behaviors also make them prone to experiencing barriers, such as high workload and many responsibilities. 
Adaptive crafters. Similar to the proactive crafters, adaptive crafters seemed to be happy with their current situation. Their 

happiness resulted from enablers related to the labor market, such as their freedom of being solo self-employed, the diversity in work 
activities, and the opportunity to satisfy clients, as well as enablers related to income security such as earning one's own money. In 
addition, they experienced happiness through the inner joy of performing their work activities and being proud of what they have 
accomplished: 

‘Nothing is better than making music and helping people make music. That's still my drive.’ 
(ID 73, conductor, male, 38 years) 

The majority of the adaptive crafters aimed to continue current work activities or personal development to become even more suc-
cessful. However, a minority of the adaptive crafters mentioned that they did not enjoy their everyday work activities and were less 
happy. 

The findings on the adaptive crafters' productivity were quite diverse. A slight majority of this group reported that their revenue 
was growing and that they had sufficient work. Yet, other adaptive crafters emphasized their aim of obtaining more clients as they, for 
example, experienced disadvantages of seasonal work, experienced a diminishing amount of work, or were still looking for a way to sell 
their services or products. 

‘I really do not think I have had enough success. I am not satisfied at all, but I would not know how to do it better.’ 
(ID 62, coach, female, 62 years) 

Regarding the adaptive crafters' health, half of the adaptive crafters did not experience health issues, while the other half experienced 
mental or physical health issues or a combination thereof. The physical complaints mainly resulted from barriers in the domain of 
work-private life, such as long and intensive working days, and related to the labor market (i.e., unhealthy work circumstances). As 
they experienced physical health issues, they also worried about their future employability, which resulted in mental stress. Due to the 
physical or mental health issues, some of these adaptive crafters mentioned that they already know that they cannot continue their 
current work activities. 

‘I do get physical problems more often. I have been lying on the couch like a zombie regularly in the past year. That is what worries me 
sometimes. I still have 40 years to go, and then I wonder how I am going to manage.’ 

(ID 49, carpenter, male, 32 years) 

Taken together, adaptive crafters show a mixed picture in terms of their career sustainability. Although the majority is quite happy 
with their career, a significant part of this group also had concerns about long-term productivity and reported mental and physical 
health issues. Compared to the proactive crafters, the adaptive crafters may be equally able to cope with and adapt to challenges in 
their circumstances. Yet, they seem less able to capitalize on enablers, explaining the more mixed picture regarding their career 
sustainability. 

Survivors. Similar to the previous career self-management patterns, the survivors expressed their happiness as a result of enablers 
related to the labor market, such as the freedom of being solo self-employed, satisfying clients and the diversity of work activities, and 
related to the personal domain the inner joy of performing the work activities. Some explicitly expressed their individual need to 
continue their current work activities and become even more successful, while others explicitly expressed pride in their 
accomplishments. 

The findings on the survivors' productivity were highly diverse. Like the adaptive crafters, roughly half of the survivors reported 
having a sufficient amount of work, whereas the other half worried about having too much work. Yet, contrary to the adaptive crafters, 
a small group of survivors struggled to deal with the overarching barriers, such as carrying the full responsibility of solo self- 
employment, and barriers related to income insecurity, such as managing productivity losses due to seasonal work. 

‘If the weather is bad, we just cannot do anything. It only has to freeze, and everything freezes right away. I find that very annoying, 
actually. I have also thought about doing something else. But I do not want to give up either. I cannot say that I will close the company 
from October to March because the contractor's work will continue. If I have to join, I have to come anyway. [...] You have to make sure 
that you build up a buffer in the summer so that you can survive the winter a bit. You can always insure yourself against it, but it is 
expensive. It really is very expensive.’ 

(ID 42, Slusher, male, 37 years) 

Concerning their health, almost all survivors had physical complaints, some of them combined with mental stress. These health issues 
resulted from barriers related to the labor market, such as unhealthy work circumstances and worry about the future. They are also 
associated with work-private life, such as long and intensive working days, lack of self-care opportunities, and barriers in the personal 
domain, such as illnesses. The majority of the survivors worked in the construction industry, which is characterized by high market 
demands that hindered their aim of reducing working hours. 

