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Abstract 
 

Despite the commonly held belief that a protean career orientation (PCO) enables employees to 

achieve more balance in their lives, little is known about the relationship between PCO and 

work-life balance. Using two waves of data collection separated by 2.5 years, this study 

examined the relationship between PCO and work-life balance among a sample of 367 college-

educated employees in the United States. Analysis was conducted to empirically distinguish 

PCO from conceptually related constructs and structural equation modeling was used to examine 

the process that explains the linkage between PCO and balance. We found that PCO was 

positively related to work-life balance. We also found support for the role of several resources 

(social capital, psychological capital, and perceived employability) that explain the relationship 

between PCO and balance. In particular, PCO was associated with extensive career planning 

activities that were related to the accumulation of three forms of career capital—human capital, 

social capital, and psychological capital. In turn, social capital and psychological capital were 

associated with high employability, which was related to greater work-life balance for 

individuals who take a whole-life perspective on their careers. We discuss the theoretical and 

practical implications of the findings and provide suggestions for future research. 
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 Relationship between Protean Career Orientation and Work-Life Balance:   

A Resource Perspective 

Protean career orientation (PCO) (Briscoe & Hall, 2006), a promising concept in 

understanding the careers and lives of contemporary employees, reflects a revived emphasis on 

individuals as “agents of their own career destinies” (Inkson & Baruch, 2008: 217). Derived 

from Hall’s (1976) protean career concept, PCO refers to an individual’s proclivity to enact a 

career focused on achieving subjective success through autonomous career management. Two 

critical dimensions underlie PCO: (1) a self-directed approach to career management in which 

the individual exerts personal control over career development by taking the initiative to explore 

career options and make career decisions; and (2) a values-driven orientation whereby the 

individual pursues personally meaningful (as opposed to socially imposed) values and goals that 

provide the motivation behind career decisions and create the standards for experiencing 

psychological career success.  

 PCO has become increasingly salient in a volatile global economy (Bansak & Raphael, 

2006; Comin & Mulani, 2006; Comin & Philippon, 2005; Farber, 2005; Stewart, 2002) in which 

widespread career uncertainty forces workers to take greater control over career management to 

remain employable in a highly competitive labor market (DiRenzo & Greenhaus, 2011). 

Moreover, a short-term transactional psychological contract (Herriot, Manning, & Kidd, 1997; 

Rousseau, 1995; Smithson & Lewis, 2000) that is characteristic of many contemporary 

organizations requires employees to engage in proactive career management to develop in their 

careers and achieve personal goals (De Vos & Soens, 2008; Hall & Moss, 1998). Not 

surprisingly, a strong PCO has been associated with several important career outcomes, such as 

attaining a greater sense of career authenticity (Briscoe, Hall, & DeMuth, 2006) and higher 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/235270492_Is_job_insecurity_changing_the_psychological_contract?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/232524123_The_New_Protean_Career_Contract_Helping_Organizations_and_Employees_Adapt?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/222676101_Protean_attitude_and_career_success_The_mediating_role_of_self-management?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/null?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/null?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/null?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/227893942_The_Content_of_the_Psychological_Contract?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/234021467_Job_Search_and_Voluntary_Turnover_in_a_Boundaryless_World_A_Control_Theory_Perspective?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/247352225_Recent_Trends_in_Job_Stability_and_Job_Security_Evidence_from_the_March_CPS?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/276010431_Psychological_Contracts_in_Organizations_Understanding_Written_and_Unwritten_Agreements?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
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levels of perceived employability and career success (Baruch & Quick, 2007; De Vos & Soens, 

2008).  

However, we know little about the relationship between PCO and work-life balance 

despite a literature that repeatedly suggests that protean careers should promote greater balance 

in life (Briscoe & Hall, 2006; Briscoe et al., 2006; Hall, 2004; Hall & Richter, 1990). Most 

conceptions of a protean career allude to the pursuit of balance in some way, such as shifting 

focus from the “work self” to that of the “whole self” (Hall & Chandler, 2005), serving the 

whole person, family, and life purpose (Hall, 2004), taking a whole-life perspective (Briscoe et 

al., 2006), and seeking a balanced, autonomous work life (Hall & Richter, 1990). Despite 

suggestions that PCO should facilitate one’s ability to function effectively across the whole life 

space (Briscoe & Hall, 2006), the relationship between PCO and work-life balance remains 

unexplored. Because work-life balance is increasingly important to many employees (Newman, 

2011), relates to important outcomes at work and at home (Carlson, Grzywacz, & Zivnuska, 

2009), and can play a prominent role in employees’ subjective assessment of their career success 

(Greenhaus & Kossek, 2014), understanding the connection between PCO and work-life balance 

is particularly timely.  

Unlike work-family conflict and work-family enrichment, which are linking mechanisms 

between work and family roles (Edwards & Rothbard, 2000) that explain how experiences in one 

role negatively (conflict) or positively (enrichment) affect experiences and outcomes in the other 

role, balance refers to an individual’s overall appraisal of his or her functioning in multiple life 

roles (Valcour, 2007). After reviewing a variety of perspectives on balance reflected in the 

literature, Greenhaus and Allen (2011) concluded that balance is an employee’s overall or 

holistic feeling that results from being effective and satisfied in highly valued roles, a definition 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/271776338_Mechanisms_Linking_Work_and_Family_Clarifying_the_Relationship_Between_Work_and_Family_Constructs?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/222676101_Protean_attitude_and_career_success_The_mediating_role_of_self-management?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/222676101_Protean_attitude_and_career_success_The_mediating_role_of_self-management?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/227804067_Understanding_second_careers_Lessons_from_a_study_of_US_Navy_admirals?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/null?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/275714428_The_Contemporary_Career_A_Work-Home_Perspective?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/262083024_Career_Gridlock_Baby_Boomers_Hit_the_Wall?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/262083024_Career_Gridlock_Baby_Boomers_Hit_the_Wall?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/259280583_Work-Family_Balance_A_Review_and_Extension_of_the_Literature?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/null?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/null?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/null?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/null?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/227499681_Psychological_Success_When_the_Career_Is_a_Calling?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
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we adopt in this study. Because balance is contingent upon effectiveness and satisfaction in 

multiple roles and because resources are essential to effective functioning in different life 

domains (ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012), a Conservation of Resources (COR) perspective 

(Hobfoll, 1989) provides a useful conceptual lens with which to examine the relationship 

between PCO and work-life balance.   

Therefore, the aim of this study was to assess the relationship between PCO and work-

life balance and examine a resource-based process that links these two concepts. The present 

study contributes to the literature in several respects. From a careers perspective, PCO is 

presumably more than an orientation toward work but rather involves an approach to managing 

one’s overall life. Therefore, examining the relationship between PCO and work-life balance 

should help us understand whether the implications of this career orientation extend beyond 

work to include other domains in an individual’s life. To our knowledge, despite enduring 

conceptual speculation, this is the first study to empirically examine the relationship between 

PCO and balance. From a work-family perspective, Grzywacz and Carlson (2007) have 

rightfully called for additional research on the factors that enable employees to experience 

greater balance in life. The present study answers that call and highlights the important role of 

work-related resources in employees’ appraisals of their work-life balance. In sum, we hope to 

simultaneously provide insights into the consequences of PCO and the factors that contribute to 

work-life balance, thereby integrating research streams from the careers and work-family 

literatures.  

