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Abstract 

Purpose - This study examined the relationship between job search self-efficacy, employment 

goals, job search planning, job search behaviors and effort allocated to job search. We 

expected that employment goals would mediate the effect of job search self-efficacy on job 

search planning, job search behaviors and effort allocated to job search.  

Design / methodology / approach - One hundred participants completed measures of these 

concepts.  

Findings - Regression analyses did not confirm our hypotheses. Contrary to expectations, 

employment goals did not mediate the path between self-efficacy, job search planning, job 

search behaviors and effort allocated to job search. Instead, self-efficacy directly influenced 

job search planning and job search behaviors. Results are discussed with reference to previous 

studies and to methodological choices.  

Originality / value - Few studies have investigated the effect of self-efficacy on goals in job 

search domain.  

Keywords Self-efficacy, goals, job search behavior, job search effort, planning  

Paper type Research paper
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Literature review  

Social Cognitive Career Theory model 

"Self-efficacy" refers to the belief that one is capable of achieving one’s goals. This concept 

has been studied in several domains, including cognition, health and counseling. In the latter, 

Lent, Brown and Hackett (1994) incorporated self-efficacy into a model they called Social 

Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT). Roughly speaking, this model postulates that self-efficacy 

influences personal goals, defined as an individual’s intention to engage in a particular 

activity or to produce a particular outcome (Lent, 2005). Personal goals then determine the 

individual’s actions, and these actions explain performance. The different paths of this model 

were validated in many studies.  

In the investigation of the effect of self-efficacy on goals, authors used either self-

efficacy to perform some activities (Sheu et al., 2010), either career decision self-efficacy 

(Ochs and Roessler, 2004), either job search self-efficacy (LaHuis, 2005; Van Hooft et al., 

2004) and the assessment of goals varies across studies. Some authors used a questionnaire 

asking participants if they intend to perform some behaviors, like intention to engage in 

behaviors favorable to career management (Ochs and Roessler, 2004), intention to engage or 

persist in job search behaviors (LaHuis, 2005; Van Hooft et al., 2004). Others used a scale 

where the participant indicates for instance if “he has a clear set of goals for his(her) future” 

(Rogers et al., 2008; Rogers and Creed, 2011).  However, the path between self-efficacy and 

goals was confirmed, whatever the type of self-efficacy studied, the way of assessing goals 

and the sample used (students or job seekers).  

Concerning the path between goals and actions, different actions were assessed, like 

planning behaviors (Rogers et al., 2008; Rogers and Creed, 2011), job search behaviors 

(Caska, 1998; Song et al., 2006; Wanberg et al., 2005; Zikic and Saks, 2009) or persistence in 

some academic majors (Lent et al., 2003). Moreover, job search behaviors are usually 
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assessed from two angles: “intensity” (the frequency with which individuals use diverse 

search strategies) or “effort”, in which case, they are asked how much effort they devote to 

looking for a job. As for the previous path, in all cases, studies highlighted the effect of goals 

on behaviors except for job search effort. Indeed, we don’t know any study relative to the 

influence of goals on effort allocated to job search.  

The path between action and performance was investigated for instance via the 

relationship between job search behaviors and success in finding a job. This effect has been 

found to be significant, but moderate in several studies (Saks and Ashforth, 1999; Wanberg et 

al., 1999), though not in all (Wanberg et al., 1996). Getting a job may also depend on other 

variables, like situational variables (Wanberg et al., 1996) and this would explain this result. 

No significant correlation has been found between effort and job search outcome (Brown et 

al., 2006; Saks and Ashforth, 1999, 2002). In return, it appears that career planning behaviors 

significantly determine employment quality (Zikic and Klehe, 2006; Saks and Ashforth, 

2002).  

These studies globally confirm Lent and Brown’s model. However, the relevance of 

the path between action and performance seems to depend on the behaviors investigated 

(career planning vs job search behaviors). Furthermore, the assessment of goals varied across 

studies: some of them used intention to engage in some behaviors and others used scales 

rating different areas (Rogers et al., 2008; Rogers and Creed, 2011). This discrepancy 

questions the theoretical definition of goals.  

