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Abstract
Objective: This article examines how workers supported by outplacement services
engage with an occupational transition through problem solving and learning.
Participants: The participants were 23 mid-life redundant white collar workers with at
least eight years in their sector, organization or occupation. The selected interviewees
either participated in training to broaden their professional competence or did not make
any such ‘expansive’ efforts. Methods: The study was based on narrative interviews,
which enabled a detailed cross case examination of individuals’ actions and choices and
how the process unfolds over time. Results: The results showed that people treat their
job loss as a practical problem to be solved using various strategies. This problemsolving process is structured, with people passing similar crossroads defining particular
challenges and opportunities giving people limited sets of choices. Conclusion: The
results point to the significance of creativity and learning in occupational transitions.
Keywords: job search; outplacement, lifelong learning

1. Introduction
Given the significance of work to peoples’ wellbeing, job loss and occupational
transitions represent major challenges to both individuals and employers. If the job loss
occurs in midlife, and if the worker is settled in the occupation, the event could be even
more demanding (1). The effects of globalization, the unpredictability of the labour
market, high rates of unemployment and the large numbers of redundancies make this
area of research a vital one. Moreover, since our notions of career are changing, with
lifetime employment being replaced by a necessity for lifelong learning, flexibility and
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work-life mobility (cf. 2, 3, 4), questions about how people manage transitions are
becoming increasingly important.
While the negative effects of job loss and unemployment have been widely examined
(e.g. 5), what people actually do to deal with a job loss has not. The subject of the
present study is therefore the process of transition extending from the notice of
redundancy to reemployment. Rather than focusing on the effects of job loss and
unemployment, this article examines how people engage with this transition through
problem solving and learning.
This study is based on interviews with 23 middle-aged male and female white-collar
workers who had been made redundant and were enrolled at an outplacement agency.
We chose a qualitative approach using a life-course research design, which enables
detailed examination of individuals’ actions and choices and how the process unfolds
over time.
Like many other white-collar workers in Sweden, their employment security is built on a
collective agreement that ensures them outplacement services in times of redundancy.
While this specific arrangement is quite unique (6), the use of outplacement services is
expanding in European countries to support individuals and to deal with redundancies in
a responsible way (7). As will be shown, outplacement services promote both formal and
informal learning processes.
The aim of the study is to understand the process through which people engage with an
occupational transition. There are many factors that may have an influence on this
transition and therefore we delimit the study by specifically look at the process of
transition as a sequence of actions and deliberations. Doing this we utilize a view of
action present in the tradition of pragmatism (8, 9). More specifically, the study
addresses the following questions: what pathways are followed, what are the salient
crossroads and junctures and how is it possible to understand the choices people make
when moving from redundancy to reemployment?
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Drawing on interview data and cross-case analysis of individual trajectories, we suggest
that the process of occupational transition, as experienced by white-collar workers
participating in outplacement services, leads through several events with adherent
choices. The choices people make and the lines of action they follow in the process of
problem solving promote learning of different kinds. Also, serendipity is crucial in the
process.
2. Occupational transitions as a problem-solving engagement
Most research on occupational transitions has focused on young people’s transitions
between school and work. Today, however, people make several work transitions during
their lifetime, some of which are enforced (10). Fouad (10) accordingly states that
notions of a career are ‘shifting from viewing career as a choice made early in life to
viewing career as a series of choices or forced transitions that individuals make over a
life span’. However, when research on career development addresses the challenge of
transitions, the theoretical perspectives used assume that people make transitions
voluntarily and under optimal circumstances (11). Therefore, research needs to address
the question of enforced work transitions in adult life under real-life circumstances.
We can identify a number of empirical research traditions related to the present study.
One of them has mainly looked for different effects in terms of for instance
socioeconomic change, psychosocial and/or health effects following job loss and
unemployment (12, e.g. 13). A second tradition approaches the subject from the
perspective of the unemployed, studying ‘experiences’ of job loss and unemployment
(e.g. 14). A third tradition focuses on various types of interventions (e.g. outplacement
including counselling and psychological assessment) and their effects (15, 16). A fourth
tradition examines ‘job search behaviour’, looking at the antecedents and effects of the
individual approaches to job seeking (17), methods used to gain information about
available jobs and/or contacting employers (18, 19), and the significance of social
resources (e.g. 20). Though valuable, none of these research traditions looks at the
strategies in terms of actions, decisions and professional moves used by people
searching for a new job or employment.
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A fifth tradition is research based on the coping concept. This tradition aims at
understanding ‘the process by which people cope with job loss’ (21, p. 311). Research
on coping emphasize on the importance of individuals’ ‘coping goals’, arguing that the
success of a person’s reemployment coping goal predicts the intensity of job searching,
which in turn predicts reemployment (22). Others have shown, however, that jobseeking intensity does not mediate the relationship between goal orientation and
reemployment outcomes (23). Summarizing their own results from researches on job
searching behaviour and pointing out what knowledge is missing, Kanfer et al. made the
following comment:
The more difficult issue facing the field pertains to elucidating the person-situation
factors, processes, and pathways by which individual differences in job search
behaviour affect employment outcomes (24).