Theory and Development of Hypotheses 

A Resource Perspective on Work-Life Balance  

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/null?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/224050764_A_Resource_Perspective_on_the_Work-Home_Interface_The_Work-Home_Resources_Model?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
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 As noted above, feelings of balance are derived from a sense of effectiveness and 

satisfaction in multiple life roles (Greenhaus & Allen, 2011). Based on a demands-resources fit 

perspective, Voydanoff (2005) has proposed that resources are essential to achieving balance 

because they enable employees to meet the demands of the work and family domains and 

participate effectively in both domains. Research regarding the antecedents of work-family 

conflict and work-family enrichment has been consistent with Voydanoff’s assertion. Resources 

from work (e.g., supervisor support, flexibility) and from home (e.g., spousal support) are 

associated with reduced work-family conflict (Byron, 2005; Michel, Kotrba, Mitchelson, Clark, 

& Baltes, 2011) and enhanced work-family enrichment (Carlson, Kacmar, Wayne, & Grzywacz, 

2006). Because conflict detracts from feelings of balance and enrichment enhances feelings of 

balance (Greenhaus, Ziegert, & Allen, 2014), it is likely that resources play a dominant role in 

promoting balance (Voydanoff, 2005).  

 The COR perspective defines resources as objects, states, personal characteristics, and 

energies that people value (Hobfoll, 1988; ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012) because the 

resources enable them to achieve personal goals (Halbesleben, Neveu, Paustian-Underdahl, & 

Westman, 2014). Resources may be contextual (outside the self) or personal (within the self) and 

may be durable or volatile (Hobfoll, 2002; ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012). As suggested by 

ten Brummelhuis and Bakker’s (2012) Work-Home Resources Model (WHRM), the acquisition 

of personal resources such as skills, knowledge, self-efficacy, and positive mood enable 

individuals to achieve positive outcomes (such as high performance and positive attitudes) at 

work and at home.   

COR assumes that individuals who acquire resources are better able to obtain other 

resources in the future; that is, resources generate additional resources, thereby creating a 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/227720944_Toward_a_Conceptualization_of_Perceived_Work-Family_Fit_and_Balance_A_Demands_and_Resources_Approach?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/259280583_Work-Family_Balance_A_Review_and_Extension_of_the_Literature?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/227712738_Antecedents_of_work-family_conflict_A_meta-analytic_review?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
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resource “gain spiral” (Hobfoll, 2002). In the present study, we apply the notion of the resource 

gain spiral to explain why PCO leads to WLB and propose the model depicted in Figure 1. By 

way of an overview of the model, we suggest that because of the importance they place on 

accomplishing personally meaningful goals, employees with a strong PCO are motivated to 

engage in extensive career planning to acquire career capital resources (human capital, social 

capital, and psychological capital). Then, consistent with the notion that resources generate other 

resources (Hobfoll, 2002) we further propose that the acquisition of the three career capital 

resources enables employees to achieve another resource - greater employability. Because 

employability provides additional resources of greater control and more employment options 

(DiRenzo & Greenhaus, 2011), it affords the autonomy and security that individuals need to 

meet the demands of multiple life domains and achieve greater balance. In addition, we propose 

that individuals with a strong PCO adopt a whole-life perspective (Briscoe et al., 2006) in which 

they view their career broadly within the context of their entire life and are therefore particularly 

likely to leverage their employability to achieve a greater feeling of balance between work and 

other life roles.  

Because of the predicted positive linkages among PCO, career planning, career capital, 

employability, and work-life balance, we offer the following hypothesis and then elaborate more 

fully on each linkage in the model.  

Hypothesis 1: PCO is positively related to work-life balance. 

----------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 1 about here 

-----------------------------------  

PCO and Balance: The Role of Career Development Factors 
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 As Figure 1 indicates, we propose that the positive relation between PCO and work-life 

balance can be explained by three career development factors that have been viewed as 

contributors to the successful growth of a career: career planning, career capital, and 

employability (DeFillippi & Arthur, 1994; Fugate, Kinicki, & Ashforth, 2004; Greenhaus, 

Callanan, & Godshalk, 2010). We next discuss the linkages among these variables.  

 Because protean-oriented employees prefer to control the direction and development of 

their careers to achieve their own independently derived values and goals, they are unlikely to 

“borrow” external standards (Briscoe et al., 2006) and passively allow their organization or 

superiors to manage their careers. As a result, a strong PCO is manifested through personal 

agency and the proactive planning of one’s career that can result in the acquisition of resources 

to help an employee meet his or her goals (Halbesleben et al., 2014). Therefore, we expect highly 

protean individuals to engage in extensive career planning behaviors. 

Gould (1979) describes career planning as deliberate efforts to outline future career 

development through the establishment of clear career goals and the strategies designed to 

accomplish these goals. The development of career goals and the specification of career 

strategies are two of the three components of career self-management (the third being career 

exploration) identified in the literature (Noe, 1996; Weng & McElroy, 2010). Because 

individuals with a strong PCO are both self-directed and driven to achieve personally defined 

values (Briscoe, Henaga, Burton, & Murphy, 2012), they are likely to take the initiative to 

establish specific goals aimed at the fulfillment of their distinct values and objectives. Moreover, 

consistent with research linking PCO (De Vos & Soens, 2008) and proactivity (Fuller & Marler, 

2009; Morrison & Phelps, 1999; Seibert, Kraimer, & Liden, 2001; Thompson, 2005) with a 
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variety of career strategies, we expect highly protean individuals to strategize for the realization 

of these personally meaningful goals as well.  

 Hypothesis 2: PCO is positively related to career planning. 

 The establishment of career goals and strategies is geared toward the development of 

resources that can be drawn upon for career growth and satisfaction. Setting career goals 

enhances motivation and implementing career strategies increases the likelihood of achieving 

those goals (Weng & McElroy, 2010). Career capital entails the resources and relationships that 

can promote career-related outcomes (Inkson & Arthur, 2001). We adopt a career capital 

framework to illustrate three resources (human, social, and psychological capital) that employees 

can accumulate as a result of their career planning behaviors. First, individuals’ career planning 

activities often involve investments in human capital with the anticipation of returns or rewards 

in the future (Dess & Shaw, 2001; Jackson & Shuler, 1995). As such, the establishment of career 

goals and strategies can help individuals develop human capital through the acquisition of 

greater experience, education, certifications, skills, and/or knowledge (Gould, 1979; Gould & 

Penley, 1984; King, 2004; Kossek, Roberts, Fisher, & DeMarr, 1998; Noe, 1996; Weng & 

McElroy, 2010).   

 Second, career strategies can enhance an individual’s social capital, that is, resources 

derived from one’s network of personal and professional relationships (Inkpen & Tsang, 2005) 

that often serve as a primary means to acquire job opportunities (Forret & Sullivan, 2002) and 

can be drawn upon for career guidance and personal growth (King, 2004; Parker & Arthur, 

2000). Because individuals engaged in career planning actively identify and clarify goals, 

thereby elevating motivation and determination (Locke & Latham, 1990), they are likely to take 

proactive measures to foster ties with contacts who can help them realize their goals (Jokisaari & 
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Nurmi, 2005) and generate new contacts that can provide access to desired job leads and/or 

develop career options. In support of this notion, planning and enacting networking strategies 

have been shown to pay dividends in the development of social capital (Gould & Penley, 1984; 

Noe, 1996; Wolff & Moser, 2006, 2009). 

Third, we propose that career planning behavior can foster the development of 

psychological capital (PsyCap), cognitive resources that relate to the pursuit of valued goals 

(Gooty, Gavin, Johnson, Frazier, & Snow, 2009) and correspond to an individual’s positive 

psychological states of hope, optimism, self-efficacy, and resilience (Luthans, Avolio, Avey, & 

Norman, 2007). Hope is based on “an interactively derived sense of a) agency (goal directed 

behavior) and b) pathways (planning to meet goals)” (Snyder, Irving, & Anderson, 1991: 287). 

