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Abstract

This paper presents a summary of some of the implications gleaned from a research project
which investigated the psychological influences on the experience of unemployment.
Drawing from deprivation theory and the stress and coping literature, the research project
explored coping resources, cognitive appraisals, coping behaviours, mental health, and
reemployment. The results highlight the importance of considering a range of factors that
could impact on the psychological well-being, job search behaviour, and reemployment
prospects for unemployed individuals. Some of those factors include core self-evaluations,
appraisals of deprivation or hardship, and activities that individuals pursue in their spare time.
Suggestions are made for intervention strategies that can be tailored to the specific needs of

the individual.



Some Implications of the Psychological Experience of Unemployment

This paper summarises some of the implications drawn from a research project which
investigated the psychological influences on the experience of unemployment (Hoare, 2007).
The research project consisted of two studies. The first was a cross-sectional survey of 371
unemployed participants from South East Queensland, Australia, which was reported in Hoare
and Machin (2006). The second study consisted of 115 of those same participants, surveyed 6
months later, and used both cross-sectional and longitudinal designs. The surveys were paper-
based and were distributed by staff from employment agencies to their unemployed clients.
There were four major objectives for the research project. The first was to determine how
coping resources and cognitive appraisals influence coping behaviours. The second was to
examine how the coping variables influence mental health. The third was to determine which
variables predicted job acquisition and the final objective was to explore changes over time in

the coping variables as a function of employment status.

Theoretical Underpinnings

The studies drew mainly from stress and coping theory (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984),
but also examined how well Jahoda’s (1982) deprivation theory would fit within the stress
and coping framework. The stress process is dynamic and constantly changing, depending on
the transactions between the person and his or her environment (Lazarus & Folkman). Stress
and coping theory posits that for an event or situation to be experienced as stressful, and for it
to have an impact on an individual‘s well-being, the individual must judge the situation as
exceeding or taxing his or her available resources and view it as harmful, as threatening, or as
a loss of something that is important to him or her (Lazarus & Folkman). Thus, personal
resources and cognitive appraisals are important influences in determining whether an

experience or situation, such as unemployment, is stressful. Those factors also influence the



cognitive or behavioural strategies an individual will use to manage their stress (Lazarus &
Folkman).

In her seminal work in the 1930s, Jahoda (1982) found that unemployment results in a
loss of access to five important psychosocial benefits of employment, which she believed
accounted for the poor mental health experienced by the unemployed. Jahoda contended that
employment not only provides a regular income (the manifest benefits), but it provides
people with a sense of collective purpose, opportunities for contact with others outside of
their immediate family, a sense of social status, enforced activity, and a structure to their
time. Jahoda found that unemployment reduced or deprived people of those five psychosocial
benefits, causing them to experience significant distress. This suggests that the experience of
distress in the unemployed is associated with appraisals associated with loss of the latent
benefits. Thus, Jahoda’s theory can be readily incorporated into the stress and coping
framework. Other researchers (e.g., Fryer, 1986) have argued that it is the loss of the
manifest, or financial, benefits of employment that better account for the distress felt by the
unemployed. Fryer argued that having limited finances restricts people’s ability to exercise
control over their lives and to make plans for the future, which impacts on their well-being.
Thus, Fryer’s emphasis on the loss of the economic benefits of employment can also be
incorporated into the stress and coping theory because perceived access to finances is

considered to be a coping resource.

Vulnerability Factors

Overall, the results of the research project appear to fit well with stress and coping
theory and highlight the importance of considering personality-related variables (e.g., self-
esteem, affective dispositions) and cognitive appraisals (e.g., satisfaction with employment

status, deprivation of the latent and manifest benefits of employment) when investigating the



experiences of unemployment and reemployment. Many of the personal resources and
appraisal variables were significant correlates of coping behaviours (e.g., job seeking, leisure
pursuits) and mental health, and some were also predictors of those variables. Therefore, one
of the ways to provide assistance and support for the unemployed is to develop intervention
programs aimed at enhancing their personal resources and altering their negative cognitions.

