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Abstract
In this paper, we provoke the strong focus on personal
agency in employability research. We counter three dominant assumptions in the literature, namely, (a) that employ-

School of Business and Economics, Vrije
Universiteit Amsterdam, Amsterdam, The
Netherlands

ability is an individual asset, (b) that employability is

Correspondence
Prof. Anneleen Forrier, Department of Work
and Organisation Studies, Faculty of
Economics and Business, KU Leuven, Korte
Nieuwstraat 33, 2000 Antwerp, Belgium.
Email: anneleen.forrier@kuleuven.be

to positive outcomes. A key observation is that the three

owned by the individual, and (c) that employability leads
dominant theories that are being used in employability studies, namely, human capital theory, conservation of resources
theory, and social exchange theory, also question these core
agency assumptions that form the basis of those studies.
Based on these theories, we identify three blind spots in
employability research: Employability is (a) contextual, (b)
relational, and (3) polarising. Taken together, we make the
case that the agency perspective overlooks a potential dark
side of employability: The winner takes it all, the loser has to
fall. We outline a future research agenda on this potential
dark side of employability.
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I N T RO DU CT I O N

Although employability is not a new concept, it commands now more than before a central place on both the policy and research agenda (Akkermans & Kubasch, 2017). This aligns with the move towards neoliberalism in most
Western societies and the associated emphasis on personal agency: Individuals are held responsible for their
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employment and career outcomes (Crisp & Powell, 2017). This emphasis has had a strong impact on career
research in general, for example, in the assumption that career control has shifted from the organisation to the
individual (Guest & Rodrigues, 2015). It is also shaping current employability research: Most employability studies
have adopted an agentic perspective (Forrier, Sels, & Stynen, 2009) in the form of one or more of the following
three assumptions.
A first assumption is that employability is an individual asset. Employability is generally defined as an individual's
chance of a job in the internal and/or external labour market (Forrier, Verbruggen, & De Cuyper, 2015). This chance is
often interpreted in a person‐centred way, such as the individual's ability to obtain and retain work (Berntson, Sverke,
& Marklund, 2006), or a set of individual competences (Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006), attitudes, and dispositions (Fugate, Kinicki, & Ashforth, 2004). Hence, enhancing employability is mostly about individual “up‐skilling.”
Examples are the many studies on employability enhancement through skill and competence development, (e.g.,
Akkermans, Brenninkmeijer, Schaufeli, & Blonk, 2015; De Vos, De Hauw, & Van der Heijden, 2011; Van der Heijden
& Bakker, 2011).
A second assumption is that individuals will act as free agents in the employment relationship: The employee is in
control over career‐related matters and decides on whether or not to enter in or continue the employment relationship (Guest & Rodrigues, 2015). This decision is conditional upon what the employer has to offer in terms of employability support. This assumption is inspired by literature on the new psychological contract, in which employability
support on the part of the employer is a critical employee entitlement (Clarke & Patrickson, 2008).
Finally, a third assumption is the idea that personal agency in employability‐related matters brings about positive
outcomes for the individual: The employability discourse advocates individual growth and development as the norm.
The underlying idea is that individual control and responsibility are motivating and thus beneficial. Outcomes typically
associated with employability are positive and signal success, such as reemployment (Koen, Klehe, & Van Vianen,
2013; McArdle, Waters, Briscoe, & Hall, 2007), career success (Akkermans & Tims, 2017; De Vos et al., 2011), and
well‐being (De Cuyper, Raeder, Van der Heijden, & Wittekind, 2012).
Our aim is to provoke this focus on agency and the above three assumptions in particular. We do so by highlighting three blind spots in employability research, each related to specific assumptions. A summary is provided in Table 1
. The first blind spot is that employability is inherently contextual and not exclusively a personal asset (vs. Assumption
1). The second blind spot, building on the previous one, is that employability is embedded in an interdependent
employment relationship and not entirely under the control of the individual (vs. Assumption 2). These two blind
spots eventually lead to a third blind spot that emphasises a risk of polarisation between the strong and the weak
in the labour market, so that employability does not provide gains for all (vs. Assumption 3). We thus point to a
potential dark side of employability that is largely overlooked in the agentic perspective. We situate the blind spots
against insights from human capital theory (HCT), conservation of resources theory (COR), and social exchange theory (SET). Those same theories are being used in employability studies, however mostly to support agentic ideas. We
argue that the agentic assumptions may only be valid for those who are highly employable. This potential dark side of
employability should be accounted for in employability research. We formulate specific illustrations on how this can
be done in our research agenda. We set out with a state‐of‐the‐art: a conceptual discussion about different interpretations that fall under the heading of employability and an overview of how the three dominant theories are typically
used.

2

|

EMPLOYABILITY: A CONCEPTUAL ACCOUNT

There is general agreement that employability concerns “an individual's chance of a job in the internal and/or external
labor market” (Forrier & Sels, 2003, p. 106). The debate concerns what constitutes this chance. Approaches come in
two strands, input‐based and outcome‐based (Forrier et al., 2015; Vanhercke, De Cuyper, Peeters, & De Witte,
2014), and both advance an agentic view.

FORRIER

513

ET AL.

TABLE 1

Overview of provocation to the employability literature and questions for future research
Human capital

Conservation
of resources

Social exchange

Assumption 1 (A1)
Employability is
an individual
asset acquired
through
individual
upskilling.

A1.1 Employability
is acquired
through
individual
investments
in movement
capital.

A1.2 Employability
is a personal
resource that
individuals
nurture.

Blind spot 1 (BS1)
Employability is
contextual.

BS1.1 Employability
acquires meaning
in a specific context.

BS1.2 Employability
is shaped through
common appraisal.

Assumption 2 (A2)
Individuals act
as free agents
and are in
control of
their
employability
development.

A2.1 Individual
employability
investments
make
individuals
more
independent
from the
employer.