 

Self efficacy and job search 

Saks, Brown and Lent (2005) defined the role of goals in job searching, reviewing the 

variables empirically related to job search behaviors, then developing a causal model of these 

behaviors. In this model, individual difference variables (including job search self-efficacy) 
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influence both job search goals and employment goals which, in turn, determine job search 

behaviors, while job search behaviors determine outcomes. "Job search goals" are defined as 

performance goals that individuals set themselves in their search (for instance sending out a 

certain number of applications each week) and "employment goals" refer to possible 

outcomes of their search, like obtaining a job.  

This is an acknowledgement that career self-efficacy contributes to the setting of goals 

and that goals contribute to performance, but how? For his part, Bandura (1997) considers 

that goals must be specific if they are to have a motivating effect. According to Earley, 

Wojnaroski and Prest (1987), a specific goal favors planning behavior because it is easier for 

the individual to anticipate the most appropriate behavior. This feature of goals was 

investigated in job search domain only through job search clarity (defined as the extent to 

which job seekers have precise objectives for the type of work they want). In these studies, 

job search clarity was assessed by a scale where the participants indicated if they had clear 

objectives (Côté, Saks and Zikic, 2006; Zikic and Saks, 2009). Côté, Saks and Zikic (2006) 

showed that job search clarity mediates the effect of self-efficacy on job search intensity and 

Zikic and Saks (2009) observed a significant relationship between self-efficacy and job search 

clarity, and a significant effect of clarity on job search intensity. However, job search clarity 

does not seem to assess nor employment goals, nor job search goals, as defined by Saks et al. 

(2005).  

It should be mentioned that in many studies, the effect of job search self-efficacy on 

behaviors is assumed to be direct. Zikic and Klehe (2006) found an effect of self-efficacy on 

career planning. Concerning the effect of job search self-efficacy on job search intensity, 

results are divergent. Saks and Ashforth (1999) and Wanberg, Kanfer and Rotundo (1999) 

obtained significant effects, unlike Wanberg, Watt and Rumsey (1996). The observed 

difference may be due to the use of different samples. Wanberg et al. (1996) conducted their 
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study on participants who were being laid off. Hence, their self-efficacy level may have been 

lowered by their situation and thus, would not have a revitalizing effect. Studies of the effect 

of job search self-efficacy on effort have also yielded inconsistent results. Some of them have 

reported a significant effect (Saks and Ashforth, 1999; Saks, 2006), whereas others have not 

(Brown et al., 2006; Saks and Ashforth, 2000), but the obtained correlations were always 

moderate.  

The aim of this study was to validate a model inspired of the models elaborated by 

Lent and Brown and by Saks, Brown and Lent. Our model includes several variables, job 

search self-efficacy, goal employment, planning behaviors, job search behaviors and job 

search effort. This model is displayed in Figure 1:  

Insert Figure 1 here 

Our model postulates that precision of the employment goal would mediate the relationships 

between job search self-efficacy and diverse behaviors related to job search, like job search 

planning, job search behaviors and effort allocated to job search. Models elaborated by Lent 

and Brown and by Saks, Brown and Lent both postulate that self-efficacy determines goals 

and that goals determine diverse behaviors. Moreover, Bandura (1997) specifies what features 

of goals are supposed to be influenced by self-efficacy and considers that specificity of the 

goal is a relevant feature. Thus, we supposed that a high level of job search self-efficacy 

would result in a search for a very specific job (i.e. in a specific goal employment) and that a 

specific goal employment would determine diverse behaviors. Concerning the behaviors 

supposed to be influenced by goals, as we study job search self-efficacy and employment 

goals, we chose both measures of job search behaviors. Moreover, a specific goal is supposed 

to entail planning behaviors (Earley et al., 1987), so, we introduced job search planning in our 

model. 

Method 
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Sample. One hundred participants (54 men, 44 women and 2 participants who did not indicate 

their gender) took part in this study. Participants ranged in age from 16 to 61 years (M = 36.6, 

SD = 11.70). Their education level varied from 6 to 20 years (M = 13, SD = 2.80). 78 were 

unemployed, 15 were employed, 3 were student and 4 of them did not indicate their status. 

Participants had been looking for a job for a mean period of 18 months (SD = 20.91 months). 

For those who were unemployed, their jobless duration varied between one day and 10 years.  

Procedure. Participants were recruited at two centers offering help to job seekers (the Cité des 

Métiers and an agency of the Pôle Emploi). Only volunteers were given the questionnaires 

and completed them on the spot. 