It is therefore important to pursue research that aims to describe patterns in individuals’
actions dealing with job loss and looking for new employment.
Many researchers assumed that goal-setting and action follow each other linearly in the
course of human action: a job loss sets the coping process in motion, pushing the
individual to consider his or her situation through a cognitive process called appraisal,
which affects the individual’s coping goal, which in turn results in coping strategies (cf.
21). One problem with this view is that it does not recognize that people create and
recreate goals creatively in the course of the act. Individuals searching for jobs do not
have one single, fixed goal; rather they often operate with a variety of different possible
‘ends-in-view’ (8, 9). A further problem with this view is that it does not take into
account the role of serendipity in human action.
As an alternative theoretical framework, losing a job and finding a new one can be
thought of in pragmatic terms, as problem solving and learning. Through this process
individuals change both the situation and themselves, through for instance continued
education. Problem solving is often acknowledged as an important coping strategy (25);
however, the process of problem solving, its organization and inner structure, is not
investigated in coping research. Overall, in narrowly focusing on goal setting and job
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search intensity, previous research does not recognize variation within individuals’
coping strategies, creativity and chance. Therefore it is important to look at the actual
actions performed by individuals in their effort to change their situation and the learning
that is implied in this process. Actions generally imply various orientations and
definitions of a situation, creating a possible space for further action (8). As a
consequence it would be fair to assume that these actions over time are sequentially
organized and in turn transform and redefine situations, giving rise to new opportunities
for future actions.
The suggested theoretical framework has three important implications on learning.
Firstly, people learn through action, engagement and problem solving. Secondly,
learning is more than adaptation: the actual situation is changed when people act, which
is why new opportunities emerge (26). And thirdly, in emphasizing learning and
problem solving, it also suggests that agency is ‘achieved, rather than possessed’ (27).
Unlike previous research, this study addresses on issues of job loss, work transition and
learning. The value of integrating these different framework is further supported by the
rise and spread of outplacement counselling as a strategy to deal with redundancies and
to ‘reconcile economic efficiency and social welfare’ (7), since outplacement promotes
learning in different respects.
3. Method and material
The method most commonly used in research on coping mechanisms is surveys, and
sometimes longitudinal surveys. If the aim is to study the organization and structure of
the process of job transition rather than coping strategies, then survey methodology
suffers from at least one limitation: data from surveys are aggregated and only capture
momentary properties. Further, surveys tend to approach using a fixed and
predetermined set of coping strategies. If, however, career trajectories are rather
characterized by discontinuity and inter-individual variability, it is necessary to use a
comparative, case-based analysis to capture ‘engagement in occupational transitions’
(28).
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The project is part of an ongoing cooperation with outplacement agencies focusing on
work-life mobility. Through two agencies (TRR Trygghetsrådet and Trygghetsstiftelsen)
contact was established with ‘mid-life’ white-collar men and women, who are
participating or had participated in outplacement programmes. In Sweden most whitecollar workers and their employers utilize outplacement services when faced with
redundancies. The support offered is individually tailored but generally includes career
counselling, courses in job search methods and other educational arrangements that
facilitate career decision-making and enhance people’s job search abilities. The activities
start as soon as a person knows that he or she is going to be made redundant. Sometimes
people also receive limited financial support, for example to attend longer courses.
When people wish to start a business, they are offered consultation with a business
advisor. The employer, too, is offered support and advice on how to conduct the process
of redundancy.
We assumed that the learning process would be more pronounced and apparent among
people whose participation in outplacement counselling extended for some time,
compared to those who quickly found a new work. Further, we assumed that the
challenges in connection with work transition would be different for younger people not
yet settled in the labour market compared to persons somewhat older and more settled in
terms of career, social and economic commitments. People close to retirement age, on
the other hand, would tend to be less interested in career change. Hence, we selected
individuals between the ages of 35 and 55 years with at least eight years in their sector,
organization or occupation and whose participation in outplacement counselling had
extended for more than eight months. The selected interviewees either participated in
training to broaden their professional competence or did not make any such ‘expansive’
efforts. In this way we ensured a variation among individuals, covering both ends of a
continuum. In total 23 persons were selected (Table 1).
The interview guide was designed to promote narration by encouraging people to talk
about the sequence of events, experiences and actions from the notice of redundancy to
the present. The aim was to produce data about the course of events and how those
events were understood and acted upon. We therefore conducted semi-structured
interviews, asking interviewees to tell the story of the transition. The initial interview
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question was: ‘I was told that you have been working at (company) but that you lost
your job. Would you please tell the story about this and what has happened since then?’
To help interviewees remember and develop their narrative, probing questions were
asked as well as follow-up questions such as ‘And what happened then?’, ‘What is