A2.2 Investments
in employability
come from the
individual's
resource pool.

A2.3 Employable
individuals are
independent
from the
employer.

Blind spot 2 (BS2)
Employability
is relational.

BS2.1 Employers'
employability
investments are based
on firm specificity and
on expected gain in the
future.

BS2.2 Organisations
provide a pool of
collective resources
over and above
individual resources.

BS2.3 Employability
is shaped trough
interdependent,
backward‐ and
forward‐looking
exchange
processes.

Assumption 3 (A3)
Employability
generates
positive
outcomes for all
individuals.

A3.1 Return on
employability
investment is
positive for
the individual.

A3.2 Employability
investments are
made with a view
on optimal
functioning.

A3.3 The
employment
relationship
serves individual
gain in
employability.

Blind spot 3 (BS3)
Employability is
polarising.

BS3.1 Development
is elitist: Lack of
employability
forestalls
career
self‐management
and development.

BS3.2 Employable
individuals are
prone to resource
gain, and less
employable
individuals are
prone to
resource loss.

BS3.3 The employer
invests
disproportionally
much in highly
employable
employees.

Research questions

To what extent is
movement capital
generic or
context‐specific?
How does context
shape employability
perceptions?
And does this further
divide winners from
losers?

How do variations
in dependence
in the
employment
relationship
shape
employability?
And does this
strengthen the
distinction between
the strong and the
weak in the labour
market?

Which capital and
resources are
crucial for less
employable
employees to
overcome
inaction?
Which interventions
might avoid
polarisation in
the labour market?
How can employers
be stimulated to
invest in the less
employable?
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Input‐based approaches of employability emphasise personal strengths that increase the individual's chance in
the labour market. The set of personal strengths is seemingly endless, and input‐based classifications are multiple
(e.g., Fugate et al., 2004; Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006) so that the field appears fragmented. In response,
Forrier et al. (2009) have brought the different strengths together under the heading of movement capital with four
dimensions: (a) human capital built through education and experience, (b) social capital built through formal and informal networks, (c) self‐awareness built on the individual's values and career interests, and (d) adaptability in response
to environmental demands. The notion of movement capital is inspired by the boundaryless (DeFillippi & Arthur,
1994) and protean (Briscoe & Hall, 2006) career literature in which personal agency is exemplified.
Outcome‐based approaches of employability do not focus on aspects that increase the chance of a job, but they
instead aim to directly assess this chance, mostly by looking at the window of employment opportunities that the
individual perceives and considers within reach and attractive (Gunz, Peiperl, & Tzabbar, 2007) and in the internal
and/or external labour market (De Cuyper & De Witte, 2011; Rothwell & Arnold, 2007). This has been coined self‐
perceived or self‐rated employability (Acikgoz, Sumer, & Sumer, 2016; Berntson et al., 2006; Nelissen, Forrier, &
Verbruggen, 2017; Wittekind, Raeder, & Grote, 2010). The argument that is commonly used to focus upon self‐perceived employability and not objective outcomes (e.g., transitions) is highly agentic: Individuals are likely to act upon
their perceptions, so that self‐perceived employability influences labour market behaviour (Forrier et al., 2015).
Input‐based and outcome‐based approaches have often been advanced in terms of disagreeing views on how to
conceptualise employability (Vanhercke et al., 2014). On the one hand, authors following the input‐based approach
consider self‐perceived employability as a consequence of employability, not as employability per se. They rightfully
argue that the unidimensional nature of self‐perceived employability does not provide much insight into critical personal factors that determine employment chances (McArdle et al., 2007). On the other hand, authors following the
outcome‐based approach argue that the input‐based approach mixes up employability and its antecedents (Rothwell
& Arnold, 2007), and they argue that self‐perceived employability is more encompassing: Employability perceptions
are assumed to be formed by both individual and contextual factors (Vanhercke et al., 2014). These differing views
notwithstanding, we argue that this disagreement is relative for two reasons. First, personal agency is at the core
of both approaches. Second, input‐ and outcome‐based approaches are logically connected, so that movement capital
predicts self‐perceived employability (e.g., Forrier et al., 2015; Wittekind et al., 2010). Hence, both approaches have
the individual as the focal point and are part of a dynamic chain.

3

|

EMPLOYABILITY: A THEORETICAL ACCOUNT

Employability research to date is hardly theory driven. Theory is brought in mainly to explain empirical observations.
A potential unintended consequence is that the theories are used post hoc to explain empirical observations and are
therefore read with a narrow lens that is biased by taken for granted assumptions on personal agency. This is the case
for the three dominant frameworks in the employability literature: HCT, COR, and SET. We refer to Table 1 for a
summary.
The basic tenet in HCT is that investments in human capital, understood as qualifications and skills, increase
individuals' productivity and marketability in the labour market (Becker, 1964). This framework has been adopted
in employability studies in support of the notion of agency. The general idea is that employability is acquired through
investments in movement capital (Table 1, A1.1; De Vos et al., 2011; Wilton, 2011). Those investments strengthen
individuals' labour market positions and make them more independent of the current employment relationship
(A2.1). The return on investment takes the form of positive outcomes for the individual (A3.1), for example, career
success (De Vos et al., 2011).
COR is a motivation and stress theory that focuses on resources, which are “those objects, personal characteristics, conditions or energies that are valued by the individual” (Hobfoll, 1989, p. 516). The basic tenet is that individuals strive to obtain, retain, foster, and protect resources (Hobfoll, 1989) for two reasons: to protect against potential
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or actual resource loss (stress perspective) and to achieve optimal functioning (motivational perspective). This framework has been used to support the idea that employability is a personal resource that people eagerly nurture (Table 1,
A1.2; Acikgoz et al., 2016; De Cuyper, Mäkikangas, Kinnunen, Mauno, & De Witte, 2012). They do so on their own
account by investing resources from their individual resource pool (A2.2) and to good effect (A3.2). In particular,
employability has been demonstrated to help individuals to bounce back in times of adversity, for example,
organisational restructuring, job insecurity, or unemployment (De Cuyper, Raeder, et al., 2012), and to promote
well‐being at work (Vanhercke et al., 2014).
The central tenet in SET is that relationships are based on reciprocity: They are defined in terms of mutual
exchange in view of generating benefits that cannot be achieved alone (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Mitchell,
Cropanzano, & Quisenberry, 2012). In the employability literature, SET is mostly used in the context of the new
employment relationship (Solberg & Dysvik, 2016): Employability investments on the part of the employer are currency for employees' engagement in the relationship, typically assessed by commitment (Philippaers, De Cuyper, &
Forrier, 2017) or turnover intention (Nelissen et al., 2017). This view on social exchange is highly agentic: Control
over the employment relationship rests with the individual (Table 1, A2.3) and is based on an expected gain in
employability (A3.3).

