
sustainability

Article

Contradictory Aspects of Job Searching in the COVID-19
Pandemic: Relationships between Perceived Socioeconomic
Constraints, Work Volition, and the Meaning of Work

Pilhyoun Yoon 1 and Juhee Hahn 2,*

����������
�������

Citation: Yoon, P.; Hahn, J.

Contradictory Aspects of Job

Searching in the COVID-19 Pandemic:

Relationships between Perceived

Socioeconomic Constraints, Work

Volition, and the Meaning of Work.

Sustainability 2021, 13, 1012. https://

doi.org/10.3390/su13031012

Received: 29 December 2020

Accepted: 17 January 2021

Published: 20 January 2021

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral

with regard to jurisdictional claims in

published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2021 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

1 Department of Secretary, Inha Technical College, Incheon 22212, Korea; yoonph@inhatc.ac.kr
2 College of Business and Economics, Chung Ang University, Seoul 06974, Korea
* Correspondence: jhan@cau.ac.kr

Abstract: The COVID-19 pandemic is changing many aspects of our lives. The hiring and job
searching situation is no exception. This study investigated somewhat contradictory aspects of self-
determination and circumscription and compromise in the context of job searching and recruitment
in South Korea’s COVID-19 pandemic. Specifically, this study aimed to examine the effects of
variables that control work volition, and the ways in which work volition is related to perceived
socioeconomic constraints and the meaning of work, in female college students looking for a job in
South Korea. Furthermore, we explored the implications for job searching and corporate personnel
management in the COVID-19 pandemic. As a result, this study intended to contribute theoretically
and practically to self-determination, and circumscription and compromise theory, and to suggest
future research directions.

Keywords: self-determination; circumscription and compromise theory; socioeconomic constraints;
work volition; meaning of work

1. Introduction

Even in the COVID-19 pandemic, many people are looking for work. The situation
we are facing now has a lot of influence on the meaning of work [1]. The meaning of work
is an important research topic in the field of personnel management in almost all places [2],
and especially in South Korea [3,4]. In addition, it is an important issue for job seekers and
companies’ personnel management [5]. There are many reasons why a person wants to
work. From the job seeker’s psychological point of view, the meaning of work is linked
to exploring future growth opportunities and achieving happiness and higher aspirations
through personal self-realization. Therefore, finding an answer to the meaning of work
becomes an important problem for individuals [6].

On the other hand, even from the company’s personnel management point of view,
the meaning of work is an important issue during the hiring stage. Job applicants should
intend to perform their duties proficiently, as those who value what they do, and who want
to be rewarded for their work, have a positive effect on the company’s performance [7,8].
Therefore, companies set their benchmarks and check the level of the applicant’s values in
the context of the companies’ values by means of personal and aptitude tests, document
screening, and interviews. If the applicant’s preparation is insufficient or his or her answers
are unclear during the recruitment process, the company may consider the applicant as
unauthentic. However, problems with job applicants’ inconsistencies are not the only ones
that occur in the hiring process. According to a survey of 733 job seekers in 2019 by a South
Korean employment information company, one in five job applicants gave up after the
final phase, and the main reasons were unsatisfactory salary, unsatisfactory welfare, and
socioeconomic constraints [9]. Young people’s awareness of socioeconomic constraints
in the context of the COVID-19 outbreak shows that they were in the high-risk category

Sustainability 2021, 13, 1012. https://doi.org/10.3390/su13031012 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4460-5776
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13031012
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13031012
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13031012
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/13/3/1012?type=check_update&version=1


Sustainability 2021, 13, 1012 2 of 15

in times of economic crisis. With a sample of 30,383 students from 62 countries, students
were mainly concerned about issues to do with their future professional career and studies,
and experienced boredom, anxiety, and frustration [10]. The COVID-19 outbreak and
consequences for the level of the economy have increased the uncertainty and instability
experienced by young people [11].