However, the experience of unemployment is not the same for every unemployed
person, so where possible, intervention programs should be tailored to suit the individual.
Participants with fewer personal resources, greater dissatisfaction with their unemployment
status, and more financial hardship were more likely to report clinical symptoms than those
who reported more positive self-evaluations and appraisals and who placed less value on
employment. Thus, those variables represent psychological vulnerability factors, which, if
identified early, could be targeted for intervention programs to decrease the likelihood of
deterioration of an unemployed individual‘s mental health. A predictive model, which
included self-esteem, positive affect, negative affect, satisfaction with employment status,
and financial hardship, demonstrated stability over time and acceptable sensitivity and
specificity for it to be used as a tool to identify unemployed clients at risk of developing
clinical symptoms.

On a theoretical level, positive affect appears to be a relatively stable disposition that
plays a role in offsetting the negative consequences of unemployment. Whilst self-esteem,
efficacy, and negative affect have been included in many studies of the unemployed, positive
affect has been relatively neglected in the research. This study suggested that positive affect
may well be just as important as negative affect in the unemployment experience. Positive
affect was one of the most important predictors of leisure activity and also of mental health.
Whilst positive affect was not identified by Judge, Erez, Bono, and Thoresen (2002) as being

a part of a higher-order construct, which they called core self-evaluations, its relationships



with self-esteem, efficacy, and negative affect suggest that it is part of the constellation of
self-evaluative factors. Furthermore, the pattern of relationships between positive affect and
some of the other variables in the study, such as appraisals of employment expectation,
leisure meaningfulness, latent deprivation, and coping via leisure activity, was very similar to
those of self-esteem and efficacy. These findings suggest that positive affect should be
considered alongside the other core self-evaluation variables as an important personal
resource. However, further research is needed to confirm its convergence with the other core
self-evaluation variables, and to also determine whether they are similar in terms of their

relationships with other variables that influence the unemployment experience.

Job Seeking Efficacy

Much of the practical assistance offered to the unemployed by Government and
employment agencies relates to improving their employability and job search skills, whilst
the receipt of Centrelink benefits is typically reliant on the unemployed demonstrating that
they are actively looking for work or engaging in other contracted activities (e.g., volunteer
work). The results of Study One demonstrated the importance of job seeking efficacy to the
job search process, and those results are consistent with previous research that (e.g., Blau,
1994; Kanfer & Hulin, 1985; Wanberg, Glomb, Song, and Sorenson (2005). Therefore,
training interventions should focus not only on teaching job search behaviours, but should
incorporate factors that enhance job seeking efficacy. Self-efficacy is typically acquired
through past successful performances of the behaviour, through positive reinforcement, and
through vicarious experiences (Bandura, 1988). The latter refers to individuals seeing others,
with whom they identify, successfully carrying out the relevant behaviour. To enhance job
seeking efficacy, practitioners could assist their unemployed clients to identify and

acknowledge previous successes, such as being short-listed for an interview, or having been



offered a job in the past, to help them to focus on previous positive outcomes. It came to light
from the qualitative analyses that some participants felt discouraged because they received no
feedback from employers after applying for job. Whilst it may not be feasible for
practitioners to educate employers on the importance of feedback, it is possible for
practitioners to provide positive reinforcement to their clients for approximating good job
search behaviours in a counselling setting (e.g., through mock job interviews or mock
informational interviews). Furthermore, group training sessions could provide an avenue for
the unemployed to enhance their sense of efficacy through vicarious reinforcement. For
example, guest speakers who were previously unemployed and successfully gained work

could be invited along to a training session to share their experiences.