Optimism is associated with a positive, yet realistic, outlook and attribution of events (Luthans, 

2002) and entails the realization of both what one can and cannot accomplish (Luthans et al., 

2007). Self-efficacy represents an individual’s confidence in his or her ability to be successful at 

specific tasks or within a given context (Stajkovic & Luthans, 1998). Finally, resilience reflects 

the ability to rebound in the face of setbacks, failures, or change (Avey, Luthans, Smith, & 

Palmer, 2010) and enables individuals to overcome times of adversity and ambiguity (Gooty et 

al., 2009; Luthans, Avolio, Avey, Norman, & Combs, 2006).  

  Because career strategies facilitate career success (De Vos & Soens, 2008; Gould, 1979; 

Gould & Penley, 1984; Greenhaus, Parasuraman, & Wormley, 1990; Noe, 1996; Sturges, Guest, 

Conway, & Mackenzie Davey, 2002; Wolff & Moser, 2009), individuals enacting specific 

strategies are likely to be hopeful and optimistic in anticipation of future accomplishments. 

Moreover, evidence suggests that setting career-related goals is positively related to self-efficacy 

(Rogers, Creed, & Glendon, 2008) perhaps because the establishment of attainable goals fosters 
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optimism, motivation, and confidence (Locke & Latham, 1990). Finally, because developing and 

implementing career strategies provide direction for individuals during times of stress, career 

planning should help individuals deal resiliently with ambiguous and uncertain careers (Gould & 

Penley, 1984; King, 2004; Saks & Ashforth, 2002; Zikic & Klehe, 2006). Therefore, we expect 

career planning to provide a means through which all three forms of career capital can develop. 

 Hypothesis 3: Career planning is positively related to human capital (3a), social 

 capital (3b), and psychological capital (3c). 

 Employability represents the capacity to control one’s employment options through the 

creation, identification, and realization of career opportunities (DiRenzo & Greenhaus, 2011). It 

corresponds to an individual’s ability to maintain employment appropriate with one’s 

qualification level (Rothwell, Herbert, & Rothwell, 2008; Wittekind, Raeder, & Grote, 2010) and 

to maximize potential through sustainable employment (Hillage & Pollard, 1998). As a result, 

highly employable individuals are less likely to experience periods of either unemployment or 

under-employment (McArdle, Waters, Briscoe, & Hall, 2007; Smith, 2010).  

Our conceptualization of employability is based on Fugate et al.’s (2004) pioneering 

work but departs from their conceptualization in an important respect. Fugate and colleagues 

(Fugate et al., 2004; Fugate & Kinicki, 2008) view employability as a multidimensional 

construct that “enables” and “predisposes” individuals to identify and realize career 

opportunities. Therefore, Fugate et al.’s (2004) three dimensions of employability (career 

identity, personal adaptability, and social and human capital) that “enable” the realization of 

opportunities are part of their employability construct. We, on the other hand, view 

employability as the resultant capacity to create, identify, and realize career opportunities and 

consider such factors as identity, adaptability, and human or social capital to be potential 
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antecedents of employability rather than employability per se. Furthermore, our view of social 

and human capital as antecedents of employability is conceptually akin to what Fugate et al. 

(2004) consider to be one dimension of employability, and our antecedent of psychological 

capital incorporates elements of Fugate et al.’s (2004) dimensions of identity and adaptability. In 

the following paragraphs, we establish the conceptual rationales underpinning the connections 

between each career capital variable in our model (human, social, and psychological) and 

employability.  

Because extensive human capital provides employees with greater job proficiency, 

knowledge, and portable skills (Anderson, 2001; Lubit, 2001) and can increase their ability to 

meet the performance expectations of various occupations (Burt, 1997; Portes, 1998), it acts as a 

labor market signal drawing the attention of external employers and increasing the ease with 

which one can acquire new jobs (Allen & Griffeth, 2001; Bretz, Boudreau, & Judge, 1994; 

Trevor, 2001). Furthermore, in addition to consistent depictions of employability as a function of 

work-related skills and abilities (Baruch, 2001; Benson, 2006; DiRenzo & Greenhaus, 2011; 

Smith, 2010), investing in human capital has been shown to have a strong influence on continued 

career progression (Judge, Cable, Boudreau, & Bretz, 1995; Kirchmeyer, 1998; Tharenou, 

Latimer, & Conroy, 1994) thereby enhancing one’s ability to identify and attain opportunities for 

career growth.   

 Social capital is also thought to be vital to employability (Fugate et al., 2004; McArdle et 

al., 2007) because it provides individuals with greater access to career-related information 

(Higgins & Kram, 2001; Seibert et al., 2001) and offers a competitive advantage via heightened 

exposure to job opportunities, promotions, business leads, and venture capital (Forret & Sullivan, 

2002). In fact, managers typically find jobs through informal networks as opposed to traditional 
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job search methods (Boxman, de Graaf, & Flap, 1991). Additionally, because expanding one’s 

social capital can create career communities that foster personal development and provide career 

support, social capital is likely to increase an individual’s capacity to create, identify, and realize 

career opportunities across organizations and industries throughout an entire career (Dess & 

Shaw, 2001; Fugate et al., 2004; Higgins & Kram, 2001). 

  We expect that psychological capital can also enhance employability. Because 

contemporary organizations place value on individuals who can transition between job roles and 

duties (Fugate, 2006; Fugate & Kinicki, 2008; Van Der Heijde & Van Der Heijden, 2006), 

employability requires the ability to successfully enact intra- and inter-firm job transitions. 

Optimistic workers tend to perceive transitions as challenges and opportunities to learn (Carver 

& Scheier, 1994), which can both help them achieve at work and possibly drive them to develop 

job alternatives in the pursuit of personal career goals (Fugate & Kinicki, 2008). Further, because 

hope involves the motivation and the will to pursue personally valued goals (Gooty et al., 2009; 

Luthans et al., 2007), hopeful individuals are likely to put forth greater effort toward the 

development of new job opportunities, which has been shown to predict employment status and 

job search success (Saks & Cote, 2006). Career self-efficacy is associated with successful job 

search and re-employment (McArdle et al., 2007) and can give individuals the confidence to seek 

more extensive or better employment opportunities (Rothwell et al., 2008) thereby enhancing 

their employability. Finally, resilience can foster employability because identifying and realizing 

career opportunities requires dealing with ambiguity, uncertainty, and change (Fugate et al., 

2004), and an individual’s strength to bounce back quickly in the face of setbacks is essential to 

maintaining and/or finding new, equally fulfilling work (DiRenzo & Greenhaus, 2011; Fugate & 

Kinicki, 2008). 
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 In sum, we propose that each form of career capital serves as a resource that can enhance 

an employee’s level of employability.  

 Hypothesis 4: Human capital (4a), social capital (4b), and psychological capital (4c) 

 are positively related to employability. 

PCO and Whole-Life Perspective 

 In addition to enhancing employability through fostering career planning and the 

accumulation of career capital, we propose that PCO also relates to the adoption of a whole-life 

perspective toward one’s career. References to a whole-life perspective (Briscoe et al., 2006) 

have been fairly consistent within the protean career literature, but conceptualizations of whole-

life perspective have been intermingled with definitions of PCO, despite the fact that a whole-life 

perspective is not explicitly incorporated as a dimension (self-directed and values-driven) of 

PCO. Therefore, we distinguish PCO from whole-life perspective and define the latter as the 

extent to which an individual (1) seeks effectiveness and satisfaction in multiple life roles rather 

than solely in the work role and (2) makes career decisions with an awareness of their impact on 

other aspects of one’s life. According to this view, an individual who adopts a whole-life 

perspective desires balance among different parts of life and understands the consequences of 

career decision making for achieving balance.  