Measures 

Job search self-efficacy. We chose to administer the Career Search Efficacy Scale (CSES) 

developed by Solberg et al. (1994). This scale contains 35 items rating the participant’s 

confidence in his or her ability to perform tasks related to the job search. This scale has 

proven to be psychometrically sound (Solberg et al., 1994). After translating this scale into 

French, we decided to reject two of the items, as they did not seem relevant in the French 

context. Participants answered using a 10-point Likert-type scale (ranging from 0 to 9) 

according to their level of confidence in doing what was described by the item. Internal 

consistency, as measured by Cronbach’s alpha, was .97. Hence, we computed a global score. 

A high score describes a strong confidence of the participant in his ability to perform 

activities. 

Employment goal. As this variable has rarely been investigated, we had to create a measure. 

We used an open question to assess this variable. Participants were asked to say what sort of 

job they were looking for and to give as many details as possible (type of contract, full- or 

part-time job, and geographical area).  
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Job search behaviors. The questionnaire used in this study was inspired by the scale 

developed by Blau (1993). We adapted Blau’s items in order to make them more relevant in 

the French context and to introduce new job search strategies into the scale (e.g., use of the 

Internet). Fourteen behaviors were presented to participants, who were asked to indicate how 

often they had performed these behaviors within the previous month on a 5-point scale (from 

"Never" to "Very often"). Cronbach’s alpha was .84. A higher score indicates a more frequent 

use of job search behaviors. 

Planning behaviors. This scale consists of twelve job search behaviors. For each of them, the 

participant must indicate to what extent he recently planned to perform the behavior on a 5-

point scale (from "Never" to "Very often"). Cronbach’s alpha was .83. A high score means 

that the participant frequently plans his search. 

Effort allocated to job search. Participants were also asked to indicate how much time they 

had devoted to looking for a job over the previous two weeks. The answer to this question 

enabled us to rate job search effort.  

Control variables. As significant effects of education level, age and jobless duration had been 

observed on job search behaviors in previous studies (Kulik, 2001; Wanberg et al., 2000), we 

added a measure of these variables in order to control for their influence. 

Results 

Preliminary analysis 

Before testing our hypotheses, a preliminary study was conducted to rate the precision of the 

participants’ goals. We conducted a content analysis of their answers to this question. We first 

read the answers given by the participants and distinguished four levels of precision according 

to the details they provided. These levels are illustrated by the following examples: 

- Very undefined goal: going back to work and setting up my own business; 

- Undefined goal: setting up my own business in the building trade; 
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- Precise goal: becoming a full-time nurse’s aide in a nursing home with an open-ended 

contract; 

- Very precise goal: care assistant for the elderly, in the South of France, working nights, 

room and board during the week. 

Then, three raters (the authors of this study) were provided a definition of each precision 

level and tried to categorize the answers according to the levels of precision. Inter rater 

agreement was very high (95%). In case of disagreement, we categorized the answer 

according to the precision level given by a majority of coders. This first step allowed us to 

rate goal precision from 1 to 4. When participants cited several employment goals, we rated 

the precision of each of them and then computed a mean goal precision score for that 

participant.  

Insert Table 1 here 

Correlations and descriptive statistics are displayed in Table 1. Some control variables 

are correlated with the studied variables (age with effort allocated to job search, education 

level with goal precision). Variables related to self-efficacy and behaviors are also correlated.  

Hypotheses testing 

To test our model, we followed the procedure described by Baron and Kenny (1986). These 

authors consider that a variable mediates the path between a predictor and a criterion if it 

meets the following conditions. Predictor (job search self-efficacy) significantly influences 

mediator variable (precision of the employment goal). Predictor determines criterion 

(respectively planning behaviors, job search behaviors and effort devoted to job search). 

Mediator variable significantly influences criterion. The path between predictor and criterion 

is significantly reduced when mediator is introduced in regression. Each of these conditions is 

tested by regressions performed on planning behaviors, job search behaviors and effort 
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devoted to job search. Moreover, we introduced jobless duration, education level and age as 

predictors to partial out the effect of these variables. 