Marital status

Educational
level

Age

Years since
notice

Ann

f

partner

senior high school

53

2

Business administrator

25

Britt

f

partner

senior high school

38

5

Postman

16

Carl

m

partner

senior high school

41

2

Key account manager

19

Diana

f

single

41

2

Assistant nurse/Industrial worker

Erik

m

partner

45

1

Key account salesman

Felicia

f

partner

senior high school
university
(incomplete)
university

41

5

Engineer

10

Gabriel

m

partner

university

51

1.5

Agricultural manager

21

Hanna

f

partner

senior high school

40

1.5

Administrator

19

Isak

m

partner

senior high school

49

1.5

Communication specialist

20

Jessica

f

partner

senior high school

39

1.5

Executive official

9

Katrine

f

partner

senior high school

50

2

Executive official

30

Louise

f

partner

senior high school

45

1.5

Purchaser

9

Madelene

f

partner

37

1

Sales manager

12

Niklas

m

single

42

5

Postman

Olivia

f

single

45

1.5

Assistant book-keeper

Paula

f

partner

university
university
(incomplete)
university
(incomplete)
secondary school

47

3.5

Restaurant manager

30

Robert

m

partner

secondary school

47

2

Logistician

10

Sara

f

partner

senior high school

45

4

Assistant nurse

23

Therese

f

partner

senior high school

44

1

Marketing manager

14

Ulrik

m

partner

university

46

3

Engineer

8

Vendela

f

single

senior high school

44

3

Receptionist

10

Ylva

f

partner

senior high school

42

5

Engineer

13

Zlatan

m

single

senior high school

39

2.5

IT consultant

10

Position

Gender

Years in
org/occ/secto
r

Table 1: The interviewees. Names have been changed for confidentiality.

15/4
20

15
10
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happening at the present moment?’ and ‘In five or ten years’ time, what will you be
doing then?’ Interviewees were interviewed once each, with the average length of an
interview approximately 70 minutes. The first interview was conducted in March 2008
and the last in January 2009.
The analysis started with careful verbatim transcription of the interviews. The
transcriptions were then analysed in four steps. In the first step, salient events that
constituted the process of transition in each individual interview were identified, that is,
events that were reported and defined as salient by the interviewees themselves. Those
events were marked out on a time line. In a second step, actions, situation definitions
and orienting efforts in people’s trajectories in relation to those events were identified
and described. In a third step, the action options were identified, that is, choices that
were oriented toward future actions. And in a fourth step all individual cases were
analysed through comparative cross-case analysis. Events and actions in the individual
cases were compared to identify recurrent event patterns by looking at similarities and
differences.
4. Findings
Because of the character of the interview guide, we were able to obtain narratives about
individual transitions. Examining those narratives, certain events appeared to be crucial
to individuals’ decision-making since they included options – i.e. they were events with
adherent, emergent and salient choices. Thus, the events appeared to be ‘choice
junctures’ that influenced the future course of actions and events. One major finding,
therefore, is that the process of orienting from an initial notice of redundancy to looking
for educational possibilities, to investing in a new professional career, to looking for a
new job, and finally getting one, is not continuous. Rather this process can be viewed as
structured into a number of ‘choice junctures’ characterized by certain challenges,
opportunities and outcomes. We identified four such choice junctures with specific
challenges, questions to address and decisions to be made. They are described below
under the following headings: initial orientation, review and assessment, enhancement
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and relating. As will be shown and subsequently discussed, the choices people make to a
large extent concern learning.
Individuals did not necessarily follow one path but decided anew at each point. That is,
decisions made at one point open up certain possibilities that lead people in directions
they did not necessarily foresee at a previous moment. The problem-solving activities
were influenced and aided by the outplacement agency. When participating in individual
career counselling and when listening to other people’s stories in workshops, people
gained support, challenges and stimulation in their career reflections. As a consequence,
the activities of the job-seeking individuals were partly structured by the organizational
structure and educational arrangements of TRR and TSN.
The participants in this study all enjoyed the benefits of a collective agreement that
regulated the process following the redundancy notice. The agreement gave them access
to outplacement services including counselling and other educational incentives, and
limited financial support. At the same time, however, important differences should be
noted, affecting how the individuals initially defined their situation. The period between
the first declarations of forthcoming redundancy to the employee’s last day at work
differed from a few months to more than a year. Other differences include the amount of
financial support received during outplacement: some employers offered compensation
equivalent to one year’s salary; in other cases, the support offered was very limited and
came from the outplacement agency. Sometimes financial support was offered to
employees taking voluntary redundancy, and in some cases companies supported people
who started their own business.
One might presume that all persons received their notice of redundancy in almost the
same way and in that sense were able to start from roughly the same situation. In fact,
there were noticeable differences in when, where and in what position people received
their notice. For instance, people who were active in the trade union and/or with formal
or informal relations to senior managers sometimes were aware of the redundancy long
before others. Some people were given more or less explicit hints that the company
wished to retain them even though they were included in the list of those to be made
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redundant. Given the importance of being prepared, faced with a disruptive event, such
differences should not be overlooked.
Further, when receiving notice, people’s positions regarding their employment varied
significantly. Some people were on parental leave when they received notice of
redundancy. Being on parental leave clearly limits an employee’s ability to negotiate
with his or her employer, similarly his or her opportunities to take part in discussions
with colleagues. Since parental leave in Sweden may extend over more than one year,
the job loss was perceived at some distance given the relatively long time to reflect.
Some of the participants were planning to take courses at university when they received
their notice. Of course such a situation also affected the initial response as well as the
whole process of outplacement.
Thus, some people were already prepared for the redundancy notice and others were
already continuing or were planning to continue their education. Yet others were
partially absent from the labour market due to different forms of leave. Though it is
predictable that people start the transition from different situations, the point made here
is that there were marked differences between individuals in terms of preparedness.
4.1. Initial orientation: ‘Lose and regain’ or ‘time for a change’?
Having received a notice of redundancy, there was considerable variation in how
difficult and acute people defined their situation. Further, people also varied in how they
described their emotional response. Some people characterized themselves as ‘cool’
(Robert), others as ‘depressed’ (Eric) or ‘sad’ (Vendela). Some of the interviewees said
that they received the notice with a sense of ‘relief’ (Diana).
The notice of redundancy also had different meanings for the interviewees. Sometimes
this had to do with biographical circumstances, as some interviewees already had an
alternative desired work or career path in mind when they received their notice. In such
cases the job loss provided these individuals with a chance to make happen something
they had been considering, and the redundancy was defined as an opportunity to realize
this vision. Others reported that they had problems at work that would have forced them
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to leave anyway – for instance poor working conditions, heavy workload or problematic
relations with a manager. In such cases, redundancy was defined as a release: thanks to
the redundancy notice, they were liberated from the burden and could now pursue new
careers or work possibilities. Yet others stated that they had been treated unfairly in the
process, describing their redundancy as an offence.
Focusing not primarily on people’s emotional response rather on their engagement in
terms of action orientation (although there was a richness and variety here too), it seems
possible to make a distinction between two very broad but basic kinds of orientation at
this moment: (1) those interviewees that tried to embrace change, and (2) those
interviewees that wished to re-establish what they had lost by securing a new job in the
same profession or position.
Among the first group, some treated their redundancy as an opportunity to realize a
vision. One such person is Ann, a 53-year-old woman who had been working at a large
company in a large city for 25 years:
Somewhere in the back of my mind I have always felt I would like to do something
completely different (…) and I felt that now perhaps I may get my opportunity to
take this leap in life.