 We believe that PCO and whole-life perspective are different but related constructs. They 

are conceptually distinct because PCO is a broad disposition toward proactive engagement in 

one’s career to achieve psychological success, whereas a whole-life perspective is a more 

specific belief about the contribution of work and other life roles to one’s feeling of 

psychological success. Nevertheless, we believe that individuals who hold a strong PCO are 

likely to adopt a whole-life perspective on their careers. Because protean-oriented individuals are 
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driven to fulfill values that serve the “whole person, family, and ‘life purpose’” (Hall, 2004: 2), 

they are likely to develop a personal definition of success that includes commitments and 

accomplishments that extend beyond the work domain. As a result, individuals with a strong 

PCO are motivated to attain effectiveness and positive feelings in a variety of life roles as a way 

to achieve their life purpose, direct their careers toward the fulfillment of work and non-work 

goals, and base their career decisions, at least in part, on how these decisions can enhance or 

diminish their functioning in a variety of life domains.  

 Hypothesis 5: PCO is positively related to whole-life perspective. 

The Interaction of Employability and Whole-Life Perspective on Work-life Balance 

As discussed previously, individuals experience a heightened level of work-life balance 

when they are effective and satisfied in a variety of life roles. There are two reasons to believe 

that a high level of employability provides individuals with options that enable them to become 

effective and satisfied in different parts of their lives. First, highly employable individuals can 

take advantage of their labor market value to negotiate for conditions and resources (Bretz et al., 

1994; Lazear, 1986; Pinkley, Neale, & Bennett, 1994) in their current job such as social support, 

autonomy, and flexibility, all of which can enable them to reduce work-family conflict (Michel 

et al., 2011) and experience more work-life balance (Greenhaus & Allen, 2011). In other words, 

because “the market values their contributions at a level that justifies better employment 

arrangements” (Bretz et al., 1994: 276), highly employable workers should have the power to 

acquire resources in an organization that enable them to meet goals and responsibilities at work 

and beyond the work domain. Second, in the event that an employer fails to provide such 

conducive work arrangements and resources, individuals empowered by a sense of 

“employability security” (Kanter, 1993) may be more willing to leave jobs that detract from a 
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balanced life and seek a more suitable position because job alternatives are more accessible to 

individuals with competencies in high demand (Griffeth, Steel, Allen, & Bryan, 2005).   

Although employability can provide individuals with the resources to achieve more 

balance in their current job or to leave a job that interferes with balance, individuals need to be 

motivated to utilize the resources to achieve more balance. For example, some highly 

employable individuals may not negotiate for more family-supportive work conditions or may 

not leave a family-intrusive job because achieving a more balanced life is not central to their 

identity or their definition of success. Therefore, individuals who possess the resources derived 

from employability may not always use these resources to achieve more work-life balance. We 

believe that the motivation to use or leverage employability-based resources to enhance balance 

is more characteristic of individuals who adopt a whole-life perspective. 

A whole-life perspective entails a career outlook that emphasizes achievement and 

fulfillment in multiple life domains, not solely at work. Because feelings of balance result from 

effectiveness and satisfaction in different parts of life, individuals with a strong whole-life 

perspective consider the achievement of work-life balance to be an essential component of their 

career success (Briscoe et al., 2006; Friedman & Greenhaus, 2000; Sargent & Domberger, 2007). 

For that reason, we believe that such individuals are particularly motivated and likely to leverage 

the resources derived from their employability to help them achieve a high level of work-life 

balance.      

 Hypothesis 6: Whole-life perspective moderates the positive relationship  between 

 employability and work-life balance such that the relationship is stronger for 

 individuals with a strong whole-life perspective than for those with a weak whole-

 life perspective.  

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/null?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/235272420_Exploring_the_development_of_a_protean_career_orientation_Values_and_image_violations?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-5eac924c6cec485f993893e8a446416d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI3MTM4ODI2MjtBUzoxOTI4ODcyNzE3NTk4NzVAMTQyMjk5OTMxNzc1OA==


18	
  
 

	
  
	
  

Method 

Sample and Procedure 

 The sample for the present study was recruited using Project StudyResponse.com. Data 

collected through Project StudyResponse.com has been utilized by researchers in a number of 

studies in the organizational behavior literature (e.g. Baltes & Heydens-Gahr, 2003; Inness, 

LeBlanc, & Barling, 2008; Piccolo & Colquitt, 2006; Resick, Whitman, Weingarden, & Hiller, 

2009). Eligible respondents were required to be U.S. residents, currently working full-time, with 

a minimum education level of a bachelor’s degree. StudyResponse.com sent an email to 1400 

potential respondents to invite them to participate in the study. Each respondent had a unique 

StudyResponse.com ID that was submitted with his/her completed survey, yet was unknown to 

the researchers. Participants were paid $5 upon completion of the initial Time 1 survey. Survey 

responses were collected from 695 respondents at this time. Thirty months later, 

StudyResponse.com sent another email to 511 Time 1 respondents who were still active in their 

database inviting them to respond to a follow-up survey. Respondents were paid $10 upon 

completion of the Time 2 survey. Surveys from participants no longer employed full-time were 

discarded, resulting in a final sample of 367.  

Comparison of Time 2 respondents and non-respondents indicated no significant 

differences in their scores across any of the Time 1 measures and no significant differences 

across demographic variables, with the exception of marital status/living with partner and having 

children living at home which dropped from 83% to 72% and 66% to 57% of the sample from 

Time 1 to Time 2 respectively. The final sample was 53.4% male and 80.4% Caucasian. The 

average age of respondents was 36.75 years with 14.24 years of full-time work experience and 

an average annual income of $81,797. As mentioned, all participants had at least an 
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undergraduate college degree. Of those, 37% had completed graduate degrees with 25.3% 

holding Master’s degrees, 6.3% professional degrees (e.g., J.D., M.D.), and 5.4% PhDs. 

Respondents represented a wide range of industries including manufacturing (25.6%), education 

(13.9%), financial services (9.5%), health care and pharmaceuticals (7.4%), law (4.1%), 

accounting (3.8%), government agencies (3.5%), real estate (2.2%), and other industries (30%).    

Measures 

All variables were measured at Time 1 and employability, whole-life perspective, and 

work-life balance were also assessed again 2.5 years later at Time 2. We followed this strategy 

for two reasons. First, we wanted to introduce temporal separation to allay concern about 

common method variance by testing at least some of the relationships in our model with 

variables measured at different times (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, & Podsakoff, 2012). Second, 

because career capital signals employee value to the labor market and employees derive 

employability perceptions through market comparisons and response (DiRenzo & Greenhaus, 

2011) we were particularly interested in allowing sufficient time for the accumulation of career 

capital to adequately inform respondents’ perceptions of their employability. Therefore, the 

structural models that were examined in this study included PCO, career planning, and career 

capital all measured at Time 1 and perceived employability, whole-life perspective (which was 

predicted to interact with employability), and work-life balance all measured 2.5 years later at 

Time 2.   

Protean career orientation.  Twelve items were developed to measure PCO as 

conceptualized in the current study and collected at Time 1. Sample items include self-directed: 

“It is up to me to find and create opportunities for career progression” and values-driven: “It is 

important that my career helps me fulfill my life values.” The full scale is represented in 
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Appendix A. Items were rated on a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = 

strongly agree (α = .87). In order to examine the dimensionality of the construct, we conducted 

confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). We first examined a one-factor model in which all 12 items 

were loaded onto one latent PCO construct. Results indicated that the one-factor model fit the 

data well (χ2 (51) = 268.95, p < .001, CFI = .92, RMSEA = .08). We then examined a two-factor 

model in which the six items corresponding to each dimension were loaded onto separate latent 

constructs. Although the two-factor structure provided better fit (Δχ 2 (1) = 38.72, p < .001), the 

two factors were highly correlated (r = .83). Therefore, the more parsimonious one-factor, 12-

item PCO construct was retained to remain consistent with previous theory and the study’s 

hypotheses.   