Results are displayed in Table 2 

Insert Table 2 

The first condition to consider that precision of the employment goal mediates the 

effect of job search self-efficacy on behaviors is not satisfied. Thus, results of step 1 indicated 

that job search self-efficacy did not significantly influence precision of employment goal. At 

step 2, it appears that the effect of predictor (job search self-efficacy) on criterion varied 

according to the criterion considered. This effect was significant for planning behaviors and 

job search behaviors, but not for effort devoted to job search. Results at step 3 indicate that 

the mediator variable (precision of the employment goal) did not significantly influence 

criterion (planning behaviors, job search behaviors and effort devoted to job search). Step 4 

shows that job search self-efficacy significantly influenced job search behaviors and planning 

behaviors even if we introduce the mediator variable in regression. This result was observed 

for planning behaviors and job search behaviors, not for effort allocated to job search. 

Overall, our hypotheses were not confirmed: goal precision was not explained by job search 

self-efficacy and determined neither behaviors nor the amount of time devoted to search. By 

contrast, self-efficacy directly influenced planning and job search behaviors. Our results 

therefore invalidate our model, at least in terms of goal precision.  

Discussion 

In this study, we developed a model of relationships between job-search variables, inspired by 

Lent and Brown’s model and Saks et al. (2005) review. Several scales were used to assess 

these variables and administered to a sample of participants, and the relationships of the 

model were then tested.  
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Contrary to expectations, self-efficacy did not have a significant effect on goal 

employment precision. Self-efficacy theory postulates that a high level of self-efficacy entails 

the setting of clearly defined goals. However, in the job search domain, goal precision has 

only been investigated by Côté et al. (2006) and Zikic and Saks (2009), who refer to it as "job 

search clarity". In these two studies, job search clarity was either explained by or correlated 

with self-efficacy. However, it was assessed by questionnaires where respondents were asked 

if they had a clear vision of their search and we believe that this is not a relevant way of 

assessing goal precision. It is a subjective measure and its use implies that individuals are able 

to rate the precision of their own goals. Furthermore, answers to this questionnaire risk being 

biased by social desirability and there is no way of checking that they match the actual goals. 

The goal precision assessment method we adopted in this study seemed to correspond more 

closely to the theoretical definition. We considered that the participants’ goal was to find a job 

and that we could therefore assess the precision of this goal by asking them what job they 

were looking for, requesting as many details as possible. Goal precision was then rated by the 

experimenters. This difference in the methods used to assess goal precision could thus explain 

the divergent results.  

The relevance of our hypothesis is also open to question. Koen, Klehe, Van Vianen, 

Zikic and Nauta (2010) postulated that job seekers alternate between different strategies 

(exploratory, focused and haphazard), that the use of a focused strategy is determined by clear 

employment goals and that the effect of self-efficacy on strategies varies according to the 

strategy being considered. Moreover, according to Koen et al. (2010), self-efficacy and 

employment goals conjointly determine the use of strategies, whereas in Lent and Brown’s 

model, self-efficacy determines goals.  

Planning behaviors, job search behaviors and effort devoted to job search were not 

significantly influenced by goal precision. Concerning the effect of goals on job search 
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behaviors, our results again contradict those obtained by Côté et al. (2006) and Zikic and Saks 

(2009), who found an effect of job search clarity on job search intensity. The nonsignificant 

effect of employment goals on job search behaviors in our study may once more have been 

due to the way we assessed goal precision. Concerning planning behaviors, some studies have 

investigated career planning behaviors, rather than job search planning behaviors. However, 

as we can assume that the goal of our participants was to find a job, we chose to focus on job 

search planning because it seemed to us that these behaviors might help participants to attain 

their goal. Locke and Latham (2002) observed that in the case of a new task, people plan the 

actions needed to attain their goals. Accordingly, goals determine the use of planning 

behaviors. If we regard job search as a new task, we can assume that the goal has an effect on 

planning behaviors. However, the status of planning behaviors varies from study to study. 

According to Zikic and Klehe (2006) and Rogers et al. (2008), planning behaviors are 

determined by self-efficacy, whereas Koen et al. (2010) hold that self-efficacy and planning 

behaviors together influence job search strategies.  

