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Abstract
The chapter explores the prevalent issue of career anxiety in modern society, defined as
persistent feelings of apprehension or fear related to one's job or career path. It examines the
complex interplay of factors contributing to career anxiety, including societal pressures,
psychological theories, individual traits, and emerging trends in the job market. Drawing from
psychological theories like decision-making theory, social comparison theory, and self-
efficacy theory, it elucidates the cognitive biases and societal norms shaping career-related
anxieties. The chapter further delves into the role of personality traits, upbringing, and societal
expectations in moulding career anxieties. It illustrates how a widespread sense of inadequacy,
fear of failure, and relentless pursuit of career success are caused by a variety of factors,
including neuroticism, perfectionism, parental demands, socioeconomic status, and
competitive cultural standards. Practical strategies and interventions for managing and
alleviating career anxiety are presented, including mindfulness practices, cognitive-
behavioural techniques, building support networks, cultivating a growth mindset, and
prioritizing self-care activities. The chapter concludes by examining how developments in the
employment market, such as automation, the gig economy, and demographic shifts, may affect
career anxiety and offering strategies for career futureproofing, adaptability, and lifelong

learning.

Keywords: Career Anxiety, Societal Pressures, Psychological Impact, Coping Strategies,

Stress Management.
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Introduction

In today's dynamic work environment, career anxiety has become a widespread
concern, impacting individuals across all ages and backgrounds. Defined as "a persistent
feeling of apprehension or fear over the future that is job or career related" (Christopher &
Thompson, 2017), career anxiety stems from various sources, including economic
uncertainties, job dissatisfaction, the pressure to achieve a linear career trajectory, and the
evolving nature of work itself. A study by Inc. Magazine (Haff, 2018) reported that a staggering
73% of job seekers experience stress during their search. This anxiety not only takes a toll on
individual well-being, leading to heightened stress levels, indecision, and burnout, but it also
hinders overall societal productivity and workforce engagement.

Career anxiety manifests through various symptoms that can impact individuals both
professionally and personally. Common signs include persistent worry about job security,
advancement opportunities, or performance evaluations (Kreiner et al., 2009). Behavioural
issues may include avoidance of challenging tasks, procrastination, and difficulty concentrating
due to preoccupation with career outcomes. It can erode self-confidence, leading to imposter
syndrome (Sakulku 2011). Short-term impacts include decreased productivity, absenteeism,
emotional exhaustion, burnout, and strained relationships (Schaufeli & Taris, 2014). Long-
term, untreated anxiety can hinder career advancement, growth, and goal attainment due to
insecurity and self-doubt, while increasing health risks like cardiovascular disease (Celano et

al., 2016).

This chapter embarks on a journey to unravel the intricacies of this phenomenon,
delving deep into its roots, manifestations, and potential remedies. Our objective is twofold: to
understand the complex interplay of factors contributing to career anxiety in the contemporary
context, and to offer practical insights and strategies for alleviating its grip on individuals
striving to navigate their professional paths. By exploring the multifaceted nature of career
anxiety and proposing effective remedies, we aim to equip readers with the knowledge & tools

necessary to confront and overcome the challenges posed by the modern work environment.

Exploring the Roots of Career Anxiety

Career anxiety stems from a complex interplay of social and individual factors. From a
young age, individuals are bombarded with societal messages and expectations surrounding
career choices, instilling the pressure to "succeed" by attaining prestigious job titles, high

salaries, or following a conventional linear career path (Heslin, 2005). This narrow definition

14


https://phpstack-630042-3523214.cloudwaysapps.com/index.php/ijpe/index

International Journal of Interdisciplinary Approaches in Psychology (JIAP)

Vol. 2, Special Issue 1: From Stress to Strength ISSN: 2584-0142

of success can create immense anxiety for those who may not perfectly fit these moulds. Unlike
the past, where workers could expect a linear career path within a single company, today's
professionals must be adaptable and prepared to learn new skills throughout their working
lives. This pressure to stay relevant fuels anxieties about keeping up with the pace of change

and the fear of becoming obsolete (Sonnenberg, 1997).