Career planning.  Career planning was assessed at Time 1 and measured with six items 

developed by Gould (1979: 543) that address “1) the extent to which career plans exist, 2) how 

frequently career plans are changed, 3) how clear the plans are, and 4) whether or not a strategy 

exists for achieving career goals.” Participants responded on a 6-point scale (1 = strongly 

disagree to 6 = strongly agree). Sample items include “I have a strategy for achieving my career 

goals” and “My career objectives are not clear” (reverse scored) (α = .80).  

Career capital. This study assessed three forms of career capital at Time 1: human, 

social, and psychological capital. Human capital was measured using four items developed by 

Eby, Butts, and Lockwood (2003) and a fifth item added by Colakoglu (2006). Respondents 

indicated their level of agreement (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree) with items 

including “I have a diversified set of job-related skills,” and “My job-related knowledge and 

skills are easily transferable/applied to other employment settings” (α = .77).  
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Social capital was measured with 10 items developed by Eby et al. (2003) and Colakoglu 

(2006). Respondents indicated their level of agreement (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly 

agree) with items including “I am well connected within the organization,” “I have extensive 

contacts within the industry I work,” and “I have close ties with my extended family and friends” 

(α = .89).  

Psychological capital was assessed using the Psychological Capacity Questionnaire 

(Luthans et al., 2007). This measure assesses the four distinct dimensions of PsyCap: hope, 

optimism, self-efficacy, and resilience with six items corresponding to each dimension. Sample 

items include “There are lots of ways around any problem” (hope), “I feel confident helping to 

set targets/goals in my work area” (self-efficacy), “I usually manage difficulties one way or 

another at work” (resilience), and “I always look on the bright side of things regarding my job” 

(optimism).  Responses to the 24 PsyCap items were made on a 6-point scale (1 = strongly 

disagree to 6 = strongly agree) (α = .93).    

Employability. Employability refers to one’s capacity to create, identify, and realize 

career opportunities both within and outside the organization. To assess perceptions of 

employability we adapted six items from De Vos and Soens (2008) and Eby et al. (2003). 

Respondents indicated their level of agreement on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = 

strongly agree) to such items as “There are many opportunities available for me in my company” 

and “I believe I could easily obtain a comparable job with another employer” (Time 1: α = .79; 

Time 2: α = .86). 

Work-life balance. This study utilized an eight-item measure of work-life balance, using a 

5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). Six items were adapted from 

Greenhaus, Allen, and Foley (2004), with sample items including “I can balance my work and 
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personal responsibilities so that one does not upset the other” and “I am satisfied with the 

balance I have achieved between my work and personal life." Two additional items were written 

expressly for this study: “I feel that I live a harmonious life” and “My work and personal lives 

are in harmony with one another.” One item did not load properly onto the single factor and was 

dropped from further analysis (Time 1: α = .86; Time 2: α = .89). 

Whole-life perspective.  Whole-life perspective reflects the search for effectiveness and 

satisfaction in multiple life roles (rather than only the work role) and the tendency to make career 

decisions with an awareness of their impact on other aspects of one’s life. Although the literature 

has often alluded to a whole-life perspective, we have presented a formal definition here and 

created a six-item scale for this study (Time 1: α = .80; Time 2: α = .83), with items reflecting 

each of the two underlying dimensions. Sample items include “I strive to be successful in many 

different parts of my life” and “I make work-related decisions based on the effects the decisions 

have on many other parts of my life.” The full scale is provided in Appendix B. Because this 

measure was newly created, we conducted CFAs that suggested adequate fit for the one-factor 

model (Time 1: χ2 (9) = 110.89, p < .001, CFI = .91, RMSEA = .10; Time 2: χ2 (9) = 58.72, p < 

.001, CFI = .94, RMSEA = .10).  

Controls. Time 1 scores for employability, whole-life perspective, and work-life balance 

were controlled during the analyses, as were current job tenure at Time 2 and the number of job 

transitions made between Time 1 and Time 2. Prior research has suggested that gender may be 

related to PCO (Briscoe et al., 2006; Segers, Inceoglu, Vloeberghs, Bertram, & Hendrickx 2008) 

while marital status and responsibility for children may influence work-life balance (Carlson et 

al., 2009). Therefore we controlled for these variables in addition to age and the proclivity to 

respond to items in a socially desirable way (Crowne & Marlowe, 1960). All controls were 
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represented as observed variables in the analyses to make the ratio of observations to parameters 

more favorable (Bentler & Chou, 1987). 

Tests for Discriminant Validity 

 As noted earlier, although previously theorized as elemental to a protean career, a whole-

life perspective has not been incorporated in prevailing conceptualizations and empirical 

research concerning PCO. Nevertheless, conceptual overlap between whole-life perspective and 

PCO, particularly the values-driven dimension, continues to persist. To provide needed clarity to 

the literature, we conducted CFAs to test for an empirical distinction between PCO and whole-

life perspective at Time 1. Results indicated that the two-factor model (χ2 (134) = 423.63, p < 

.001, CFI = .91, RMSEA = .07), in which the items for PCO and whole-life perspective were 

loaded onto their respective latent constructs, fit the data well and significantly better than the 

one-factor model (χ2 (135) = 659.52, p < .001, CFI = .79, RMSEA = .10) (Δχ 2 (1) = 235.89, p < 

.001). Moreover, because researchers often mistakenly impose notions of a whole-life 

perspective as the foundation of a values-driven career, we conducted CFAs to distinguish 

whole-life perspective from each of PCOs two underlying dimensions. Again, a two-factor 

model loading the six values-driven items on one latent construct and the six whole-life 

perspective items on another fit the data well and significantly better than did the one-factor 

model (Δχ 2 (1) = 205.39, p < .001). Similar results were found regarding the self-directed 

dimension (Δχ 2 (1) = 207.61, p < .001). Finally, additional CFAs were performed to test for the 

distinction between whole-life perspective and work-life balance separately for the Time 1 data 

and the Time 2 data. The two-factor models that distinguished between whole-life perspective 

and work-life balance fit the data well (Time 1: χ2 (64) = 213.30, p < .001, CFI = .93, RMSEA = 

.08; Time 2: χ2 (64) = 279.27, p < .001, CFI = .92, RMSEA = .09) and significantly better than 
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the respective one-factor models (Time 1: Δχ 2 (1) = 412.83, p < .001; Time 2: Δχ 2 (1) = 630.68, 

p < .001).     

Analyses 

We used structural equation modeling with Amos 18. The fit statistics examined included 

(a) chi-square goodness-of-fit, (b) RMSEA (Browne & Cudeck, 1993), and (c) CFI (Bentler, 

1990).  

 Parcels.   Each of the latent variables (PCO, career planning, human, social, and 

psychological capital, T2 employability, T2 whole-life perspective, and T2 work-life balance) 

was represented by composite parcels of items.  We followed the procedure suggested by Landis, 

Beal, and Tesluk (2000) to create item parcels.  After a single-factor maximum-likelihood 

analysis of the items had been conducted, items with the highest and lowest loadings were 

assigned to the first parcel, items with the second-highest and second-lowest items were assigned 

to the second parcel, and so forth. 