Concerning the amount of effort devoted to job search, in their meta-analysis, Kanfer, 

Wanberg and Kantrowitz (2001) reported variable correlations between job search behaviors 

and their antecedents, according to the way in which the former were assessed (intensity or 

effort). They concluded that these two types of variables did not entirely overlap, as indicated 

by the correlations between them (Brown et al., 2006; Saks, 2006; Saks and Ashforth, 2002). 

Furthermore, in these studies, effort was assessed by a questionnaire where respondents had to 

indicate the degree to which job search represented an effort. In other studies, authors have 

investigated either the amount of time spent on job search (Kulik, 2000, 2001; Wanberg et al., 

2010), as we did, or else the amount of time spent implementing one specific strategy (Hoye 

et al., 2009), but have not studied the paths between these variables and job search self-
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efficacy or employment goals. We deemed that assessing effort via the amount of time 

devoted to job search was a more valid method and less susceptible to social desirability bias. 

However, as in previous studies (Saks and Ashforth, 1999; Wanberg et al., 1999), job 

search behaviors and planning behaviors were directly determined by self-efficacy. In return 

the effect of job search self-efficacy on effort devoted to job search was not significant. 

Previous results relative to the effect of job search self-efficacy on effort are inconsistent. 

Saks (2006) observed a significant correlation contrary to Brown et al (2006). Moreover, in 

these studies, effort is assessed by a scale and not by the amount of time spent to search. Thus, 

the divergent ways of assessing effort can partially explain these inconsistent results.  

Our results invalidated our model, insofar as goal precision did not appear to be an 

intermediate variable between self-efficacy, planning and job search behaviors. Nevertheless, 

self-efficacy directly influenced both types of behaviors. This result can be interpreted in two 

ways: either employment goals are related neither to job search self-efficacy nor to planning 

and job search behaviors, or goal precision is not the relevant feature of goals. Self-efficacy is 

also supposed to determine the level of performance : a high level of self-efficacy entails 

difficult performance goals (Lent, 2005). The effect of self-efficacy on the goal’s level of 

difficulty has been highlighted in previous studies. Bandura and Wood (1989) observed an 

effect of self-efficacy on the performance goals that participants set themselves. That said, the 

way that goal difficulty levels would be assessed in counseling is questioned, as the same 

employment goal may represent different levels of difficulty, according to individual profiles 

(education level, jobless duration, etc.).  

Contributions of Research 

This study is original for several reasons. Some reasons are methodological and are relative to 

the way of assessing employment goals and effort devoted to job search. Indeed, the measures 

of these concepts used in previous studies did not seem valid and we chose new measures to 
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assess these variables. Other reasons are theoretical. To our knowledge, planning behaviors 

were never investigated in job search and employment goals were rarely studied. Thus, this 

enabled us to elaborate and to test an original model. However, our results showed that, using 

these measures of employment goal and effort devoted to job search, precision of the 

employment goal does not mediate the path between job search self-efficacy, job search 

behaviors and job search planning and that effort devoted to job search was not determined by 

any variable of our model.   

Limitations of the study 

Our results and the examination of previous studies raise theoretical and methodological 

questions. The first question is related to the role of self-efficacy, planning behaviors and 

strategies: does self-efficacy influence planning behaviors or do these concepts independently 

determine strategies? At a methodological level, an examination of the correlation matrix 

revealed strong correlations between the variables assessed by the different scales (job search 

self-efficacy, planning behaviors and job search behaviors). Hence, the use of similarly 

constructed scales to assess these variables may have resulted in closer correlations. In the 

same vein, the inconsistent results yielded by previous studies in relation to job search 

behaviors (Saks and Ashforth, 1999; Wanberg et al., 1999; Wanberg et al., 1996) and job 

search clarity (Côté et al., 2006; Zikic and Saks, 2009)  may have stemmed from differences 

in assessment choices. Thus, further studies are needed to investigate the relationships 

between these different tools. 

The results of this study open up several avenues for future research. Although this 

study shed light on relationships between some of the variables, it provided no information 

about concrete results, that is to say, whether or not participants subsequently found a job. To 

do so, a two-wave study would be necessary. Self-efficacy and job search behaviors could be 

assessed at the outset and the participants’ status at a later point. The relationship between 
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self-efficacy and goals needs to be investigated in greater depth. Self-efficacy is supposed to 

entail ambitious goals, but this is a very subjective characteristic. Participants could therefore 

indicate the degree to which their goals seem ambitious to them. We could also investigate the 

performance goals that individuals set themselves in their job search by asking them what 

performance levels they want to attain within a given time (e.g., how many companies to call, 

how many job offers to answer, etc.). It also seems relevant to distinguish between different 

job search strategies. As Koen et al. (2010) suggested, the effect of self-efficacy may vary 

according to the type of strategy that is implemented. Thus, examining the effects of self-

efficacy on each type of strategy would enable us to hone our results.  