4

EMPLOYABILITY: BLIND SPOTS

|

The strong agentic focus in employability literature neglects a number of themes, which we refer to as blind spots. In
the following, we demonstrate the connection between the agentic assumptions and those blind spots, and we provide theoretical arguments and evidence as to why those blind spots should be accounted for (see Table 1).

4.1

|

Blind spot 1: Employability is contextual

The emphasis on employability as an asset tied to the individual (Assumption 1) largely neglects the role of context.
Studies on movement capital seek to develop a core, interpreted as fixed, set of movement capital indicators to gauge
employability, and those indicators tap into individual strengths (Fugate et al., 2004; Van der Heijde & Van der
Heijden, 2006). The underlying assumption seems to be a one‐to‐one relationship between movement capital and
chances in the labour market. In the conceptual literature, self‐perceived employability is often advanced as conditional upon both personal and contextual features (e.g., Forrier et al., 2009; Vanhercke et al., 2014). Yet, despite a
few exceptions (e.g., Okay‐Somerville & Scholarios, 2014; Tholen, 2015), self‐perceived employability in many studies is seen as a personal resource without much contextual influence. This neglect of context is surprising, given that
contextualisation ties in with insights from HCT and COR that have implications for movement capital and self‐perceived employability studies.
HCT highlights that capital acquires value within a specific context, in particular through the notion of firm‐specific human capital. This was initially interpreted as knowledge, skills, and abilities that are not easily transferable to
other organisations. More recently, capital is also seen as firm specific when the organisational context allows individuals to thrive, for example, because of firm‐specific complementary assets (Coff & Raffiee, 2015) or social networks within the firm (Nyberg & Wright, 2015). Firm‐specific human capital may explain why performance often
declines after mobility to a similar job in another organisation (Coff & Raffiee, 2015) or why internal hires outperform
external hires in similar positions (Bidwell, 2011). Taking this one step further, employees' self‐perceived firm specificity may increase the window of employment opportunities in the internal labour market while at the same time
reducing the overall window of employment opportunities (Raffiee & Coff, 2016). The point here is that, like human
capital, movement capital is context specific, in terms of transferability and fit to the context, and the context specificity of movement capital may differently affect self‐perceived internal and external employability (Table 1, BS1.1).
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COR highlights that individual appraisals are to a large extent shaped along commonly accepted norms, coined
common appraisal (Hobfoll, 1989; Hobfoll, Halbesleben, Neveu, & Westman, 2018). Common appraisals are bound
to a specific context. This idea is not unique to COR: Similar dynamics have been described in social cognitive career
theory: Individuals form their perceptions about career‐related matters along shared standards (Lent & Brown, 2017).
Excellent illustrations in the realm of employability research come from Reeskens and Van Oorschot (2012) and
Tholen (2015): They show that macrolevel perceptions drive individual‐level employability perceptions. More specifically, Reeskens and Van Oorschot (2012) show that the individual perception of labour market opportunities among
European young adults is to a significant extent shaped by a shared perception about the labour market malaise.
Tholen (2015) likewise demonstrates that self‐perceived employability among Dutch and British students is shaped
by a different intersubjective logic that is connected to differences in the labour market and educational systems.
In sum, self‐perceived employability is context dependent because it is shaped along common appraisals that are
embedded in a specific space and time (BS1.2).
In all, both HCT and COR provide strong arguments for contextualisation. Calls for contextualisation have been
launched earlier by Clarke (2008) and Forrier et al. (2015), but so far without much follow‐up.