‘When it's finished, I just go home at 2 pm. But now it's very busy, and I'll just go to work tomorrow morning while everyone else is 
enjoying Kings Day.’ 

(ID 46, tiler, male, 58 years) 

Therefore, survivors faced difficulties in seeking a balance between attaining sufficient work while avoiding work overload, which was 
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at the expense of their health. As a result, the survivors worried about the future as they expected their physical health to worsen due to 
aging. 

In sum, the survivors seem to be at risk in terms of their career sustainability. Though they all expressed joy in performing their 
work, a significant part of this group experienced worries or struggles regarding their productivity. In addition, almost all of them 
experienced health-related issues. This group predominantly reported barriers that they need to deal with and much fewer enablers to 
help them thrive. Combined with their passive and externally oriented career self-management strategies, this results in a high-risk 
scenario for the sustainability of their careers. 

Passive balancers. Finally, the passive balancers expressed their happiness in terms of the inner joy of performing their work ac-
tivities, being proud of their accomplishments, and feeling successful. Enablers related to the labor market, such as the diversity in 
work activities and satisfying their clients, enhanced their happiness. 

‘Work is also a little relaxation. Just nice work to do and that I see that customers are satisfied again because I made something beautiful 
for them.’ 

(ID 27, tiler, male, 25 years) 

Unique to this group was the emphasis on enjoying leisure time and non-work activities as a source of happiness in their solo self- 
employed career. The passive balancers aimed to continue their current work activities and did not aim for more success. 

With regard to their productivity, the passive balancers mentioned they had a continuous workflow, resulting in a sufficient amount 
of work. They emphasized that just having enough work is good enough as they mainly aim for relaxed working days. The passive 
balancers did not want too much work, and therefore they did not invest in attaining new clients even though some of them expe-
rienced a diminishing number of clients. Some of them explicitly mentioned that they did not want to become more successful: 

‘The hourly wage is low, but the fun in the work is more important to me. I have the best job in the world, even though I really do not earn 
a lot of money.’ 

(ID 40, dog groomer, female, 56 years) 

Finally, the passive balancers did not experience any mental health issues as they prevented an overload of work or worry about the 
future. Some passive balancers experienced barriers related to the labor market, such as unhealthy work circumstances, which they 
indicated might hinder their career sustainability. For some passive balancers, these harmful circumstances resulted in physical 
complaints, which was then a reason to avoid work overload. 

The passive balancers show a somewhat paradoxical picture in terms of career sustainability. Although they have a passive 
orientation toward career self-management, they seemingly do so from intrinsic motivation. For this group, their business is not all that 
counts toward their career, as they also value non-work activities, and they strive for a good balance between work and non-work. This 
group mainly used enablers and deals with barriers to maintain their overall balance, rather than focusing on enhancing business and 
career success. 

5. Discussion 

This study aimed to identify career self-management patterns among the solo self-employed in light of their career sustainability 
and examine the interplay with enablers and barriers in the unique context of solo self-employment. Based on 102 interviews among a 
heterogeneous sample of solo self-employed workers, we identified four career self-management patterns: proactive crafters, adaptive 
crafters, survivors, and passive balancers. Furthermore, we found that the career sustainability across these patterns of career self- 
management differs due to contextual enablers and barriers. These findings have several implications. 