 To create the whole-life perspective X employability interaction variable, we followed 

the unconstrained, mean centered, matched-pair product approach suggested by Marsh, Wen, and 

Hau (2004). We first mean centered all parcel indicators for the independent and moderator 

variables and used the product of the mean centered parcel indicators as indicators loading onto a 

new whole-life perspective X employability interaction latent variable. The parcels were 

matched such that the highest loading parcel from each of the two variables were multiplied 

together with the product forming the first indicator of the latent interaction variable, the next 

highest matched together and the product forming the second indicator, and the lowest loading 

matched together and the product forming the third indicator. Then, the latent interaction 

construct and the latent moderator construct were added to the structural 
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being indicated by a significant effect of the latent interaction construct on the outcome variable. 

Extensive comparative analysis with alternative methods has repeatedly shown that this method 

performs as well or better across multiple studies than all other methods (Algina & Moulder, 

2001; Jaccard & Wan, 1995; Jöreskog & Yang, 1996; Kenny & Judd, 1984; Mathieu, 

Tannenbaum, & Salas, 1992; Wall & Amemiya 2001), while also eliminating the need for 

complex linear constraints (Little, Bovaird, & Widaman, 2006; Marsh et al., 2004; Marsh, Wen, 

Hau, Little, Bovaird, & Widaman, 2007).  

Results 

Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations, and correlations (partialing out the effects 

of the control variables) for the study variables.   

----------------------------------  

Insert Table 1 about here 

---------------------------------- 

Measurement Model 

We conducted a CFA to assess the structure of the measures for PCO, career planning, 

human, social, and psychological capital, employability, whole-life perspective, and work-life 

balance at Time 1. We examined the fit of the data of an eight-factor model in which each of 

these latent variables was assessed by indicators reflecting their respective measurement items. 

The eight-factor model fit the data well (χ2 (224) = 508.68, p < .001, CFI = .96, RMSEA = .06) 

and each indicator’s loading on the appropriate latent construct was significant (p < .001). The 

eight-factor model was also shown to provide significantly better fit when compared against four 

seven-factor models in which the indicators for PCO and balance (Δχ2 (7) = 884.46, p < .001), 

PCO and whole-life perspective (Δχ2 (7) = 335.50, p < .001), PCO and career planning (Δχ2 (7) 
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= 595.48, p < .001), and balance and whole-life perspective (Δχ2 (7) = 446.35, p < .001) were 

loaded onto one latent construct respectively. A CFA of the Time 2 measures for employability, 

whole-life perspective, and balance also indicated good fit with the data (χ2 (24) = 73.56, p < 

.001, CFI = .97, RMSEA = .07)  

Additionally, although 2.5 years separated collection of the Time 1 and Time 2 data, we 

followed the procedures and recommendations of previous researchers (Diefendorff & Mehta, 

2007; Dulac, Coyle-Shapiro, Henderson, & Wayne, 2008; Podsakoff and colleagues, 2003, 2012; 

Williams, Cote, & Buckley, 1989) and conducted supplementary analysis to estimate the effects 

of adding a latent common methods factor to the model. We specified the model so that the 

methods factor was not correlated with the eight hypothesized factors. This model also fit the 

data well (χ2 = 379.55 (201), p < .001, CFI = .97, RMSEA = .05) and better than the previous 

model without the methods factor, (Δχ 2 (23) = 129.13, p < .001). Nevertheless, the variance 

extracted by the common methods factor was only .03, which falls well below the suggested .50 

cutoff that might indicate the existence of a latent factor representing the manifest indicators 

(Hair, Anderson, Tatham, & Black, 1998).   

Structural Equation Models 

 We conducted tests for comparisons of nested structural equation models. We began by 

intercorrelating each of the control variables and the independent variable (PCO). Then, in 

accord with prior research and following the conservative approach employed by Powell and 

Greenhaus (2010) we created a model that contained only paths from the control variables to the 

model variables. Specifically, paths were created from gender, marital status, children living at 

home, social desirability, age, tenure, and job transitions to all mediators and the dependent 

variable (career planning, human capital, social capital, psychological capital, employability 
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Time 2, whole-life perspective Time 2, and work-life balance Time 2), along with three 

additional paths from employability Time 1 to employability Time 2, whole-life perspective 

Time 1 to whole-life perspective Time 2 , and work-life balance Time 1 to work-life balance 

Time 2 (χ2 = 1818.64 (525), p < .001, CFI = .84, RMSEA = .08). Then, to create a more 

parsimonious model, all non-significant paths were deleted to create Model 1 which served as a 

baseline for comparison (χ2 = 1671.28 (566), p < .001, CFI = .86, RMSEA = .08).  

Hypothesis 1 predicted a positive relationship between PCO and work-life balance. 

Therefore, we added a path from PCO to work-life balance Time 2 to create Model 2 (χ2 = 

1656.44 (565), p < .001, CFI = .87, RMSEA = .07). Consistent with Hypothesis 1, the addition 

of this path significantly improved the fit to the data (Δχ2 = 14.84 (1), p < .001) and PCO was 

positively related to work-life balance (β = .18, p < .01). 

 Next, we compared the hypothesized structural equation model (Figure 1) with the 

previous two models. The direct path from PCO to work-life balance was removed and paths 

were added to test each of the remaining hypothesized relationships. The hypothesized model 

(Model 3) (χ2 = 1331.66 (553), p < .001, CFI = .91, RMSEA = .06) provided good fit with the 

data and had a significantly lower chi-square than Model 1 (Δχ2 (13) = 339.62, p < .001) and 

Model 2 (Δχ2 (12) = 324.78, p < .001), suggesting that it fared best in these comparisons.  

  According to Model 3 and in support of Hypothesis 2, PCO was positively related to 

career planning (β = .35, p < .01). Consistent with Hypotheses 3a, b, and c, career planning was 

positively related to human, social, and psychological capital respectively (human: β = .61, p < 

.01; social: β = .40, p < .01; psychological: β = .59, p < .01). Partial support was found for 

Hypothesis 4 in that both social (4b) and psychological (4c) capital were positively related to 

perceived employability (social: β = .12, p < .05; psychological:  β = .11, p < .05); however, 
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human capital (4a) was not (β = .01, ns). Hypothesis 5, which predicted that PCO would be 

positively related to whole-life perspective, was supported (β = .23, p < .01), suggesting that 

individuals with a strong PCO tend to adopt a more holistic perspective toward their careers. 

Hypothesis 6, which predicted that the positive relationship between perceived employability and 

work-life balance would be stronger for individuals with a strong whole-life perspective, was 

also supported (β = .22, p < .01). Given discrepancies in interaction methodologies within the 

SEM literature, we followed previous researchers (DiRenzo, Weer, & Linnehan, 2013; Peng, 

Riolli, Schaubroeck, & Spain, 2012) and ran supplementary analyses of the moderating effects 

using hierarchical regression. These tests complement the SEM analysis and the findings were 

consistent across analyses.	
  The shape of the interaction is represented in Figure 3, and simple-

slope tests (Cohen et al., 2003) indicated that although there was a positive relationship between 

employability perceptions and work-life balance for individuals who hold a strong whole-life 

perspective (simple slope B = 2.54, t = 4.11, p < .01), there was no relationship between 

employability perceptions and balance for individuals who hold a weak whole-life perspective 

(simple slope B =  -.07, t = -.91, ns). 

We also employed bootstrap analysis in Amos using 2000 bootstrap samples to examine 

direct and indirect effects. The analysis indicated significant specific indirect effects of PCO on 

each of the three career capital variables through career planning (human: 95% CI = .03 to .11, p 

< .01; social: 95% CI = .02 to .09, p < .05, psychological: 90% CI = .02 to .11, p < .01). The total 

indirect effect of career planning on employability through social and psychological capital was 

also significant (95% CI = .01 to .12, p < .05). In addition, although there was an indirect effect 

of social capital on work-life balance through employability (95% CI = .01 to .07, p < .05), the 

indirect effect of psychological capital on work-life balance through employability was not 
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significant (95% CI = -.02 to .06, ns) and psychological capital did not have a direct effect on 

balance as well. Additionally, there was a significant total indirect effect of PCO on work-life 

balance through the model variables (95% CI = .03 to .12, p < .01) with the direct effect of PCO 

on balance no longer significant when including all of the mediating variables in the model. 	
  