4.2

|

Blind spot 2: Employability is relational

A key assumption in the agentic literature is that employees are free agents who act independently from the existing
employment relationship. One illustration is studies on the “self‐made employability man” (Philippaers et al., 2017):
Employability is often seen as the result of individual merit and effort (Assumption 1). Rather ironically, another illustration is studies probing the employability management paradox: Employer investments in employability are beneficial for the organisation, for example, in productivity gain, but also risky when employable workers are more likely to
quit (Acikgoz et al., 2016; De Cuyper & De Witte, 2011; Nelissen et al., 2017; Philippaers et al., 2017). Though those
studies concern the employer's perspective, they study individuals and their decision on whether or not to stay with
the organisation (Assumption 2). What these studies seem to neglect is that employability is in essence relational, and
this neglect is somewhat paradoxical given that those studies almost all refer to SET: They highlight the changing set
of expectations that together hint at growing independence while SET in fact has interdependence at its heart.
Interdependence in SET is established through reciprocity under the form of recurrent mutual exchange and in
view of mutual win (Cook, Cheshire, Rice, & Nakagawa, 2013; Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). This has had some resonance in the employability literature: Employability is sometimes seen as the result of employer inducements, such
as training, which the employee reciprocates by contributions, such as loyalty (e.g., Nelissen et al., 2017). Yet this unidirectional focus from employer inducements to employee contributions puts the final decision to continue the
employment relationship still with the employee. This does not signal genuine interdependence, understood as recurring exchanges of inducements and contributions (Coyle‐Shapiro & Shore, 2007).
Interdependence also includes the idea that employees and employers are bound to the employment relationship
not only based on earlier but also on anticipated benefits. This refers to the distinction between backward‐ and forward‐looking exchanges (Cook & Rice, 2003). In combination and over time, backward‐ and forward‐looking
exchanges make an increasingly strong appeal on employees and employers: Employees express commitment
because of what has been and to reap future benefits, and in exchange, employers invest for past commitment
and to secure commitment in the future. Because employability is in essence about future employment opportunities,
forward‐looking exchange is highly likely (Philippaers et al., 2017). In concert, this implies that employability is
embedded in interdependency, and this interdependency is shaped through backward‐ and forward‐looking
exchanges (BS2.3).
Interdependency and forward‐looking exchange are also central in HCT and COR. The argument in HCT is that
employers will invest in employee development based on expected returns in the future because human capital is a
source of sustained competitive advantage (Nyberg & Wright, 2015). Expected returns and thus also investments are
highest for capital that is valuable and unique to the organisation. Employees who own this capital are loyal because
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of these investments but only to the extent that the employer will feed their capital in the future (Lepak & Snell,
1999). This dynamic has been described in the area of strategic talent management: The identification of high potentials and the associated differentiated human resource architecture serves to ensure employees' future commitment
to the organisation (Collings & Mellahi, 2009). Taken together, the employee is dependent upon what employers
value, and employers are dependent upon the availability of a strong stock of capital. Both employer and employee
look forward to rewards, be it loyalty of valued human resources or continuous development (BS2.1).
The argument in COR is that individuals are eager to obtain, retain, foster, and accumulate resources for future
use (Hobfoll, 1989, 2011), and they do so by drawing upon resources available in the environment, so‐called resource
passageways. Organisations comply with this individual striving by offering a collective pool of resources, including
employability‐enhancing opportunities (BS2.2), and they do so with a view on creating commitment. Individuals, in
turn, are willing to invest and risk resources also on behalf of the organisation when they evaluate their resource pool
as rich and well supported by the organisation, so that ultimately, organisational functioning and goal achievement
are promoted and a mutual win is established. The point here is that resources on the part of both employee and
employer are invested with a view on sustainability and future gains. Resource investment in many cases is proactive
rather than reactive (Chen, Westman, & Hobfoll, 2015).
Taken together, we launch a call to see employability as a matter of interdependent and both backward‐ and forward‐looking exchanges between employees and organisations. Employability as a matter of interdependent and forward‐looking exchanges goes against the idea of the employee as a free independent agent and hollows out “the
new covenant” sketched out in employability literature (Clarke & Patrickson, 2008). That is, employees who are free
agents and not loyal citizens are actually less likely to attract employer investments in employability. Yet interdependent
and forward‐looking exchanges have hardly been touched upon in employability studies (Philippaers et al., 2017).

4.3

|

Blind spot 3: Employability is polarising

Employability is thought to generate positive outcomes (Assumption 3). This is based on the agentic idea that individuals are in control over their stock of capital (Assumption 1) and over the employment relationship (Assumption 2), so
that they can produce positive outcomes and avoid negative ones. Stretching the agentic idea one step further
implies that lack of employability is an individual shortcoming (Crisp & Powell, 2017; Kovalenko & Mortelmans,
2016). This has been criticised by opponents as supply side orthodoxy (Berglund & Wallinder, 2015; Tomlinson,
2012). The risk is a potential Matthew effect and increased polarisation of the labour market: The highly employable
are likely to become more employable, and the low employable to become even less employable. Concerns about a
potential Matthew effect and increased polarisation appear well justified, also from a theoretical point of view.
An implication from HCT is that differences in human capital explain inequality in labour market outcomes (Wilton, 2011), so that those with more capital occupy a better position. Likewise, employable individuals typically pursue
and get the best job: Employable individuals possess the movement capital that is needed to be a true career agent
and that is valued in the labour market. And conversely, less employable individuals lack the movement capital that is
a critical condition to take action and to be valued by employers. An illustration comes from Koen et al. (2013):
Unemployed individuals who lacked movement capital had lower job search intensity and fewer chances to be hired.
Said differently, a lack of movement capital signals a need for action yet at the same time explains inaction (BS3.1).
COR arrives at a similar conclusion through the notion of gain and loss cycles: Those with more resources are
more capable of resource gain, and those with fewer resources are prone to resource loss (Hobfoll, 2011). Individuals
who have resources look for resourceful settings, and these settings then enable them to accumulate more resources.
For example, employees who feel employable may actively pursue high quality jobs and then craft those jobs to
become even more resourceful (Akkermans & Tims, 2017). In contrast, individuals with fewer resources are inclined
to defend existing resources, even to the extent that they may not be perceptive for opportunities because this
implies risking scarce resources. To illustrate, underemployed UK graduates experienced lack of skill utilisation and
development, and this fed career indecision in the study of Okay‐Somerville and Scholarios (2014). In conclusion,
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the strongest employability profiles pursue and attract more resources and thus become increasingly stronger, and
vice versa for the weakest profiles (BS 3.2).
SET provides an account on how polarisation exists also at the level of the employment relationship. Benson (2006)
argues that supervisors are more inclined to invest in highly employable workers as a retention strategy, with further
support coming from the study by Van der Heijden, Boon, Van der Klink, and Meijs (2009) and the literature on high
potentials (Collings & Mellahi, 2009; Huselid & Becker, 2011). On the contrary, supervisors may not invest in less
employable workers: Investments may not be needed because employees are more dependent on the current employment relationship, and they may not be warranted as the anticipated benefits are lower than the costs (Allen, 2007). This
dynamic is also central to general labour market theories: The primary labour market offers better quality jobs, more
development support, and more career opportunities than the secondary labour market (Doeringer & Piore, 1971). Less
employable individuals are more likely to occupy jobs in the secondary labour market (Berntson et al., 2006;
Mäkikangas, De Cuyper, Mauno, & Kinnunen, 2013; Spurk, Kaufeld, Meinecke, & Ebner, 2016) that leave scars in terms
of future employability (Reeskens & Van Oorschot, 2012). Furthermore, perceptions of being a low status member may
become internalised so that individuals ultimately lose confidence and see few employment prospects (Thozhur, Riley, &
Szivas, 2007). In all, the argument is that those who are employable attract more investments and become even more
employable, and vice versa for the less employable, thereby signalling a Matthew effect (BS3.3).
In conclusion, our argument is twofold. First, less employable workers are most in need to take action but are
least likely to do so. Yet they are often not to blame, because inaction can be a signal of lack of capital or resources
to initiate action. And second, less employable individuals often attract fewer investments, so that ultimately, their
profiles become gradually more precarious. The Matthew effect opens up a dark side to employability, yet it has
not attracted much attention thus far.