First, concerning types of career self-management, De Vos et al. (2020) and Frese and Fay (2001) explained that individuals might 
either proactively or reactively adapt to situations through engagement in career self-management. This distinction between proac-
tivity and reactivity particularly showed between proactive crafters and adaptive crafters. To illustrate, the proactive crafters pro-
actively engaged in career planning and career investment, driven predominantly by intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Kossek 
et al., 1998) and person-career fit (De Vos et al., 2020; Parasuraman et al., 2000). In contrast, the adaptive crafters reactively engaged 
in career planning and career investment driven primarily by extrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Kossek et al., 1998) and 
business success. In addition, we identified the survivors and passive balancers who both had a predominantly passive approach, 
engaging in career self-management to a limited degree. Like the description of ‘passive career development’ by Engel et al. (2017), the 
survivors and passive balancers did not engage in career planning or career investment due to a lack of time or perceived importance. 
In all, our findings suggest that solo self-employed workers' career self-management can be categorized into three general approaches: 
proactive, reactive (or: adaptive), and passive. The approach shown by the solo self-employed seemed to relate to one's gender and 
business tenure, which provides fruitful insights for further exploring career sustainability among the solo self-employed. Specifically, 
the person-career fit seeking proactive crafters are predominantly female, whereas the business-success seeking passive survivors are 
all male. This gender difference corresponds with previous studies showing that female entrepreneurs tend to invest in business 
knowledge growth (McDonald et al., 2005). Moreover, compared to the proactive crafters and adaptive crafters, the business tenure of 
the passive balancers was highest (14.1 years), followed by the survivors (10.2 years). Based on previous studies on business life cycles 
and career development models (Hanks, 1990; Super & Hall, 1978), solo self-employed workers with more mature businesses might 
feel urged to protect what they already gained instead of targeting new territory in the external market through career self- 
management. 
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Second, we explored contextual factors: enablers and barriers of solo self-employment that may affect their career sustainability (cf. 
De Vos et al., 2020). Enablers seem to directly affect career sustainability, particularly happiness, which corresponds with Richardson 
and McKenna's (2020) finding that resources could enhance career sustainability. Moreover, enablers seemed to interact with career 
self-management. More specifically, the performed occupation seemed to include enabling factors clarifying differences among career 
self-management. Compared to the other career self-management patterns, proactive crafters had the highest number of HR pro-
fessionals and coaches/trainers and the lowest number of construction workers. Vice versa, the survivors and passive balancers 
included the lowest numbers of HR professionals and the highest number of construction workers. As most of the proactive crafters 
worked as HR professionals and showed frequent engagement in career planning and career behavior, their career self-management 
might be attributed to their foresightedness on the importance of career self-management from an HR perspective (Arthur & Rousseau, 
1996; Ulrich et al., 2017). 

Whereas enablers mostly connected with participants' happiness, barriers primarily seemed to affect career sustainability in terms 
of health. The survivors, who primarily work in construction, discussed barriers that directly decreased their physical health, such as 
physically heavy work activities, lack of opportunities to delegate work, and lack of opportunities to reduce work pace. The heavy work 
activities performed by the survivors combined with a lack of future perspective due to a shortage in the labor market seemed to be the 
roots of their health issues (Biswas et al., 2017; Sánchez et al., 2017). Similar findings apply to proactive crafters and adaptive crafters. 
They also reported health-related problems that were sometimes difficult to cope with due to prolonged and intensive working days 
and unhealthy work circumstances. Hence, barriers seemed to directly influence career sustainability, which supports the findings of 
Richardson and McKenna (2020), who indicated that (physical) demands could negatively affect career sustainability. Additionally, 
worries about income insecurity and expensive insurances, as mentioned by Murgia and Pulignano (2019) and Alacovska et al. (2020), 
directly decreased their mental health. The only exception was the passive balancers, who prioritized a balance regarding their well- 
being and non-work situation, which allowed them to manage the barriers more effectively. Hence, this study contributes to identi-
fying differences in contextual factors for different groups of solo self-employed that uniquely affect career sustainability in terms of 
potentially diminishing one's mental and/or physical health (Upadyaya et al., 2016). 

Zooming into the findings on the barriers, we identified a double-edged effect. On the one hand, barriers on occupational level, such 
as income insecurity and the necessity to keep up with developments in the area of expertise (Freese & Van den Groenendaal, 2020), 
seemed to trigger engagement in career planning and career investment, which was, for example, applicable to the adaptive crafters. 
On the other hand, barriers on the macro level seemed to hinder engagement in career self-management. For instance, obstacles related 
to policy, such as changing laws and regulations, prevented the survivors from engaging in skill and knowledge development because 
this new law or regulation potentially decreases the value of their knowledge in the future. These differences may be explained by the 
career self-management approach and the underlying motivational process: adaptive crafters are extrinsically motivated to effectively 
adapt to their circumstances, whereas survivors remain passive even in the face of significant external barriers. However, it should be 
noted that some overarching barriers prevented all solo self-employed from investing in career self-management, such as carrying the 
full responsibility of their business as well as their career. Hence, barriers can promote and hamper the career sustainability of the solo 
self-employed, depending on the underlying motivations of their career self-management. 