Societal expectations further exacerbate this anxiety. The emphasis on career success
and financial stability creates immense pressure on individuals to find a fulfilling and
financially secure path. Social media, with its curated portrayals of perfect careers, can
exacerbate feelings of inadequacy and lead to comparisons with others' seemingly effortless
achievements (Fukubayashi & Fuji, 2021). Moreover, the fear of failure and the stigma attached
to job-hopping or career changes can paralyze individuals' exploration of diverse options.

When work is highly valued, there is greater anxiety about securing and advancing in a
job, while viewing leisure as wasted time breeds anxiety about not being a diligent worker.
Ultimately, career anxiety stems from the realization that one's work life may have negative
consequences, manifesting in fears of unfulfilling work, work-life imbalance, or poor career
decisions (Sonnenberg, 1997). Often, parental expectations to pursue specific careers or
achieve certain levels of success can attribute to additional pressure and anxiety about meeting
these expectations. Conversely, a lack of parental guidance or support can lead to confusion
and anxiety about making independent career choices (Liu et al., 2020). Moreover, certain
social narratives intensify the anxiety surrounding career decisions. These include,

a) The pervasive "rat race" mentality, which emphasizes career success and financial gain
above all else, can create immense pressure to rapidly climb the corporate ladder. This
leads to anxiety about not achieving arbitrary financial goals or societal status markers
associated with a "successful" career.

b) The romanticized notion of having a single "true calling" or perfect career path
generates anxiety about choosing the "wrong" profession and feeling stuck in an
unfulfilling job.

¢) Modern society holds an expectation of achieving both remarkable career achievements
and a healthy work-life balance, creating a sense of constant juggling between different
priorities. This internal tug-of-war breeds anxiety about failing to meet either the career
ambition or personal life expectations placed upon individuals. These ingrained societal

narratives surrounding careers significantly contribute to the roots of career anxiety.
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Economic uncertainties in today's volatile job market significantly contribute to career
anxiety. Job insecurity, fuelled by factors like globalization, outsourcing, and corporate
restructuring, leaves many workers feeling perpetually on edge (Ferrie & Martikainen, 2007).
The current economy while offering flexibility and autonomy, often translates into less job
security, lower wages, and limited benefits. The fear of job loss and the accompanying financial
instability can be overwhelming, especially for individuals burdened with student loans,
mortgages, and the responsibilities of raising a family (Navarro-Abal et al., 2018). This lack of
stability can breed significant anxiety for those who rely on consistent income to make ends

meet.

Lastly, the rapid pace of technological advancements presents a double-edged sword for
workers. While new technologies have created a wealth of career opportunities, they also fuel
anxieties around automation and job displacement. Workers may wonder if their skills will
remain valuable in the face of advancing artificial intelligence and automation, leading to a
sense of job insecurity and powerlessness (Lee et al., 2018). This uncertainty about the future
of work can be a major source of anxiety and potentially stifle career growth and development.

These three factors (societal pressure, economic uncertainties & technological
advancement) are heavily intertwined and therefore understanding these trends is crucial to
navigating the complexities of modern careers and mitigating the anxieties that may arise as a

result.

Psychological Factors Contributing to Career Anxiety

In addition to societal and economic factors, individual traits can significantly
exacerbate career anxiety (Muschalla et al., 2010). One such trait is “self-criticism”. Individuals
with a strong tendency to criticize and doubt themselves may experience heightened career
anxiety. Constant inner critique and negative self-talk can lead to persistent feelings of
inadequacy, fear of failure, and the need for perfection in professional endeavours (Neureiter
& Traut-Mattausch, 2016). This self-imposed pressure adds to the overall burden of career
anxiety, making it challenging to navigate the complexities of the modern work environment.
Moreover, individuals with an “external locus of control” may be more susceptible to career
anxiety. An external locus of control refers to the belief that external forces or luck have a
greater influence on one's career outcomes than personal efforts or abilities. This mindset can
instil a sense of powerlessness and anxiety, especially when faced with uncertainties or

setbacks in their professional journey (Chen & Silverthorne, 2008). With little perceived
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control over their career trajectories, these individuals may experience heightened anxiety

about their professional futures.