Implications for practice 

As job search self-efficacy positively contributes to planning behaviors and job search 

behaviors, it appears necessary to develop interventions in order to lower job search self-

efficacy. Such interventions exist, they are designed to promote job search self-efficacy 

(Creed et al., 2001), or more globally career self-efficacy (Fouad et al., 2009; Scott and Ciani, 

2008). Self-efficacy is stimulated via performance accomplishments (i.e. the learning of skills 

related to job search or career decision) and via verbal persuasion (i.e. support provided by the 

instructor). In return, our results also indicate that, in such interventions, it is not necessary to 

lead participants to elaborate very specific employment goals as these goals don’t have a 

motivating effect. 
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Appendix 

Figure 1 

Hypothetical model of relationships between job search self-efficacy, employment goal, job 

search behaviors, effort devoted to job search and job search planning 
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Survey scale measures and sample items 

Job search self-efficacy 

How confident are you in your ability to: 

1. Identify and evaluate your career values. 

2. Meet new people in careers of interest. 

Employment goal 

Do you have one or several professional plans? 

If you have a professional plan, provide the following information about the job you would 

like to find: 

Branch of industry: 

Professional environment (company, association…): 

Geographical area:  

Working conditions (type of contract, full- or part-time job): 

Planning behaviors 

Carefully read each of the following sentences and indicate to what extent you planned and 

organized these activities in order to achieve your plans. 

1. Identify potential employers or firms that could hire you. 

2. Assist to workshops to help you to search. 

Job search behaviors 

How frequently did you engage in the following behaviors during the last month? 

1. Read the help wanted/classified ads in a newspaper, journal or on the Web. 

2. Talk with friends or relatives about possible job leads. 

Effort allocated to job search 

How many hours did you devote to job search over the previous two weeks? 
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Table 1 

Descriptive statistics and correlation matrix 

 M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. Goal precision  2.32 0.79        

2. Effort devoted to search 15.41 10.92 -.123       

3. Age 36.58 11.70 -.191 .221*      

4. Jobless duration 18.15 20.91 -.215 -.057 .288**     

5. Education level 12.98 2.80  .233* -.008 -.013 -.094    

6. Job search self-efficacy 191.45 49.93 .044 -.008 .130 -.254* .126   

7. Planning behaviors 39.68 10.00 -.075 .147 .177 -.241* .011 .667**  

8. Job search behaviors 42.18 11.37 -.036 .255* -.015 -.213 -.145 .523** .570** 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
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Table 2 

Results of the regressions conducted on planning behaviors, job search behaviors and effort 

devoted to job search 

Criteria  Planning behaviors Job search behaviors Effort devoted to job search 

 R2 ΔR2 Beta R2 ΔR2 Beta R2 ΔR2 Beta 

Step 1          

Jobless duration .05  -.21 .05  -.21 .05  -.21 

Education level .05*  .23* .05*  .23* .05*  .23* 

Age .04  -.19 .04  -.19 .04  -.19 

Self-efficacy .01  .04 .01  .04 .01  .04 

Step 2          

Jobless duration .06*  -.24* .05  -.21 .01  -.06 

Education level .01  .01 .02  -.15 .01  -.01 

Age .03  .18 .01  -.02 .05  .22* 

Self-efficacy .44***  .67*** .27***  .52*** .01  -.01 

Step 3 .13*   .10   .09   

Jobless duration   -.24*   -.30*   -.14 

Education level   .09   -.11   -.07 

Age   .32*   .15   .28* 

Goal precision   -.11   -.01   -.03 

Step 4  .65*** .52  .37*** .27  .09 .00  

Jobless duration   -.08   -.19   -.16 

Education level   -.04   -.21*   -.06 

Age   .06   -.04   .31* 

Goal precision   -.14   -.03   -.03 

Self-efficacy   .77***   .56***   -.08 

 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 