To Ann the redundancy was seen as an opportunity to realize a vision. This particular
meaning which is assigned to the job loss enables and informs the actions to come. It
makes Ann prepared to radically redefine herself, her life, her husband and her children.
Her participation in the outplacement services was also influenced by the way she
understood the redundancy. Her story reveals that the change is radical and comes about
quickly. Immediately after that the company informed her that she would be included in
the outplacement programme, she took a holiday and a month later left her home town
and the urban milieu to settle in the countryside and set up a youth hostel. Of course, not
everyone who embraced change had such a clear vision as Ann. As will be noted later
on, some people embraced change without any vision about the future at all.
Other interviewees intended to pursue their existing career. For some of them, the notice
of redundancy was accompanied by grief and depression, sometimes anger. Others
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approached the situation in a more controlled way. One of the participants in the study,
Vendela, a 44-year-old office worker, represents perhaps what most people regard as a
typical occupational transition following involuntary job loss. She became very
distressed and wanted to find similar work as quickly as possible:
Your mind was racing at 100 miles an hour: How will I fix this? How? (...) I’m
looking for administrative jobs because that is what I can do. I haven’t looked for
shop assistant jobs, I haven’t looked for a job as a rep, well, I know where I like to
be, uh I was, I have been working with that since I left senior high school in 1982
and this is my kind of thing

