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Introduction 

It is often heard that “young graduates today have become job hoppers” and that “organizations 

can no longer offer any form of employment security”. Nonetheless, for a large part of the workforce, 

careers are still enacted within the structures of organizations (Soens, De Vos & Buyens, 2006), although 

it certainly is true that  the social exchange processes taking place between individuals and organizations 

today are less and less grounded in long-term loyalty from both sides (Hall, 2002). 

Although there has been much debate and hype in recent years over „new‟ forms of career, such 

as the protean career (i.e. “careers involving both a values-driven attitude and a self-directed attitude 

toward career management”; see Briscoe, Hall & DeMuth, 2006, p. 31), there has been little empirical 

research into these types of career. The current project attempts to do exactly that. 

            One of the major issues faced by contemporary career scholars is the lack of theory development 

in the field. Career theory has been criticized for lacking in comprehensiveness and coherence (Savickas, 

2000) and for neglecting contextual issues (Patton & McMahon, 2006). In the past, the attraction-

selection-attrition (ASA) model, which integrates individual with contextual variables, has been pointed 

out as a suitable theoretical framework for studying careers (Hall, 2002), although careers scholars have 

rarely applied it in their empirical work. However, now that the hallmarks of the traditional-organizational 

career (i.e. stability, predictable career advancement, and long-term employment relationships) are slowly 

disappearing, and the careers literature is shifting its attention towards the subjective career (i.e. “the 

evolving sequence of a person‟s work experiences over time”, Arthur, Hall & Lawrence, 1989, p. 8; Dries, 

Pepermans & Carlier, 2008), the ASA framework appears more appropriate than ever. 

Attraction-selection-attrition theory was developed by Schneider (1987) based on theories and 

findings from different areas of psychology (i.e. vocational psychology, industrial-organizational 

psychology, and social psychology), and in an attempt to advance more static theories such as person-



environment fit. Through three interrelated processes, ASA theory explains how organizational behavior 

is shaped. First, attraction refers to the fact that people are differentially attracted to particular types of 

organizations and careers as a function of their own interests and values. Second, 

throughselection processes, organizations end up choosing people who share many similar values with 

them. Third, people who do not fit an organization will tend to leave it (attrition). At the heart of ASA 

theory lies the notion of value congruence (i.e. the supplementary fit between individual and 

organizational values). 

In parallel, the recent careers literature demonstrates a renewed focus on personal values. The 

literature on protean careers, specifically, discusses how current-day career actors (especially high-skilled 

ones) shape and manage their own careers in accordance with their personal value systems (Briscoe et 

al., 2006; Hall, 2004). Although the protean career concept has resonated with career scholars worldwide, 

to date, there has not been any research linking it to career processes over time (De Vos & Soens, 2008). 

The current project responds to the research gap identified above by integrating the literature on 

the protean career with that on the attraction-selection-attrition framework. The concept of person-career 

fit will be used as a bridging concept between the two streams of literature. In general, we expect that that 

young graduates with a protean career orientation will attach more importance to person-career fit 

throughout the ASA cycle (see Hall, 2004). 

  

Method 

A cross-lagged panel study with three time points (T1, T2 and T3) was conducted in a large 

sample of young graduates (N = 1,162). At T1, students near the end of their graduating year (April to 

July) completed an online survey about their personal career values, their protean career attitudes, and 

their perceived degree of person-career fit with preferred and least preferred employers. A few months 

later, at T2, during their first few months of employment, they received a similar follow-up survey, this time 

referring to their actual employer. Two years from now, the study will be expanded with a third time point 

(T3), at which point we will be able to split the sample into two groups: employees who have stayed with 

their first employer (which will allow us to study socialization hypotheses), and those who have left (which 

will allow us to study attrition hypotheses). 

  



Key findings 

Multivariate analyses revealed that, so far, two main hypotheses of the project are supported: 

(H1) The positive effect of person-career fit on attraction processes (i.e. the likelihood of a person 

to apply for a job with a certain organization) is stronger for employees with a protean career orientation 

(i.e. those who score high on values-driven attitudes and self-directed attitudes); 

(H2) The positive effect of person-career fit on selection processes (i.e. the likelihood of a person 

to be hired for a job with a certain organization) is stronger for employees with a protean career 

orientation; 

Two other main hypotheses of the project will be tested once the T3 data is available: 

(H3) The positive effect of person-career misfit on attrition processes (i.e. the likelihood of a 

person to leave their employing organization voluntarily or involuntarily) is stronger for employees with a 

protean career orientation; 

(H4) The positive effect of organizational tenure on person-career fit (i.e. socialization) is weaker 

for employees with a protean career orientation. 

  

Contributions 

The current project  contributes to theory and practice in multiple ways: (1) by collecting more 

empirical data on protean careers; (2) by studying career-related social exchange relationships between 

employees and employers in a longitudinal fashion and across organizational boundaries, which has 

rarely been done in the past (there is a lack of both cross-level research about careers and of longitudinal 

studies); and (3) by collecting survey data on attraction processes from students near the end of their 

graduating year (the vast majority of ASA survey studies study only selection and attrition processes. 

Our findings generate important implications for HR practitioners as concerns the strategies they 

adopt to recruit, select, socialize and retain young graduates entering the job market today. It also raises 

questions about the rapidly increasing importance of organizational culture (marketed by employer 

branding strategies) as a recruitment asset. 