Third, despite the health issues experienced by proactive crafters, adaptive crafters, and the survivors all expressed their happiness 
with their current situation. This finding opens the discussion on the balance between the different components of sustainable careers 
(i.e., happy, healthy, and productive) (De Vos et al., 2020). As most of the studied solo self-employed experienced both mental and 
physical health issues but still want to continue their career in solo self-employment, solo self-employed workers' happiness seemed the 
engine for career sustainability (e.g., Hessels et al., 2018). However, the health issues should not be downplayed. Based on our 
findings, health issues were present among the solo self-employed, engaging in all career self-management patterns (except the passive 
balancers) with physical and non-physical jobs. These common health issues are likely to be caused by the limited career alternatives 
and support systems. This finding may point toward a potential Matthew effect regarding their employability (Forrier et al., 2018), 
which refers to “the strong getting stronger and the weak getting weaker.” In this case, the solo self-employed who experience many 
barriers and have limited capacity to cope with them end up in a negative cycle resulting from a lack of resources. Due to this lack of 
resources, it becomes even more challenging to attain other resources. As a result, the contextual barriers will potentially enlarge the 
precariousness of these solo self-employed (Murgia & Pulignano, 2019). Based on our findings, it seems that mainly the survivors are at 
risk for such a resource loss spiral. 

Finally, a somewhat paradoxical picture emerged concerning the engagement in the passive balancers' career self-management and 
career sustainability. These solo self-employed demonstrated a passive approach to career self-management, not looking ahead but 
only being concerned about day-to-day activities. For them, however, this passive approach was a deliberate choice as they prioritized 
a balance in their life and career, for example, also putting great value on non-work areas, such as their family life and leisure activities. 
In contrast to the other groups, the passive balancers rarely engaged in career self-management even though some faced income 
insecurity and did not have a backup plan. Interestingly, despite their experienced barriers and passive approach to career self- 
management, the passive balancers reported being overall quite happy, healthy, and productive, indicating high levels of career 
sustainability. This finding seems to temper the dominant assumption in the contemporary literature that a proactive approach to 
career development is always crucial, which is in line with idiosyncratic thinking of research on sustainable careers (cf. Akkermans & 
Kubasch, 2017; Baruch & Vardi, 2016; De Vos et al., 2020). As these passive balancers shape their career based on personal values (e.g., 
relaxed working days and work-life balance), this might indicate a person-career fit clarifying their happiness, health, and produc-
tivity. The passive balancers showed that person-career fit could be accomplished without proactive engagement in career self- 
management. Hence, a proactive approach might be less critical in achieving a person-career fit. 
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5.1. Limitations and suggestions for future research 

Although we included a large and heterogeneous sample of 102 solo self-employed workers, several limitations have to be 
considered when interpreting the results. First, with regard to our sample, we only included Dutch solo self-employed. It remains 
unclear to what extent our findings could be generalized to other EU Member States characterized by a growing share of solo self- 
employment in the labor markets (CBS, 2019). In addition, with regard to our finding that some respondents in our sample 
engaged in hybrid solo self-employment for different reasons, we would like to spark scholars' interest to further explore the concept of 
hybrid solo self-employment from a sustainable career perspective. Although the respondents mentioned to experience resources from 
their hybrid solo self-employment (i.e., social contact, income security, work variety, and development opportunities), this job 
multiplicity could also give rise to challenges due to demands from the employed work setting as well as the entrepreneurial business 
context and depleted personal resources such as time and energy (Thorgren et al., 2014). 

Second, the cross-sectional design of our study limited the identification of changes in career self-management patterns over time, 
as described by De Vos et al. (2020). To illustrate, the specific situation of the proactive crafter who had chosen to change work 
activities to decrease the physical burden at the cost of his happiness showed the need for more longitudinal empirical research on 
intra-individual changes over time (De Vos et al., 2020; Nagy et al., 2019). Such longitudinal empirical research would also offer 
opportunities to connect the long-standing research on entrepreneurial intentions and starting motivations with the emerging liter-
ature on their longer-term career development. Hence, future research could study how solo self-employed workers with different 
start-up motivations may vary in their career self-management strategies over time. More specifically, for future research we see a 
fruitful research avenue in studying how solo self-employed workers with different start-up motivation might differ in their frequency 
as well as the way in which they engage in career planning and career investment behavior across career stages. For example, a solo 
self-employed who feels pushed into solo self-employed might remain more attracted to hybrid solo self-employment compared to a 
solo self-employed who feels pulled to solo self-employed for the opportunity to experience more challenge and freedom (Dawson & 
Henley, 2012). 