----------------------------------  

Insert Figures 2 & 3 about here 

---------------------------------- 

Discussion  

 The aim of this study was to assess the relationship between PCO and work-life balance 

and examine the mechanism that explained this relationship. We found that PCO was positively 

related to work-life balance through heightened career planning, the accumulation of social and 

psychological capital, and enhanced perceptions of employability. Moreover, PCO was 

positively related to the adoption of a whole-life perspective, which strengthened the relationship 

between employability and work-life balance. These findings confirm the theoretical speculation 

that individuals pursuing a protean career experience greater balance in their lives (Briscoe & 

Hall, 2006; Briscoe et al., 2006; Hall, 2004; Hall & Richter, 1990) and shed light on the 

resources derived from PCO that may enhance balance.    

Theoretical Implications 

 Our findings provide theoretical insights into three related areas: (1) the career and life 

consequences of PCO; (2) the interconnections among three career-related concepts: career 

planning, career capital, and employability; and (3) the role of resources in achieving work-life 

balance. First, the positive relationship between PCO and career planning extends the earlier 

research of De Vos and Soens (2008) who found that the self-directed dimension of PCO related 
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to career self-management. Our use of a more inclusive composite measure of PCO demonstrates 

the relevance of self-directed and values-driven perspectives to the career planning process. 

Individuals with a strong PCO, that is, who take a proactive approach to achieve personally 

meaningful values, apparently see the virtue of setting career goals and developing plans and 

strategies that can provide resources to enable them to achieve their goals. It is also possible that 

their openness to experience and their learning goal orientation (Briscoe et al., 2006) encourage 

individuals with a strong PCO to engage in career planning activities because these activities 

provide opportunities to assess themselves and their work environment (Greenhaus, Callanan, & 

Godshalk, 2010).    

 Our results also indicate that the effect of a strong PCO extends beyond the work domain. 

Consistent with previous speculation in the literature, PCO was related to both work-life balance 

and whole-life perspective. Protean-oriented individuals are strongly motivated to fulfill their life 

purpose (Hall, 2004), and take self-directed action to acquire the resources (e.g., employability) 

necessary to actualize their goals. Moreover, individuals with a strong PCO adopt a whole-life 

perspective and tend to view their careers in the broader context of a constellation of life roles. 

Hence, for individuals high in PCO, fulfilling one’s life purpose requires actualizing goals in 

multiple elements of their lives (e.g., work, family, community). As a result, individuals high in 

PCO have both the capacity and the desire to be successful in multiple roles, and leverage their 

employability so as to achieve greater work-life balance.  

Second, this study demonstrated relationships among career planning, career capital, and 

employability. As predicted, career planning was positively related to all three forms of career 

capital: human, social, and psychological. Whereas prior research had established that elements 

of career planning (career goals and/or strategies) facilitate the acquisition of human and social 
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capital (Gould & Penley, 1984; Noe, 1996; Wolff & Moser, 2006, 2009), the present study 

extended these beneficial effects of career planning to the development of psychological 

resources. It is not clear whether enhanced hope, optimism, self-efficacy, and resilience are 

derived from the very act of setting a goal or enacting a strategy or whether they arise from 

recollections that prior career planning had resulted in career success that buoys positive 

thoughts about the future. Additional research is required to understand the mechanism by which 

career planning promotes psychological capital.    

The positive relationships of social capital and psychological capital with perceived 

employability are consistent with an important assumption of COR (Hobfoll, 1988; Halbesleben 

et al., 2014), namely that individuals with extensive resources are better able to create additional 

resources. Specifically, our findings illustrate the power of interpersonal resources (social 

capital) to sustain careers by providing employees with access to information and opportunities 

(Forret & Sullivan, 2002; Seibert et al., 2001) both of which can enable them to identify, create, 

and realize career prospects. Our results also point to the important role of PsyCap in the 

development of employability, thereby reinforcing the significance of psychological factors in 

employability (Fugate et al., 2004) and linking employability to the growing positive 

organizational behavior (POB) literature (Luthans, 2002).  

Human capital was unrelated to perceived employability in the present study, counter to 

prevailing theory and substantial evidence linking human capital investment to career success 

(Ng et al., 2005). It is unlikely that the nonsignificant relationship is due to psychometric 

problems with our measure of human capital, which has been used in prior research (Colakoglu, 

2006; Eby et al., 2003), had satisfactory internal consistency (α = .77), and was predictably 

related to other variables in the present study such as PCO, career planning, and social and 
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psychological capital (Table 1). An alternative explanation is that workers today may accept a 

requisite level of know-how (human capital) as a necessary condition simply to compete for jobs, 

but anticipate that success and survival in a progressively more competitive economy ultimately 

depend on the value of their networks (social capital) and their optimism and resolve 

(psychological capital) to create and capitalize on opportunities. Should this be confirmed in 

future research, when it comes to enhancing perceptions of employability, the old adage might be 

updated to “it’s not what you know, but whom you know… and what you’re made of.”  

Third, the present study provides insights into the role of resources in promoting work-

life balance (Voydanoff, 2005). We found that a dispositional characteristic, a strong PCO, 

enables individuals to acquire social capital (a contextual resource) and psychological capital (a 

personal resource). In turn, social capital and psychological capital relate to heightened 

employability (a personal resource) that may provide employees with enhanced feelings of 

security (a personal resource) as well as sufficient influence (a personal resource) to receive 

greater organizational flexibility and support (a contextual resource) all of which culminate in 

greater work-life balance. Some of these connections between resources were empirically 

observed in this study (relationships of social capital and psychological capital with 

employability) and other connections were proposed to explain why employability potentially 

enhances work-life balance (relationships of employability with organizational support and 

feelings of security). Taken together, these findings are consistent with the notion of a resource 

gain spiral (Hobfoll, 2002; ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012) that can contribute to heightened 

feelings of work-life balance.  

However, our findings also suggest that resources can only go so far in fostering work-

life balance. We found that perceived employability related positively to balance only for 
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individuals who adopt a strong whole-life perspective. We had reasoned that a strong whole-life 

perspective provides the motivation to use resources that arise from employability (e.g., 

flexibility, support, autonomy, security) to attain balance. In other words, the availability of 

resources proximal to balance does not guarantee that these resources will be used to support 

balance, just as the availability of an organization’s flexible work arrangements does not 

guarantee that employees will actually use the arrangements (Allen, Johnson, Kiburz, & 

Shockley, 2013). Individuals are more likely to see employability as a resource when it is 

perceived as instrumental in achieving an important goal (Halbesleben et al., 2014), such as 

achieving greater work-life balance, which is presumably a central value for individuals who 

adopt a strong whole-life perspective.  

Viewing work-life balance as derived from a combination of resources and motivation 

can be a useful perspective with which to conduct future research. For example, the impact of 

employability on access to flexible work arrangements may depend on the culture of the 

organization, and the effect of a whole-life perspective on leveraging resources may be 

dependent on the self-confidence of the employee. Moreover, a variety of job-related resources 

(e.g., autonomy, social support) may interact with a number of different motivational factors 

(e.g., felt responsibility for dependents) to predict work-life balance. Clearly, further research is 

required to identify the resources and the motivational factors that are most relevant to the 

achievement of work-life balance.    