Four weeks after Vendela left her job, she was offered work as a receptionist and,
although not ideal, she accepted. Explaining her decision to the interviewer, she stated:
‘I can’t afford to say no’. To Vendela being unemployed was not a thrilling adventure to
realize a vision or an opportunity to enter long-term education, rather a struggle to regain
what was lost. It was important to find a new job as soon as possible, and the overall
goal was (as she put it) ‘to get back to office work’. The result of such an understanding
was that Vendela acted enthusiastically and ‘conservatively’. Considering herself an
administrative kind of person, Vendela looked for a quick solution that meant continuity
with her professional history.
Having received a notice of redundancy, people thus considers their situation differently
and approaches the future differently. The basic distinction drawn here is between
conservative approaches and radical ones: sometimes a redundancy induces change
while on other occasions it makes people hold on to their professional identity. At the
same time, we should underscore the variation within each group: among those who are
open to change some have a clear vision of the future, while others do not, rather they
are simply looking for a change. Also when people stick to their current career, they do
so with a variety of approaches: sometimes stressed, other times more calmly. These
respective orientations of course unfold in different lines of actions influenced, among
other things, by the contact with the outplacement agencies. While a ‘radical’ orientation
suggests a thorough exploration of opportunities and intentions, a ‘conservative’
approach do not call for very extensive efforts in the next step.
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4.2. Review and assessment: exploration of opportunities and examination of intentions
When people contacted the outplacement agencies (TRR and TSL), they were offered
counselling, workshops and other educational activities. Their competencies, ambitions
and need for further education were reviewed; people received guidance on the current
labour market situation and on effective job search methods. They were also given
information about the alternative of starting their own business and they would receive
information from a host of other sources, too, including newspapers, the Internet, and the
public employment service. Individual strategies for gaining information varied
considerably, as did people’s ways of utilizing the outplacement services on offer. Some
had only a single phone contact with a counsellor, while others had recurrent meetings
and participated in courses and training. Some of the interviewees took up contact with
the agency themselves, while others were invited by the counsellor to take part in the
services offered.
Partly as a consequence of the institutional interventions, the interviewees at this
moment in the process were potentially in a position to systematically review and assess
their own situation. For different individuals this meant different things. Some people
knew approximately in what direction they wanted to pursue their professional and
educational efforts, but hesitated because they needed information of different kinds
before making a career decision. They needed to explore what opportunities are at hand.
Among those are e.g. entrepreneurs that during the transition tried out different business
concepts and developed market plans. Also the group included people who aimed at
taking a specific course but needed to know where to find it or they needed to find out
how to finance the studies. To others, however, review and assessment did not only
include the exploration of opportunities. Those interviewees made a more fundamental
review that included an examination of their own intentions. They were rather concerned
because they did not know what to do. They questioned their own ambitions, raising
issues like what kind of work or occupation they really wanted or whether they perhaps
ought to take a course at university. Thus it is possible to draw a distinction between
those interviewees who explored (market) opportunities and those who additionally
examined their own intentions – before making any career choice.
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One of the interviewees, Gabriel, a 51 years-old agriculture manager, had the intention
to becoming a truck-drivers teacher after being made redundant. However, to realize this
career change he needed to know more about what the qualifications were, what courses
he must take and if he was permitted to apply to those courses at all.
The public employment service and TRR as well… they do not know what
opportunities there are. But, I am a rather eager person, and I do not give up, and I
am rather good at using the telephone, so I started to call around and check out: what
counts if you want to be a truck-drivers teacher? (…) ‘What counts really?’ (…) and
then I spoke to number two (…) and then I begun to realize that using the phone is
not enough, one need to start using e-mail: So I sent in one mail after the other (…)
and then there was a mail: ‘You can apply!’

Gabriel’s account is rather extensive; he is talking for a quite a while about all the
research efforts that he made before being in position to apply. Thus, when reviewing
his situation, far-reaching exploration efforts were necessary to gain information about
the proper way forward.
To another interviewee, Felicia, a 41-year-old engineer, review and assess is something
rather different. Like Gabriel, she deliberated considerably before making any further
career moves; however she did not only explore the opportunities but also her own
intentions. Believing that she had chosen the wrong occupation, with redundancy she
considered a career change. However, finding a new career proved to be difficult:
I didn’t want to return to that kind of work environment any more. What did I want
to do? And then we had, at TRR they had one of those ‘Have the courage to look for
a job’ – or whatever they call it – ‘course’. And I thought it would build me up, but it
was the other way around. I felt I could do nothing (…) I thought it was desperate,
really. And what would I do? What would I think? And then I had to act on the basis
of what I thought was funny

When reviewing her situation, Felicia put forward questions concerning her own
intentions and ambitions and hesitated before making any further choice. She did not
know in what direction she should pursue her professional career. She also tried
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different routes before finding the one she wished to follow. Obviously, the activities at
the outplacement bureau ‘helped’ Felicia to think about the situation. The same can be
found in other interviewees: people were stimulated to reflect, sometimes radically,
about both their former and future work life through the courses and other interventions
provided by the outplacement agencies.
To conclude the description of this choice juncture: encouraged by the outplacement
agency, people examined their intentions and learned about the labour market situation
and available educational options. At this juncture, the choice people make concerns
what kind of exploration to utilize. The distinction suggested is between people who
explore the market and people who also examine their intentions. Of course there is a
third group too, i.e. people who did not review at all but begun applying for jobs right
from the start. Any kind of review and assessment was superfluous to them because their
career decision was already done.
4.3. Enhancement: more of the same or engage in extensive learning projects?
Some of the interviewees found it important to participate in educational activities
during the transition to a new job. As has already been pointed out, outplacement is
partly an educational arrangement, with most bureaux teaching people about for instance
the labour market situation, how to write a CV and how to perform in job interviews.
However, for the present moment, what we have in mind is that people make efforts to
enhance not their ability to manage the transition per se but engage in preparations to
enhance their professional knowledge, abilities and qualifications.
Both TRR and TSN offered general competence enhancement and supported
people’s engagement in external educational activities. Some interviewees sensed that
they needed to refresh or further develop their current knowledge. Others took long-term
courses to change career radically. Yet others needed a certification of some kind to
realize their career decision, for instance a driving licence. Most clearly, the need for
competence enhancement was evident among would-be entrepreneurs. Thus, people’s
engagement in preparation varied a lot. Here we will draw a basic distinction between
confirmative and enlarging learning projects: while some people attempted to broaden
their professional competence, i.e. learn new things, others participated in educational
arrangements primarily to confirm and strengthen their current competence.
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Louise, a 45-year-old woman who had been working as a buyer, was one of the
interviewees who took a course to verify her existing knowledge:
TRR let me take part in a course in autumn 2007, so that I’ve got a paper now
showing that I’m an assistant bookkeeper (…) I have always had a little econ... uh
worked with finance in some way (…) I took ‘Office and Distribution’ at senior high
school. And this, I guess, was a refresher, or how do you say. [I: It was familiar?]
Yes, all of it. It was no problem; it was more about getting a piece of paper.