Third, our findings indicated that the solo self-employed for whom barriers hinder engagement in career self-management might 
experience decreased career sustainability over time due to a negative spiral of resource loss (De Vos et al., 2020). Based on this 
potential Matthew effect, for example, among the survivors, we emphasize the need for more research on future career sustainability of 
the solo self-employed with different career self-management patterns. Building on the conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 
1989), we recommend testing resource gain and loss cycles in quantitative growth models among large samples of solo self-employed 
workers. By doing so, we also recommend to also investigate objective number, such as profit or the number of customers, to measure 
the objective level of productivity instead of subjective measures of happiness, health, and productivity (Wach et al., 2016). 

Finally, the solo self-employed across all career self-management patterns mentioned the importance of intentionally selecting 
work activities to maintain their happiness, health, or productivity. Here, we see an essential role for organizations in optimizing the 
employment relationships with solo self-employed workers. As the solo self-employed discussed the importance of assignments, or-
ganizations may play a significant role in designing projects to provide the solo self-employed with opportunities to enhance their 
career sustainability in terms of supporting their career self-management, promoting enablers, and tackling barriers. More specifically, 
it would be relevant to examine the psychological contracts within the employment relationships between organizations and the solo 
self-employed and investigate how the fulfillment of psychological contracts relates to sustainable careers of the solo self-employed 
(De Vos et al., 2020). 

5.2. Practical implications 

The findings showed that there are different career self-management strategies with different implications for career sustainability. 
Although there is no “universal sustainable career” (Van der Heijden et al., 2020), one of the remarkable findings is that the passive 
balancers experience career sustainability despite not being permanently in a proactive career planning and career investing mode. As 
a result, a practical implication of this finding for the solo self-employed is that career sustainability in their work context is not only 
about intensively building an entrepreneurial career and trying to get a grip on the dynamics and insecurities of solo self-employment, 
but also about intrinsically finding a good balance (i.e., person-career fit). Accordingly, the findings might help the solo self-employed 
to reflect upon their current career self-management strategies and learn from the passive balancer approach to create a balance while 
striving toward achieving career sustainability. 

Furthermore, as we showed that the interplay between career self-management patterns and contextual factors resulted in different 
career sustainability, our findings inform both solo self-employed workers and policy makers in how to intervene in solo self-employed 
career development to promote career sustainability. For example, the survivors dealt differently with their barriers than the proactive 
crafters indicating that different career interventions are required. Therefore, to promote sustainable careers, we recommend poli-
cymakers to support solo self-employed workers in applying a holistic approach toward the inclusion of all sustainable career di-
mensions (i.e., happy, healthy, and productive). In addition, they should consider contextual factors that might hinder (i.e., barriers) or 
promote (i.e., enablers) sustainable careers in solo self-employment. 

Finally, we also see a significant role for organizations contributing to solo self-employed workers' career sustainability. We invite 
organizations working with solo self-employed workers to pay attention to the solo self-employed workers' career self-management 
patterns and barriers. By negotiating how organizations could support solo self-employed workers in attaining sustainable careers, 
the employment relationships between organizations and solo self-employed workers will become more relational, resulting in 
beneficial outcomes for organizations (e.g., Aselage & Eisenberger, 2003). Simultaneously, the sustainability of solo self-employed 
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workers will increase, resulting in a more sustainable labor market. 

6. Conclusion 

The findings contribute to the literature on sustainable careers in two ways. First, the results showed an interaction between 
personal (i.e., career self-management strategies), contextual (i.e., enablers and barriers), and temporal (i.e., changes over time) el-
ements. The four career self-management patterns interact with contextual factors and impact career sustainability in unique ways. 
Second, the findings showed the interplay of the three sustainable career dimensions (i.e., happy, healthy, and productive). Overall, 
the solo self-employed workers' happiness is fine while the level of productivity is mixed, and their health seems to be most 
problematic. 
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