5

DISCUSSION

|

Personal agency is central to the contemporary employability literature, often in the form of three related assumptions (see Table 1): Employability is a personal asset (Assumption 1); the individual is the main agent in the employment relationship (Assumption 2); and personal agency in employability‐related matters generates positive outcomes
(Assumption 3). Those assumptions are authoritative as they are seemingly grounded in theory, HCT, COR, and SET
in particular. However, they are not quite accurate: The theories are used in a fairly narrow way and so that the
agentic discourse is supported or in any case not falsified. We argue that the assumptions each come with blind spots
and that the contextual combined with the relational nature of employability (blind spots 1 and 2) may lead to
increasing polarisation in the labour market (blind spot 3). Provoking the agency perspective ultimately highlights a
potential dark side of employability: The winner takes it all, the loser has to fall. This potential dark side warrants
more scholarly attention. We therefore provide key research questions that all address specific aspects of the same
theme, namely, whether the agentic assumptions are only valid for those who are highly employable (see Table 1).
These specific aspects tie in with the three blind spots.

5.1

|

Contextualisation

A first research question concerns whether movement capital is generic or instead firm or context specific. Firm specificity may influence the transferability of movement capital, and also, processes such as statistical discrimination and
labour market segregation may point to possible contextual interference and explain why the same stock of employability skills may land some but not others in high‐quality employment (Wilton, 2011). Inspiration can also be found in
theoretical frameworks that are more encompassing of the agency‐structure debate than HCT, for example, the
notion of symbolic capital advanced by Bourdieu (2000) and applied to the employability of theatre actors by Delva,
Forrier, and De Cuyper (2017).
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A related research question could be how context shapes employability perceptions and how this may further
divide “winners” from “losers.” A potential lens could be the concept of common appraisal from COR. For example,
the early exit culture in some European countries may be internalised in the employability perceptions of older
employees (Gaillard & Desmette, 2008): They feel less employable because they are less employable according to
the standard. Further inspiration can be found in the notion of shared norms as understood in social cognitive career
theory. This theory provides a closer fit to the topic. We refer to the recent special issue “Social cognitive career theory in a diverse world” edited by Lent and Brown (2017) for further illustrations. Ideally, this would lead to an understanding about the complex interaction between individual and context and how this interaction may preserve
existing labour market divides: Individuals contribute to shaping norms, sometimes by simply complying with the
existing norms, and those very norms then shape their employability perceptions. Older employees may, for example,
comply with the early exit norm and even feel discriminated, yet this reinforces the norm for the next generation.

5.2

|

Relationality

A challenging research question in terms of relationality is whether and how variations in dependence in the employment relationship shape employability in a way that strengthens the distinction between the strong and the weak in
the labour market enhancement. Based on SET, employers may be least likely to invest in the employability of
employees on whom they do not depend, for example, when the employee does not possess capital that is valuable
to the organisation or when the capital is not unique. This lack of employability investment may not be problematic
for employees who are independent from their employer but extremely risky for those who are not independent
owing to lack of opportunities in the external labour market. Still according to SET, employers may be most likely
to invest in employability in case of interdependence. An intriguing follow‐up question then is who will benefit from
these investments. COR suggests that employees may differ in the extent to which they proactively pursue the collective pool of resources organisations provide. Those with more resources—in this case, the more employable—will
presumably be more likely to seek further resources.

5.3

|

Polarisation

The idea of increasing polarisation in the labour market obviously leads to the question how to stop the negative
cycle, if at all possible, and how to shape them into positive experiences. Overall, this line of research builds on
the aforementioned research questions. A first research question concerns which capital and resources are crucial
for less employable employees to overcome inaction. For example, research among the unemployed showed that
job loss may have potential opportunities and can be “a blessing in disguise” (Zikic & Klehe, 2006) when it triggers
self‐reflection. A follow‐up question is how and which interventions might help. Inspiration can be found in intervention studies among less employable groups, such as temporary workers (Akkermans et al., 2015) and unemployed
(Koen et al., 2013). Given the importance of context, we encourage intervention studies among a wide variety of
samples and in diverse labour market contexts. Based on the notion of relationality, intervention studies may include
other stakeholders, for example, current or potential employers. A possible route is intervention studies on whether
and how employers can be stimulated to invest in the less employable.

5.4

|

Methodology

This research agenda also has methodological implications. First, more qualitative research is needed to probe how
context and (inter)dependence in employment relationships shape employability. These complex issues warrant in‐
depth qualitative analyses that can provide valuable input for further theorising and quantitative research. Second,
multilevel (both the individual and the context) and multisource (both the employee and employer) studies are an
excellent fit with the idea of employability as inherently contextual and relational. Finally, more within‐person longitudinal research is needed to enhance our understanding of polarisation and related employability gain and loss
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cycles. Although some studies have been performed in this area (e.g., Mäkikangas et al., 2013), the time spans have
typically been relatively short.