Leisure Activities

Although job search behaviours are important precursors to finding work, the results
of the research suggest that what the unemployed do in their spare time is also an important
consideration in terms of their psychological well-being. The leisure environment appears to
provide an alternative avenue for gaining access to the latent benefits and serves as a useful
and psychologically healthy way of coping with unemployment. Therefore, practitioners
could encourage unemployed individuals to engage in meaningful activities as a way of
coping with their unemployment. In doing so, practitioners should be mindful of several
pertinent issues that were borne out of the current study. The key predictors of leisure activity
were financial resources, level of education, activity in general, leisure meaningfulness, and
positive affect. Thus, some unemployed individuals are likely to have significant financial
barriers that will place restrictions on the frequency and type of leisure activity in which they
engage. Some of the activities reported by participants as meaningful (e.g., sport/exercise,

socialising with friends) need not incur a cost, so working with unemployed clients to find



out what activities they would find the most meaningful and then generating cost-effective or
no-cost ways of doing them is likely to be helpful. The results suggest that individuals with
lower levels of education may need information or education on the positive mental health
benefits of leisure activity to help them to see its usefulness as a coping strategy. Other
individuals may have difficulty organising and mobilising themselves to engage in leisure
activities. Intervention programs incorporating behavioural activation strategies, such as
activity scheduling, may be efficacious for assisting such individuals. Other unemployed
clients may benefit from therapeutic techniques aimed at helping them to take a more positive
view of, or positively reappraise, their situation, and to identify leisure activities that they

would find meaningful.

Intervention Strategies

Several researchers have used Cognitive-Behavioural Therapy (CBT) approaches
effectively to improve levels of well-being in the unemployed (e.g., Creed, Machin, & Hicks,
1999; Proudfoot, Guest, Carson, Dunn, & Gray, 1997). The behavioural activation
component of CBT has been shown to be effective in alleviating negative affect and
corresponding maladaptive cognitions (Jacobson & Gortner, 2000). Consequently, Lejuez,
Hopko, and Hopko (2001) developed the Brief Behavioural Activation Treatment for
Depression (BATD), which appears to be a useful and cost-effective approach that
incorporates behaviour monitoring, activity scheduling in several life areas (e.g., social
relationships, recreation, volunteer work, career/employment), and positive reinforcement.
Thus, it would most likely work well for some unemployed individuals who have difficulty
developing social relationships, structuring their time, mobilising themselves into action, or
finding meaningful activities to occupy their time. Although positive affect appears to be a

relatively stable characteristic, CBT techniques may also be useful for helping unemployed



individuals with low positive affect to reframe their negative cognitions and to engage in
activities that are meaningful (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000). Meaningful activities may
assist individuals to feel effective and to experience situational mastery and control, which
are important for an individual‘s mental health (Feather, 1990; Folkman & Moskowitz).
Furthermore, there is evidence that people high in positive affect tend to have more positive
perceptions of the sociability aspects of themselves and are more interested in other people
(Kuiper, McKee, Shahe, & Olinger, 2000). This suggests that people with low positive affect
may feel more uncomfortable engaging in networking activities that are likely to enhance
their job prospects. As such, intervention strategies aimed at increasing an individual‘s
positive affect may also assist them to become more comfortable using social networks to

gather job leads or to approach employers for work.
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Theory and Practice
Question: What are some of the variables identified as potential vulnerability factors in the

unemployment experience?

Answer: Results from the research project indicate that lower self-esteem, positive affect,
and satisfaction with employment status, along with higher negative affect and financial
hardship, may be vulnerability factors that increase an individual’s risk of developing clinical
symptoms. Early interventions aimed at identifying and enhancing an individual’s coping

resources may help to maintain their psychological wellbeing during unemployment.

Question: Apart from job search skills, what is an important psychological variable that could

be targeted in job search training programs?

Answer: Job seeking efficacy can have a strong influence on the job search process, so
strategies aimed at helping unemployed individuals to reflect on, and acknowledge, past
successes with their job search can be helpful. Unemployment can impact on a person’s
confidence in their ability to find work, particularly if they are constantly receiving
knockbacks from potential employers and have not been able to get feedback on their job
applications. Therefore, it is important to assist individuals to recognise their past successes,
such as being short-listed for an interview, or being able to acquire work in the past, to
positively reinforce active job seeking behaviour, and to provide opportunities for them to

gain greater efficacy through vicarious experiences.