The Big Five personality traits (neuroticism, conscientiousness, openness to
experience, agreeableness, and extraversion) can play a significant role in shaping an
individual's propensity for career anxiety. Among these traits, neuroticism, conscientiousness,
and openness to experience tend to have the most direct influence on career-related anxieties.

Neuroticism, characterized by a tendency to experience negative emotions such as
anxiety, fear, and insecurity, can heighten career anxiety. Individuals high in neuroticism may
experience persistent worries about job security, performance evaluations, and making the
"right" career choices. Their propensity for negative thinking patterns can lead to
catastrophizing about potential setbacks or uncertainties in their professional lives, fuelling
anxiety. Conscientiousness, often seen as a positive trait in the workplace, can also contribute
to career anxiety when taken to an extreme. While, conscientiousness is associated with
diligence, self-discipline, and a strong work ethic, the perfectionism that often accompanies
high levels of this trait can fuel anxieties about meeting excessively high standards and a fear
of failure (Campagna & Curtis, 2007). These individuals may set unrealistic expectations for
themselves, leading to a constant sense of not measuring up and heightened career anxiety.
Openness to experience, which encompasses curiosity, creativity, and a willingness to explore
novel ideas and experiences, can have a dual impact on career anxiety. Individuals who score
high on this trait may find the dynamic nature of the modern job market stimulating and
exciting, embracing opportunities for career changes and growth. However, their openness to
new experiences can also breed anxiety about making frequent career transitions or the fear of
missing out on potential opportunities, leading to indecisiveness and anxiety about committing
to a particular path.

These personality traits interact with external factors like family background and
financial circumstances, contributing to heightened career anxieties. For example, high
neuroticism combined with a history of financial hardship may exacerbate anxiety about job
security. While not deterministic, recognizing these influences can aid in developing targeted
interventions. Those high in neuroticism may benefit from cognitive-behavioural therapy or
mindfulness, while the highly conscientious could use coaching on realistic goal setting and
growth mindsets. The open-minded may find solace exploring diverse career options and

embracing fluidity in the job market.
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Understanding different psychological theories can provide valuable insights into the
complex nature of career anxiety. Here is an overview of three relevant theories that explain
the psychological dynamics behind career-related anxieties.

Decision-Making Theory encompasses frameworks like Prospect Theory (Kahneman
& Tversky,1979) and the Paradox of Choice, which explain how having numerous career
options can be overwhelming. This theory suggests that individuals may experience 'analysis
paralysis,’ a state where the fear of making the wrong choice and missing out on better
opportunities becomes crippling. The complex task of evaluating various factors such as salary,
work environment, growth potential, and personal fulfilment often leads to decision fatigue
and heightened anxiety.

Figure 1

Utility (Happiness)

Loss Gain

Disutility (Pain)

Figure 1
Individuals tend to feel the pain of losing something (a good job opportunity) more
intensely than the pleasure of gaining something (a new, maybe better job). This can lead
to individuals clinging to their current jobs, even if they are dissatisfied, for fear of

making a bad choice and losing security or benefits.

Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954) posits that individuals assess their own
achievements and qualities by comparing themselves to others. In the era of social media,
where successful careers are often portrayed in a highly curated manner, this tendency is
exacerbated. Constant comparisons with these seemingly perfect careers can invoke
feelings of inadequacy and fuel anxiety about not being "successful" enough. This theory

helps explain why many feel pressured and discontented despite their accomplishments.
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Table 1
Social media can create a distorted view of success, leading to comparison + negative

effects = feelings of inadequacy and career anxiety.