5.5

|

Practical implications

Our argument that there is a potential dark side to employability does not need to strand in pessimistic thinking.
Being aware of a risk for polarisation in the labour market is an important first step. Though there is need of
concretisation through future research, our ideas hint to some practical implications and suggestions for interventions. These practical implications may be relevant for different stakeholders, be it policy makers, counsellors,
employers, or individuals.
First, related to context, we argue that “one size fits all” employability interventions may not be effective.
Instead, interventions should be tailored to specific contexts, so that individuals acquire capital that is valued in their
field or that may help them to move to another field that suits them better. Interventions should also be well aware of
shared norms and how those may monitor perceptions and behaviour.
Second, with regard to relationality, it is important to acknowledge that employability is not the unique responsibility of the individual, but a shared responsibility among various stakeholders, including the employer. This emphasises the need for employability policies at the level of the organisation. This is particularly challenging: Employers
may be hesitant to invest in employability because they fear that such investments may trigger turnover of their best
workers. Yet the evidence to date does not support such trade‐offs (e.g., Philippaers et al., 2017). Moreover, because
employer's and employee's perceptions of the employee's employability may differ considerably (Van der Heijden, De
Lange, Demerouti, & Van der Heijde, 2009), employability policies may aim for a shared understanding and create a
common ground for action.
Third, the risk for polarisation emphasises the importance to critically reflect on talent management policies. Strategic talent management has tended to focus on “the best employees” in a form of exclusive talent management
(Collings & Mellahi, 2009). More inclusive talent management policies may overcome or prevent loss cycles which
can also be harmful for employers and the wider society. Including untapped or underestimated talent may moreover
open new avenues for both organisations and society. A nice example is profit companies that are working together
with social economy enterprises to stimulate the integration of low employable people in the regular labour market.

6

|

C O N CL U S I O N

In this article, we have argued that the almost exclusive focus on agency in employability research has overlooked
that employability is contextual, relational, and polarising. Employability dynamics can only be understood if we
account for the interplay between agency and structure, the interdependence between individuals and organisations,
and a potential Matthew effect. Taken together, in making the agency assumptions and related blind spots in employability literature explicit, we make the case that the agency perspective is only valid and realistic for those who are
already highly employable: They have a strong stock of capital or resources that allow them to freely navigate the
labour market towards more growth and development. Those who lack employability may end up in a loss cycle that
undermines their long‐term employability. In other words, the winner takes it all, the loser has to fall.
ACKNOWLEDGEMEN TS
We thank Co Editor‐in‐Chief Prof. Dora Scholarios and the reviewers for their constructive comments.
CONF LICT OF INT E RE ST
We have no funding information or conflicts of interest to declare.

FORRIER

521

ET AL.

ORCID
Anneleen Forrier

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3480-3621

Nele De Cuyper

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7241-9941

Jos Akkermans

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2870-6921

RE FE R ENC ES
Acikgoz, Y., Sumer, H. C., & Sumer, N. (2016). Do employees leave just because they can? Examining the perceived employability–turnover intentions relationship. The Journal of Psychology, 150, 666–683. https://doi.org/10.1080/
00223980.2016.1160023
Akkermans, J., Brenninkmeijer, V., Schaufeli, W. B., & Blonk, R. W. B. (2015). It's all about career skills: Effectiveness of a
career development intervention for young employees. Human Resource Management, 54, 533–551. https://doi.org/
10.1002/hrm.21633
Akkermans, J., & Kubasch, S. (2017). #Trending topics in careers: A review and future research agenda. Career Development
International, 22, 586–627. https://doi.org/10.1108/CDI‐08‐2017‐0143
Akkermans, J., & Tims, M. (2017). Crafting your career: How career competencies relate to career success via job crafting.
Applied Psychology: An International Review, 66, 168–195. https://doi.org/10.1111/apps.12082
Allen, T. (2007). Mentoring relationships from the perspective of the mentor. In B. R. Ragins, & K. E. Kram (Eds.), The handbook of mentoring at work: Theory, research and practice (pp. 123–147). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.
Becker, G. (1964). Human capital theory. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.
Benson, G. (2006). Employee development, commitment and intention to turnover: A test of “employability” policies in
action. Human Resource Management Journal, 16, 173–192. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1748‐8583.2006.00011.x
Berglund, T., & Wallinder, Y. (2015). Perceived employability in difficult economic times: The significance of education systems and labour market policies. European Societies, 17, 1–26. https://doi.org/10.1080/14616696.2015.1120879
Berntson, E., Sverke, M., & Marklund, S. (2006). Predicting perceived employability: Human capital or labour market opportunities? Economic and Industrial Democracy, 27, 223–244. https://doi.org/10.1177/0143831X06063098
Bidwell, M. (2011). Paying more to get less: The effects of external hiring versus internal mobility. Administrative Science
Quarterly, 56, 369–407. https://doi.org/10.1177/0001839211433562
Bourdieu, P. (2000). Pascalian meditations. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Briscoe, J. P., & Hall, D. T. (2006). The interplay of boundaryless and protean careers: Combinations and implications. Journal
of Vocational Behavior, 69, 4–18. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2005.09.002
Chen, S., Westman, M., & Hobfoll, S. E. (2015). The commence and crossover of resources: Resource conservation in the service of resilience. Stress and Health, 31, 95–105. https://doi.org/10.1002/smi.2574
Clarke, M. (2008). Understanding and managing employability in changing career contexts. Journal of European Industrial
Training, 32, 258–284. https://doi.org/10.1108/03090590810871379
Clarke, M., & Patrickson, M. (2008). The new covenant of employability. Employee Relations, 30, 121–141. https://doi.org/
10.1108/01425450810843320
Coff, R., & Raffiee, J. (2015). Toward a theory of perceived firm‐specific human capital. Academy of Management Perspectives,
29, 326–341. https://doi.org/10.5465/amp.2014.0112
Collings, D., & Mellahi, K. (2009). Strategic talent management: A review and research agenda. Human Resource Management
Review, 19, 304–313. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.hrmr.2009.04.001
Cook, K., Cheshire, C., Rice, E., & Nakagawa, S. (2013). Social exchange theory. In J. DeLameter, & A. Ward (Eds.), Handbook
of social psychology (pp. 61–88). Dordrecht: Springer.
Cook, K., & Rice, E. (2003). Social exchange theory. In J. Delamater (Ed.), Handbook of social psychology (pp. 53–76). New
York: Kluwer Academic.
Coyle‐Shapiro, J., & Shore, L. (2007). The employee–organization relationship: Where do we go from here? Human Resource
Management Review, 17, 166–179. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.hrmr.2007.03.008
Crisp, R., & Powell, R. (2017). Young people and UK labour market policy: A critique of “employability” as a tool for understanding youth unemployment. Urban Studies, 54, 1784–1807. https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098016637567
Cropanzano, R., & Mitchell, M. (2005). Social exchange theory: An interdisciplinary review. Journal of Management, 31,
874–900. https://doi.org/10.1177/014920630527960
De Cuyper, N., & De Witte, H. (2011). The management paradox: Self‐rated employability and organisational commitment
and performance. Personnel Review, 40, 152–172. https://doi.org/10.1108/00483481111106057