Louise participated in the competence development offered by the outplacement agency.
Although she did not really learn much that was new, she regarded the course as a
valuable ‘refresher’ and as a kind of confirmation of her current knowledge. Another
interviewee, Therese, applied a different educational strategy. She was 44 and was
employed as a marketing manager when she lost her job. Therese found it difficult to
find new work and decided to engage in educational activities:
I can speak Danish, but I can’t write it. And then I thought, ‘but now I can study it!’
(…) I was interested in working as a courier or in tourism (…) well, but then perhaps
I should take a course in that area (…) Yes, but was there anything else I could think
of? And then there was this estate agent thing (…) Now I am studying maths to get
the proper [qualifications]

Therese considered the situation as offering an opportunity to enhance her knowledge in
different areas of interest to her. She studied Danish and tourism in order to enhance her
employability, and she studied maths in case she subsequently changed career to become
an estate agent. Clearly, in taking the courses she was expanding her competence in
several ways.
The basic distinction at this moment is between on the one hand learning projects that
confirm and deepen and on the other hand learning projects that broaden peoples
existing professional knowledge. Of course, there is another alternative: sometimes
people do not make any learning efforts at all, but rather consider their current
competence and qualifications as sufficient. Some refuse to participate in learning
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projects because they do not consider it a positive experience. Motives not to participate
in education or training may also be financial: people can lose their unemployment
benefit if they enter full-time education. Again there is a crossroads, diverging paths to
reemployment; again what route people choose will determine the coming course of
events.
4.4. Connecting to employers and customers: ‘non-search’, respond or engage in
networking?
The final choice juncture was about what perhaps most – incorrectly as we have seen –
consider the one and only effort during a transition: choosing the proper job search
strategy. The interviewees’ engagement took the form of for instance answering
advertisements, face-to-face meetings with possible employers or customers, and less
formal situations such as a conversation with a manager, colleague, friend or relative.
At the most general level, this moment was about relating to a potential company or
employer in order to establish an employer-employee relationship. Among the would-be
entrepreneurs, too, this moment in the occupational transition was about relating, not to
potential employers but to potential customers in order to establish fruitful customersupplier relationships. To support the clients, the outplacement bureaux offered training
in writing applications, how to compile a CV and how to perform in job interviews. In
the same way, would-be entrepreneurs were offered consultation on marketing and
customer relations.
Among other aspects, the variation turned out to be in intensity or eagerness, as previous
research has also shown (19, 29). Job search intensity can be measured in terms of
frequency or volume (‘how often did you apply for a job’ or ‘how many jobs did you
apply for’). Some interviewees did send off many applications, while others did not send
off any applications at all but nevertheless gained reemployment or customers without
very much effort. Another aspect showing variation was the initiative in the job search
process. Some of the interviewees received job offers through the newspaper and
sometimes from the outplacement agency. Others called possible employers even though
there was no invitation or advertisement to reply to. A third aspect concerned distance
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versus closeness: for some of the interviewees a face-to-face encounter with a potential
employer or customer was crucial, and for this reason they visited the other party in
person; others by contrast merely sent a letter or e-mail.
Taken together, we identified three different strategies of action. Some of the
interviewees were given work opportunities by other people, employers or customers as
a result of their existing web of relations, without making any effort themselves. They
are sometimes labelled ‘non-searchers’ (30). The reason may be their strong
employability, attractiveness or because they enjoyed the benefits of advantageous social
capital. Others were more active and their primary strategy concerned answering
advertisements and sending off applications. And finally, some of the interviewees
engaged in networking, i.e. made active use of their social network and tried to enlarge
it, in order to come into contact with possible employers or customers.
Felicia, mentioned earlier, was an engineer who made a career change to become a
teacher after being made redundant. However, later on when she was working as a
teacher she decided to start her own business, recruited and empowered by a friend and
prospective customer:
I have a friend actually, she works... she she and I talked about jobs a lot, and then
she said – I would like to work with you! And uh she has encou encouraged me (…)
I had the idea but I haven’t really had the courage to put it into practice (…) She said
– If you... to get you on board, we have to hire you as a consultant! (…) I have been
looking for very few jobs