Practical Implications 

 The findings of the present study have several practical implications for individuals and 

their employers regarding the development of a strong PCO and the achievement of enhanced 

work-life balance. First, because PCO is associated with the acquisition of resources such as 
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career capital and employability, it is important for employees to appreciate the virtue of 

adopting a self-directed, values-driven approach to managing their careers. Although PCO can be 

cultivated through self-reflection throughout one’s career (Sargent & Domberger, 2007), it is 

likely that developmental relationships can also contribute to the development of a strong PCO. 

For example, mentors can assist protégés to become more values-driven by encouraging them to 

craft their own personal definitions of career success (Greenhaus & Singh, 2007) as well as to 

become more self-directed in developing proactive strategies to help them achieve their 

idiosyncratic goals. In addition, it is plausible that employees can achieve a strong PCO by 

modeling the attitudes and behaviors displayed by their mentors and supervisors. Just as 

leadership styles (e.g., ethical leadership, abusive supervision) trickle down through role 

modeling from a higher level to a lower level in an organization (Mawritz, Mayer, Hoobler, 

Wayne, & Marinova, 2012; Mayer, Kuenzi, Greenbaum, Bardes, & Salvador, 2009), so too can 

self-directed and values-driven orientations and actions by mentors and managers be observed 

and modeled by protégés and subordinates.     

 Whereas a strong PCO can be developed through self-reflection and role modeling, 

organizations need to provide resources and outlets to retain these highly employable 

individuals. Given high PCO employees’ predilection to engage in proactive career planning to 

accumulate career capital, organizations should provide a variety of practices to assist employees 

in more effectively planning their careers by receiving feedback about their job performance and 

career potential, obtaining guidance from managers, mentors, and human resources counselors, 

and gaining information regarding—and access to—career opportunities within the organization 

(Baruch, 2006). Moreover, career opportunities must be sufficiently customized to enable high 

PCO employees to achieve their idiosyncratically developed conception of career success. 
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Therefore, it is essential that employers understand (for example, through individual career 

discussions and broader audits of employee attitudes) the wide range of job attributes and career 

experiences that are consistent with different employees’ notion of what contributes to a 

successful career.   

Regarding the achievement of work-life balance, employees should recognize that 

attaining balance requires not only resources and options but also a whole-life perspective that 

places a priority on balance and considers the impact of career decisions on life outside of work. 

Factoring family considerations into work-related decisions requires employees to frame such 

decision situations (e.g., relocation, a new work assignment) broadly enough to recognize that 

the decisions that they make at work can have an effect (either positive or negative) on their 

family lives (Powell & Greenhaus, 2012). We believe that employees can appreciate the virtue of 

a whole-life perspective and learn how to factor family-related issues into career decisions by 

observing and modeling mentors and managers in a family-supportive organizational culture 

(Thompson, Beauvais, & Lyness, 1999) who themselves have adopted a whole-life perspective. 

  It is also important for organizations to recognize the increasing importance of balance 

in their employees’ lives (Newman, 2011) and provide sufficient resources to retain high-PCO 

employees who adopt a strong whole-life perspective and also have sufficient employability to 

leave a job that excessively intrudes into other parts of their lives. A variety of formal (e.g., 

flexibility policies) and informal (e.g., family-supportive supervision and organizational cultures) 

sources of organizational support are associated with low work-family conflict and high work-

family enrichment, both of which contribute to greater balance in life (Greenhaus et al., 2014).   

Finally, business schools should recognize that they play a potentially significant role in 

helping their students to navigate their careers in a self-directed and values-driven (i.e., protean) 
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manner to achieve their career goals and, if important to them, a high level of work-life balance. 

Educational institutions can assist students in this task by providing them with opportunities to 

understand their values, develop a proactive or self-directed approach to their careers, and learn 

what it is like to work in an organizational setting. These opportunities can be provided through a 

combination of career management coursework, small group workshops, individual career 

counseling, and realistic organizational experiences via internships and cooperative education 

work assignments.   

Limitations and Future Research 

Because the present study relied on self-reported measures of the model variables, some 

concern over common method bias may exist. Therefore, we employed procedures 

recommended by Podsakoff et al. (2012) to both minimize common method variance and 

estimate its effect and found that common method bias did not appear to be an issue inhibiting 

the adequate testing of our hypotheses. Additionally, the incorporation of interaction effects 

minimizes the effect of a common method (Evans, 1985) and utilizing the same source in 

examining interactive effects should in fact deflate results (Siemsen, Roth, & Oliveira, 2010). 

Nevertheless, we encourage future research to collect second source data to assess variables such 

as employability (e.g., objective indicators of market value) and work-life balance (e.g., family, 

friends, and co-worker perceptions of the focal individual’s effectiveness in different roles) when 

feasible.  

Additionally, although data were collected at two points in time spread over a 30-month 

interval, the inclusion of additional waves of data would have been helpful to provide stronger 

evidence regarding the causal relationships between model variables. For example, although we 

positioned PCO as an antecedent to the accumulation of career capital through career planning, it 
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is possible that enhanced human, social, and psychological capital can provide employees with 

the self-confidence to become more self-directed and values-driven and to engage in extensive 

career planning activities. Similarly, it is possible that the achievement of a high level of work-

life balance encourages employees to adopt a stronger whole-life perspective when facing future 

career decisions.   

 Lastly, although our sample consisted of employees in a variety of industries and 

occupations, the respondents were self-selected college-educated employees holding full-time 

jobs, all of which may limit the generalizability of our findings. Therefore, future research 

should examine the prevalence and influence of PCO, career planning, career capital, and 

employability in the careers of a broader range of employees that includes less highly educated 

workers as well as part-time employees.   

 This study presents a number of other interesting avenues for future research as well. 

Although our study focused on the relationship between PCO and career capital through enacting 

proactive career planning, it is likely that PCO may relate to a number of other career-related 

behaviors and outcomes as well. Future research should address PCO’s link with a variety of 

work- and career-related outcomes, such as P-O fit, job engagement, and objective and 

subjective career success, as well as the different career planning behaviors that may explain 

these relationships.  

Additionally, research to date has only addressed the positive outcomes associated with 

PCO, leading scholars to speculate about the possible shortcomings of enacting protean-type 

careers (Sullivan & Baruch, 2009). What happens when highly values-driven individuals do not 

achieve their goals? Might the ardent pursuit of one’s values create rigidity in adherence to these 

values that is dysfunctional as individuals and circumstances change over a lifetime? These and 
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other plausible negative effects wait to be tested. Moreover, although we have portrayed (and 

continue to view) self-directed, values-driven career management as a reflection of personal 

agency, one might also view PCO as a reaction to circumstances of the labor market  (e.g., 

economic turbulence, transactional psychological contracts) that reflects a dependency on rather 

than independence from market demands.     

Furthermore, additional research is required to explore the stability of PCO over time and 

to examine whether specific individual actions and career experiences can affect an employee’s 

protean orientation. Just as certain types of shocks or tragic events may cause individuals to 

reassess work and life priorities and trigger a strong protean orientation (Hall, 2004; Sargent & 

Domberger, 2007), other types of shocks may have contrasting effects that cause people to shy 

away from self-direction and/or values-driven behaviors. In a similar vein, research should 

determine whether an organization’s culture may encourage or discourage employees from 

adopting a self-directed, values-driven approach to their careers and, importantly, whether 

organizations can provide sufficient career opportunities to retain these individuals. Encouraging 

proactive behavior has the seemingly positive consequence of yielding a more highly skilled and 

competent workforce that can potentially offer competitive advantage. However, doing so can 

also empower individual employees with greater employability and leverage, making it 

problematic for those organizations that struggle to provide sufficient career opportunities to 

retain increasingly skilled workers. As such, patterns of organizational settings should be 

systematically studied with respect to the sources of employers’ and employees’ respective 

bargaining power. 
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