522

FORRIER

ET AL.

De Cuyper, N., Mäkikangas, A., Kinnunen, U., Mauno, S., & De Witte, H. (2012). Cross‐lagged associations between perceived employability, job insecurity and exhaustion: Testing gain and loss spirals according to the COR theory. Journal
of Organizational Behavior, 33, 770–788. https://doi.org/10.1002/job.1800
De Cuyper, N., Raeder, S., Van der Heijden, B. I. J. M., & Wittekind, A. (2012). The association between workers' employability and burnout in a reorganization context: Longitudinal evidence building upon the conservation of resources theory.
Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, 17, 162–174. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0027348
De Vos, A., De Hauw, S., & Van der Heijden, B. (2011). Competency development and career success: The mediating role of
employability. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 79, 438–447. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2011.05.010
DeFillippi, R., & Arthur, M. (1994). The boundaryless career: A competency‐based perspective. Journal of Organizational
Behavior, 15, 307–324. https://doi.org/10.1002/job.4030150403
Delva, J., Forrier, A., & De Cuyper, N. (2017). Putting practices on the scene: A qualitative study of employability in the field
of theatre. International Conference of the Dutch HRM Network. Nijmegen (The Netherlands), 8–10 November 2017.
Doeringer, P., & Piore, M. (1971). Internal labor markets and manpower analysis. Lexington, MA: D. C. Heath.
Forrier, A., & Sels, L. (2003). The concept employability: A complex mosaic. International Journal of Human Resources Development and Management, 3(2), 102–124. https://doi.org/10.1504/IJHRDM.2003.002414
Forrier, A., Sels, L., & Stynen, D. (2009). Career mobility at the intersection between agent and structure: A conceptual
model. Journal of Occupational and Organizational Psychology, 83, 739–759. https://doi.org/10.1348/
096317909X470933
Forrier, A., Verbruggen, M., & De Cuyper, N. (2015). Integrating different notions of employability in a dynamic chain: The
relationship between job transitions, movement capital and perceived employability. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 89,
56–64. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2015.04.007
Fugate, M., Kinicki, A. J., & Ashforth, B. E. (2004). Employability: A psycho‐social construct, its dimensions and applications.
Journal of Vocational Behavior, 65, 14–38. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2003.10.005
Gaillard, M., & Desmette, D. (2008). Intergroup predictors of older workers' attitudes towards work and early exit. European
Journal of Work and Organizational Psychology, 17, 450–481. https://doi.org/10.1080/13594320801908564
Guest, D., & Rodrigues, R. (2015). Career control. In A. De Vos, & B. Van der Heijden (Eds.), Handbook of research on sustainable careers (pp. 205–222). Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar Publishing.
Gunz, H., Peiperl, M., & Tzabbar, D. (2007). Boundaries in the study of careers. In H. Gunz, & M. Peiperl (Eds.), Handbook of
career studies (pp. 471–494). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.
Hobfoll, S. (1989). Conservation of resources. A new attempt at conceptualizing stress. American Psychologist, 44, 513–524.
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003‐066X.44.3.513
Hobfoll, S. (2011). Conservation of resource caravans and engaged settings. Journal of Occupational and Organizational Psychology, 84, 116–124. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044‐8325.2010.02016.x
Hobfoll, S., Halbesleben, J., Neveu, J.‐P., & Westman, M. (2018). Conservation of resources in the organizational context:
The reality of resources and their consequences. Annual Review of Organizational Psychology and Organizational Behavior,
5, 103–128. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev‐orgpsych‐032117‐104640
Huselid, M., & Becker, B. (2011). Bridging micro and macro domains: Workforce differentiation and strategic human resource
management. Journal of Management, 37, 421–428. https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206310373400
Koen, J., Klehe, U., & Van Vianen, A. (2013). Employability among the long‐term unemployed: A futile quest or worth the
effort? Journal of Vocational Behavior, 82, 37–48. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2012.11.001
Kovalenko, M., & Mortelmans, D. (2016). Contextualizing employability: Do boundaries of self‐directedness vary in different
labor market groups? Career Development International, 21, 498–517. https://doi.org/10.1108/CDI‐01‐2016‐0012
Lent, R. W., & Brown, S. D. (2017). Social cognitive career theory in a diverse world. Guest editors' introduction. Journal of
Career Assessment, 25, 3–5. https://doi.org/10.1177/1069072716657811
Lepak, D., & Snell, S. (1999). The human resource architecture: Toward a theory of human capital allocation and development. Academy of Management Review, 24, 31–48. https://doi.org/10.5465/AMR.1999.1580439
Mäkikangas, A., De Cuyper, N., Mauno, S., & Kinnunen, U. (2013). A longitudinal person‐centred view on perceived employability: The role of job insecurity. European Journal of Work and Organizational Psychology, 22, 490–503. https://doi.org/
10.1080/1359432X.2012.665230
McArdle, S., Waters, L., Briscoe, J. P., & Hall, D. T. (2007). Employability during unemployment: Adaptability, career identity
and human and social capital. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 71, 247–264. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2007.06.003
Mitchell, M., Cropanzano, R., & Quisenberry, D. (2012). Social exchange theory, exchange resources, and interpersonal relationships: A modest resolution of theoretical difficulties. In K. Törnblom, & A. Kazemi (Eds.), Handbook of social resource