Upward Comparison |Downward Comparison

Positive Effects Hope, Inspiration Gratitude

Negative Effects Dissatisfaction, Envy Scorn

Self-Efficacy Theory (Bandura, 1977) emphasizes the importance of an individual’s
belief in their capability to succeed. Related to career anxiety, low self-efficacy might
manifest as doubts about acquiring new skills, excelling in interviews, or managing career
transitions effectively. Those who perceive themselves as ill-equipped to navigate the
dynamic job market may experience increased helplessness and anxiety, doubting their

ability to thrive in their professional lives.
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Figure 2
By focusing on past successes, seeking learning opportunities, and celebrating progress,
individuals can cultivate a strong belief in their capabilities and navigate their careers

with greater confidence and less anxiety.

By integrating insights from these theories, we can better understand the cognitive
biases and social influences that exacerbate career anxiety. Recognizing these factors allows
individuals to navigate their career paths with more informed decision-making, manage self-

doubt, and develop a greater sense of control and agency. This comprehensive approach not
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only clarifies the roots of career anxiety but also provides a framework for addressing it

constructively.

Remedies and Coping Strategies

Effectively managing and alleviating career anxiety requires a multifaceted approach
that addresses both the individual and external factors contributing to this phenomenon. One
crucial strategy involves cultivating self-awareness through practices such as mindfulness
meditation. Mindfulness helps individuals to stay present and engaged, decreasing the tendency
to ruminate over past career decisions or future uncertainties. By recognizing and challenging
negative thought patterns, individuals can reduce stress levels and gain a more balanced
perspective on their career concerns (Wang, 2021).

Cognitive-behavioural techniques, including cognitive restructuring and exposure
therapy, can also be invaluable tools for managing career anxiety. These approaches help
individuals identify and challenge irrational beliefs and fears related to their careers, leading to
a reduction in anxiety symptoms and a more constructive mindset (Arbona et al., 2021).
Building a strong support network is crucial for navigating career-related challenges.
Mentorship programs, career counselling, or peer support groups can provide individuals with
guidance, encouragement, and perspectives from experienced professionals or like-minded
peers (Hill et al., 2022). These support systems offer a sense of belonging, inspiration, and
practical advice, empowering individuals to make informed decisions and overcome obstacles.
Adopting a growth mindset, characterized by a belief in one's capacity for learning and
development, can foster resilience and adaptability in the face of setbacks or uncertainties in
the workplace (Dweck, 2015). This mindset encourages individuals to embrace challenges as
opportunities for growth, rather than viewing them as threats or personal failings. Moreover,
prioritizing self-care activities, such as exercise, hobbies, and leisure time, can help individuals
maintain a healthy work-life balance, reducing the risk of burnout and promoting overall well-
being. By nurturing their physical, emotional, and mental health, individuals can cultivate the
resilience necessary to navigate the complexities of their professional journeys. By
incorporating these practical strategies and interventions into their daily lives, individuals can
develop the coping skills and mindset necessary to manage and alleviate career anxiety
effectively. This multifaceted approach acknowledges the complex interplay of individual,
social, and environmental factors that contribute to career anxiety, offering a holistic

framework for addressing this pervasive challenge.

20


https://phpstack-630042-3523214.cloudwaysapps.com/index.php/ijpe/index

International Journal of Interdisciplinary Approaches in Psychology (JIAP)

Vol. 2, Special Issue 1: From Stress to Strength ISSN: 2584-0142

Unprecedented flexibility and autonomy are provided by the rise in remote and
freelance employment, but there are also unknowns concerning benefits, financial security, and
career advancement (Katz, 2019). Furthermore, changing demographics such as an older labour
force and greater diversity—are changing the nature of the workforce and presenting new
difficulties for people pursuing jobs (Frey, 2021). People who are struggling with the
uncertainty of their professional futures are likely to experience increased levels of career
anxiety because of these changing tendencies, as well as continued economic volatility and
geopolitical unpredictability. But while people work to future-proof their careers and maintain
their resilience in the face of change, they also offer chances for creativity, adaptability, and
lifelong learning (Haenggli & Hirschi, 2020). One can navigate the complexities of the future
workplace landscape with greater confidence and resilience by adopting a proactive mindset
and remaining aware of emerging opportunities and challenges in the labour market. This will
help them to mitigate the effects of career anxiety and seize new opportunities for growth and

fulfilment.
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