The current COVID-19 pandemic situation threatens social and economic sustain-
ability [12]. In this context, the first research question raised in this study is as follows:
“Does the socioeconomic constraints perceived by job seekers have a negative effect on the
meaning of work in the COVID-19 pandemic situation? In this relationship, does work
volition have a significant positive mediating effect?” From the job seeker’s point of view,
there are two approaches that emphasize the meaning of work. The first is to search for
the meaning of work as a standard for job selection, focusing on specific values or types of
meaning that individuals consider important, such as growth opportunities and interests.
The second is to search for the meaningful work as a standard for job selection considering
the degree of importance that an individual places on work [13]. In the background of this
approach, becoming interested in the implications of work in the process of job selection
leads job seekers to understand the causes of work. In addition, it can help them choose
jobs without regrets in the long term [14].

However, Blustein’s [15] study highlights the need to first consider the socioeconomic
constraints that job seekers perceive in meaning-oriented career choices. Meanwhile, the
COVID-19 pandemic situation is more likely to awaken the socioeconomic constraints of
job seekers [16]. For example, while Central Europe took lockdown restrictions, many
jobs were severely affected. According to a survey from France and the United States, the
gap between the rich and the poor has widened during the lockdown restrictions [17,18].
So, people who are aware of socioeconomic constraints often have unable access to social
resources (e.g., education), are frequently exposed to economic instability, and have an
urge to meet external needs (e.g., family support). Therefore, there are cases where the
freedom to choose a job that meets the essential needs pertaining to the job, such as the job’s
meaning, is limited. However, even if job seekers are aware of socioeconomic limitations,
there is the concept of work volition—a career competency based on self-determination
theory (SDT)—to cope with these limitation [19]. Even in the COVID-19 pandemic situation,
work volition can be a key variable in realizing freedom of career choice.

Work volition refers to internal freedom to choose work in the absence of external
influences or interference. In addition, the higher the level of work volition, the greater
the possibility of job seekers having an active and rewarding attitude towards their jobs
regardless of other people’s perceptions [20]. According to these previous studies, even if
job seekers perceived socioeconomic constraints, those who sought the meaning of work
could show a higher level of work volition. According to SDT, individuals make decisions
based on voluntary motivation. Therefore, even if the perceived socioeconomic constraints
of job seekers have a negative effect on the pursuit of meaning of work, voluntary work
volition could function positively. Thus, work volition can determine whether the pursuit
of meaning of work is an important issue for job seekers.

In the COVID-19 pandemic, this study determined that it is important in the recruit-
ment process to check job seekers’ work volition from the SDT perspective. In addition,
demonstrating the impact of work volition on the relationship between perceived socioe-
conomic constraints and the meaning of work could have meaningful implications for
corporate personnel management.

Next, the second research question raised in this study is as follows: “In the first
research question, do self-efficacy and academic performance have the effect of double-
moderating work volition in a negative direction?” It is about the variables deduced to
adjust the level of work volition in the negative direction and the reasons for this. According
to Gottfredson’s [21,22] circumscription and compromise theory, job seekers realize the
possibility that they will not be able to really choose the jobs they want. When faced with a
choice related to one’s career, a job seeker evaluates alternative options, which could be
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more realistic to achieve than the ones closely related to his or her values and the meaning
of work. Job seekers give up their preferences and lower their priorities in the following
order: (a) occupational interests, (b) social status, and (c) gender roles.

Even without the added pressure caused by COVID-19, college graduates in South
Korea compete heavily in the labor market. Thus, it is difficult for them to choose a job or
workplace based on their values, interests, and the meaning of work [23]. Above all, when
college students look for a job, they tend to give up finding a job that is consistent with
their sense of the meaning of work, which can be abstract, and focus on more practical and
tangible factors such as social status and recognition, high level of compensation, etc. [23].
This study aims to verify the impact of self-efficacy and academic performance variables
by identifying the low levels of work volition, and by exploring the variables affecting
work volition from the perspective of circumscription and compromise theory. The results
should provide meaningful implications for companies’ personnel management. This
study extends the conflicting views of SDT and circumscription and compromise theory
to the problems of job searching and recruitment. Specifically, it confirms the moderating
variables of work volition that appear in the relationship between perceived socioeconomic
constraints and the meaning of work. In addition, it suggests implications for personnel
management for companies interested in the results of this study.