Felicia said that generally she has not searched for many jobs and this time made no
effort at all, rather she was head-hunted by a friend. Although she was successful, such a
strategy presupposes trust, high employability and a large amount of social capital.
To Robert, almost the opposite of Felicia, the primary strategy was to answer
advertisements:
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There is a lot to apply for really (…) I really [have] a lot of things to do [I: Like?]
Well, you have to go through all those staffing agencies, every advertisement uh, it
takes a huge amount of time

Robert worked hard to find a job. And his strategy was to read advertisements and reply
to them. Consequently, his activity was very dependent on the season, or rather the
number of available ads. Though he was active, restricting his activities to replying to
advertisement, he did not have the initiative when he was relating to possible employers.
Madelene, too, replied to advertisements, but she also used and expanded her social
network as a strategy to come into contact with and relate to potential employers:
Next week I will visit an exhibition (...) to meet some people (…) Then, the week
after that I will go to Finland to meet (…) my former contacts, meet some people
from the food sector in Finland and book a dozen or so meetings (…) And I was at
the ‘Food Products Day’ (…) a month ago, attended by the whole food sector in
Sweden (…) I had no company to represent though, I only represented myself.
People thought it was a bit strange, but (…) very useful to meet a lot of people and
tell them about myself and what I’m good at

Madelene used her professional relationships very strategically. She visited colleagues,
conferences and trade fairs, and contacted customers and rival companies as ‘you have
to keep expanding your network’. Her strategic and agentive approach appeared most
clearly when she took part in a conference representing only herself, even though it
appeared ‘a bit strange’ to other conference attendees. Madelene used her professional
network, but she also expanded it: she made more and larger nodes in her web of
professional relations.
In sum, the question to be addressed at this last choice juncture concerns relating. All
engaged in this; however individuals approach the task very differently. The differences
partly concern initiative and agency and the way people use and expand their social
resources. Three main kinds of engagements were identified: the passive approach
where people were given work opportunities through their existing web of relations; an
active approach where people responded to job offers found in newspapers or on the
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web; and the networking approach where people actively used and expanded their
personal and professional web of relations.