FORRIER

ET AL.

523

theory: Theoretical extensions, empirical insights, and social applications (pp. 99–118). New York, NY: Springer. https://doi.
org/10.1007/978‐1‐4614‐4175‐5_6
Nelissen, J., Forrier, A., & Verbruggen, M. (2017). Employee development and voluntary turnover: Testing the employability
paradox. Human Resource Management Journal, 27, 152–168. https://doi.org/10.1111/1748‐8583.12136
Nyberg, A., & Wright, P. (2015). 50 years of human capital research: Assessing what we know, exploring where we go. Academy of Management Perspectives, 29, 287–295. https://doi.org/10.5465/amp.2014.0113
Okay‐Somerville, B., & Scholarios, D. (2014). Coping with career boundaries and boundary‐crossing in the graduate labour
market. Career Development International, 19, 668–682. https://doi.org/10.1108/CDI‐12‐2013‐0144
Philippaers, K., De Cuyper, N., & Forrier, A. (2017). Employable, committed, and thus well‐performing: a matter of interdependent forward‐looking social exchange. European Journal of Work and Organizational Psychology, 5, 755–767.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1359432X.2017.1351950
Raffiee, J., & Coff, R. (2016). Micro‐foundations of firm‐specific human capital: when do employees perceive their skills to be
firm‐specific? Academy of Management Journal, 59, 766–790. https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2014.0286
Reeskens, T., & Van Oorschot, W. (2012). Those who are in the gutter look at the stars? Explaining perceptions of labour
market opportunities among European young adults. Work, Employment and Society, 26, 379–395. https://doi.org/
10.1177/0950017012438575
Rothwell, A., & Arnold, J. (2007). Self‐perceived employability: Development and validation of a scale. Personnel Review, 36,
23–41. https://doi.org/10.1108/00483480710716704
Solberg, E., & Dysvik, A. (2016). Employees' perceptions of HR investment and their efforts to remain internally employable:
Testing the exchange‐based mechanisms of the “new psychological contract”. International Journal of Human Resource
Management, 27, 909–927. https://doi.org/10.1080/09585192.2015.1045008
Spurk, D., Kaufeld, S., Meinecke, A., & Ebner, K. (2016). Why do adaptable people feel less insecure? Indirect effects of
career adaptability on job and career insecurity via two types of perceived marketability. Journal of Career Assessment,
24, 289–306. https://doi.org/10.1177/1069072715580415
Tholen, G. (2015). What can research into graduate employability tell us about agency and structure? British Journal of Sociology of Education, 36, 766–784. https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2013.847782
Thozhur, S., Riley, M., & Szivas, E. (2007). Do the poor wake up quickly? A study of low pay and muted horizons. The Service
Industries Journal, 27, 139–150. https://doi.org/10.1080/02642060601122660
Tomlinson, M. (2012). Graduate employability: A review of conceptual and empirical themes. Higher Education Policy, 25,
407–431. https://doi.org/10.1057/hep.2011.26
Van der Heijde, C., & Van der Heijden, B. (2006). A competence‐based and multidimensional operationalization and measurement of employability. Human Resource Management, 45, 449–476. https://doi.org/10.1002/hrm.20119
Van der Heijden, B., & Bakker, A. (2011). Toward a mediation model of employability enhancement: A study of employee‐
supervisor pairs in the building sector. The Career Development Quarterly, 59, 232–248. https://doi.org/10.1002/
j.2161‐0045.2011.tb00066.x
Van der Heijden, B., Boon, J., Van der Klink, M., & Meijs, E. (2009). Employability enhancement through formal and informal
learning: An empirical study among Dutch non‐academic university staff members. International Journal of Training and
Development, 13, 19–37. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468‐2419.2008.00313.x
Van der Heijden, B., De Lange, A., Demerouti, E., & Van der Heijde, C. (2009). Age effects on the employability–career success relationship. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 74, 156–164. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2008.12.009
Vanhercke, D., De Cuyper, N., Peeters, E., & De Witte, H. (2014). Defining perceived employability: A psychological
approach. Personnel Review, 43, 592–605. https://doi.org/10.1108/PR‐07‐2012‐0110
Wilton, N. (2011). Do employability skills really matter in the UK graduate labour market? The case of business and management graduates. Work, Employment and Society, 25, 85–100. https://doi.org/10.1177/0950017010389244
Wittekind, A., Raeder, S., & Grote, G. (2010). A longitudinal study of determinants of perceived employability. Journal of
Organizational Behavior, 31, 566–586. https://doi.org/10.1002/job.646
Zikic, J., & Klehe, U. (2006). Job loss as a blessing in disguise: The role of career exploration and career planning in predicting
reemployment quality. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 69, 391–409. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2006.05.007

How to cite this article: Forrier A, De Cuyper N, Akkermans J. The winner takes it all, the loser has to fall:
Provoking the agency perspective in employability research. Hum Resour Manag J. 2018;28:511–523.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1748‐8583.12206