5. Discussion
The process through which people deal with job loss is complex and includes several
decisions and crossroads. The roads travelled by the interviewees varied, of course, but
it appeared equally reasonable to consider them as a process in which people pass
similar crossroads and make different choices. While some research strategies
presuppose global strategies of action that are assumed to cover the whole process from
redundancy to reemployment, the present research has shown that to understand
people’s engagement we must examine each moment separately. Further, it has shown
that learning is a major feature of occupational transitions.
People’s initial locations and emotional responses differ significantly; however, the
interviewees generally treated their job loss as a practical problem to be solved in some
way or another, and they used different actions and strategies at different points in the
process to solve or resolve the problem: to get a new job. While previous research
emphasizes job-search intensity and its ancestors, the findings of the present study show
that job loss may give rise to creativity and learning, and that reemployment is gained
not only or not even primarily through goal-setting and intense job seeking.
In this discussion, we wish to address three issues in particular. First the
occupational transition process and its various moments. Second, that problem solving
and creative action of course imply variation – there are no standard solutions, rather
major differences, when the interviewees are compared in detail. Finally, people’s
pathways are not necessarily linear or straightforward, rather some of the interviewees
‘backtrack’ to the previous choice junctures.
5.1. The process and its choice junctures
Initially we introduced the idea that the process of transition is not continuous but rather
structured by several choice junctures. At each moment people encounter different
challenges and opportunities. Faced by these, individuals make different choices which
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in turn influence the future course of events. Following a pragmatist’s line of thought,
the process and structure are basically ‘natural’ phenomena that occur when people’s
routine-based action is disrupted – they are thus comparable to other processes of
problem solving (cf. 8, 9). At the same time, however, the structure here was shaped by
the intervention, i.e. the outplacement services. Accordingly, two distinct forces – the
‘natural’ problem-solving impulse and the institutional arrangements – meet and interact
in this process.
5.2. Variation and underlying patterns
Variations were found between individuals at each point. But there was also variation
within each individual path, since a new decision is made at each moment. Four choice
junctures, each with at least two alternatives, means that there will be a large number of
different routes. When moving on, the individual faces new choices and people’s
trajectories diverge several times. Since people make a new choice at each moment, to
find out how many different routes there are, one needs to multiply the number of
alternatives at each moment together. Thus, the patterns of engagement in occupational
transitions are numerous. The large variation among the interviewees indicates that the
methods used by the outplacement agencies are not or should not be standardized but
‘tailored’ and highly individualized. Further, it suggests that the ‘natural’ process of
problem solving is not suppressed but rather released or supported by the intervention.
Consequently, occupational transitions embedded in these kinds of outplacement
arrangements include creativity and learning. Now, even though the choice junctures are
separate and people make new decisions at each moment, there are apparent connections
between them, i.e. there are underlying patterns. For example Time for a change is close
related to extensive learning projects while Lose and regain is connected to choosing
more of the same as educational strategy. The major difference between these two is
reflexivity, which is present in the first line of action but less obvious in the second.
5.3. Going back and forth
The variation within an individual’s trajectory is most obvious when people ‘backtrack’
to a previous choice juncture in order to make a different choice. Tracking back may
occur at different moments and for different reasons. Sometimes people have no success
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when applying for jobs, and for this reason find it necessary to backtrack. Other times
people find a new employment opportunity when they are encouraged to start their own
business; sometimes people backtrack after competence enhancement, believing that
their business concept was not good enough; and sometimes people are offered
employment after having just started up their own business. Some people have plural
visions concurrently and are thus prepared if the most desirable vision turns out to be a
dead end. In such cases, tracking back is managed without a great deal of distress. Those
people follow parallel tracks or have an emergency exit built into their career choice.
6. Conclusions
6.1. Learning in transitions
The main result of this study relates to job loss as an opportunity for novel career
choices. Thus, it supports suggestions put forward by Latack and Dozier (31), Eby and
Buch (32), Ezzy (33, 34), and Zikic and Klehe (35). However, the study advances our
understanding by pointing to the crossroads and choice junctures that are part of the
process, arguing that an occupational transition is not continuous. Examining these
choice junctures, the study further argues that outplacement services not only provide
consolation and information but, perhaps most importantly, promote learning in
transitions in several respects. These are outlined below.
Generally and according to the tradition of pragmatism, problem solving brings
about new knowledge, and it is for this reason that the whole process leading from
redundancy to reemployment should be considered a learning process. Regarding
learning outcomes, the transition generates experiences of growth and enrichment, and
people’s abilities to cope with difficulties in life are improved. Although we do not wish
to downplay the negative aspects of job loss and its potential to ‘diminish’ people and
their agency, it is important to highlight that, to people who succeed in moving on to
new employment, the process and its outcomes may described in completely different
and very positive terms.
Specifically, the considerations and reconsiderations occurring after the second choice
juncture mean that individuals learn more about themselves, about the labour market and
about the relation between themselves and the labour market. When people reconsider
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their former occupational choice, the transition includes identity work and the remaking
of an individual’s professional identity. This includes the acquisition of new professional
knowledge that occurs after the third choice juncture. Of course, people also learn about
the job search process, and how to manage occupational transitions. Finally, people
improve their ability to cope with difficulties in life. They thus acquire what might be
labelled transitional competence.
Among the several aspects of learning that occur in occupational transitions, the praxis
of reflexivity seems to be crucial. Influential theorists (36, 37) consider reflexivity to be
a major characteristic of late modernity. Further, some educational researchers argue that
the ‘development of reflexivity’ should be central to lifelong learning policies. Looking
for a theory of lifelong learning, Edwards, Ranson and Strain (38) argue that there has
been little discussion of ‘the nature of the learning required to engage with the change
processes to which it is meant to be a response’ (38). Pursuing this task they propose a
‘reflexive’ notion of lifelong learning as opposed to an ‘adaptive’ one: ‘it is through self
and social questioning (reflexivity) that people are able to engage with and (en)counter –
be affected by but also affect – contemporary uncertainties’ rather than through the
‘transmission and acquisition of knowledge and skills’ (38). In the same way Alheit (3),
when launching the notion of ‘biographical learning’, points out that identity work is
inherent in the learning process that occurs when people cope with change in their life
course.
As has been shown above, the practice of reflexivity varies significantly among people
who pursue occupational transitions. Some are very attracted by this praxis; others are
bothered by it because sometimes questions about life course are thrown up which have
no immediate answer. Some people do not seem to consider it as an option, e.g. to
question their own current career path. And still others do not initially question their
own intentions but indeed do so later on during the process.
6.2. Emergent agency
The investigation has shed light on the question of agency in occupational transitions.
To find a new orientation, make new career choices and take new actions after being
made redundant presupposes ‘the ability to exert control over and give direction to one’s
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life’ (27). The variation among individuals when engaging in the different lines of action
indicates that agency is not equally distributed but is ‘bounded’ by their past and present
sociocultural conditions (26). However, the variation within individuals’ trajectories
indicates that agency may emerge over time, dependent on for instance people’s
reflective efforts and biographical learning (cf. 27). Focusing on what individuals do
when moving from redundancy to reemployment, the present investigation has shown
that people’s sense of agency emerges in and through a process of problem solving and
learning. However, viewing this in relation to intervention, i.e. the outplacement
services, it has also been shown that agency is supported when the ‘natural’ process of
problem solving is stimulated through and embedded in institutional arrangements.
6.3. Serendipity
If coping with job loss includes learning and agency, it also includes chance and the
ability to seize opportunities. Sometimes serendipitous events seem to govern people’s
careers. In those instances people suddenly find themselves a training course, a job or
some other career option. Such opportunistic career choices are not necessarily related to
the previous considerations and they may occur at any moment in the process. An
opportunity appears; people recognize it as such or as a moment that comprises an
opportunity (kairos), and they seize it. To some people, as stated earlier, the redundancy
is such a serendipitous event. Others find an opportunity later on. One of the
interviewees was offered a job at the end of the process, when she had just started her
own business. Sometimes seizing an opportunity is followed by competence
enhancement, while on other occasions it is followed by application or immediate
reemployment.
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