2. Theoretical Background
2.1. The Relationship of Variables in Terms of SDT Theory

SDT is based on a humanist assumption that an individual can make decisions based
on voluntary internal motivation [24–26]. Humanism argues that a person is an organism
that exercises the best efforts for his or her growth and development, not just satisfying his
or her needs for survival. Therefore, SDT considers human beings to be born with needs
for growth and development, in addition to their survival needs [24]. These are general
needs that exist in all human beings and can be divided into three categories: autonomy,
relationships, and competence [24]. Deci and Ryan explain the autonomy, relationships,
and competence that make up SDT as follows.

First, people want to be free to choose what they think and make sense for themselves,
rather than being coerced or pressured by others or circumstances. This is a desire for
autonomy. Next, people want to feel that they are connected to others by establishing
relationships with people around them or by belonging to a specific community. This is
a relationship need. According to social needs described in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs
theory, people want to feel a sense of belonging and stability in their communities [24,27].
Relationships are important in self-determination because the desire to maintain relation-
ships with others is an important basis for maintaining people’s intrinsic motivation [24].
Lastly, people want to be confident that they are effective by challenging or actively solving
problems. This is a desire for competence. When the desire for competence is fulfilled,
people feel confident in their ability to explore specific areas of life and to control the
outcome of various activities [24,25].

According to SDT, these three need-based behaviors are internalized, autonomous
behaviors that have a significant effect on job seeker’s motivation to obtain a specific job or
workplace [28]. For example, some job seekers have an opportunity to become freelancers,
enabling them to enjoy the freer life they desire, despite the opposition of their parents. By
doing so, these job seekers exercise their autonomy and take advantage of an opportunity
to develop new skills. Job seekers may choose specific workplaces or start businesses
based on their competence. By having specific jobs or entering workplaces, job seekers
utilize opportunities to fulfill their desires for social belonging and relationships. However,
behaviors driven by external demands, expectations, and mental pressures are controlled
behaviors, which have a negative effect on psychological satisfaction [28,29].

SDT explains the meaning of the main variable in this study. According to previous
studies, intrinsic motivation based on self-determination plays an important role in realiz-
ing the meaning of work [30,31]. One of the key arguments of self-determination theory
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related to the meaning of work is that workers perceive their work as meaningful when
they are implicitly motivated based on the integration of their work behaviors and self-
concepts [30]. Steger et al. [7] found a significant correlation between intrinsic motivation
and the meaning of work. In addition, Kashdan and Steger [32] found that high levels of
intrinsic motivation and specific curiosity at work lead to more frequent growth-oriented
behavior and awareness of higher levels of life.

Scholars, who study the meaning of work in this way, argue that approaching work
meaningfully is a realization of decent work because the meaning of work is a key result
of self-determination [33]. However, not everyone has influence over his or her deci-
sions [33,34]. Some argue that a meaning-oriented approach is not useful in the process of
job selection. Brown and Brooks [35], researchers in the career counseling field, found that
there was a discrepancy between job seeker’s job values and his or her actual behavior in a
professional life. In addition, the discussion of values in job counseling may be useful for
self-understanding from the job seeker’s point of view. However, it must be limited to the
use as a recruitment tool from the company’s perspective. Above all, the choice of a job or
workplace is perceived as an opportunity, and there are cases where an individual makes a
choice because of perceived socioeconomic constraints or psychological barriers [20,36].
Allan, Autin, and Duffy [20] showed that the level of perception of work as being mean-
ingful is positively correlated with the individual’s level of socioeconomic perception. In
addition, they demonstrated that the group at the above-average socioeconomic level had a
significantly higher perception of the meaning of work than the group at the below average
socioeconomic level. Therefore, socioeconomic constraints perceived by job seekers can
have a negative effect on job-seeking decisions based on self-determination. Therefore,
this study assumed that job seekers’ perceived socioeconomic constraints would have a
negative effect on the meaning of work. However, recently, the concept of work volition
has been proposed as an individual’s perception in the social and economic context based
on self-determination theory and as a career ability to overcome these limitations [37].

Duffy, Diemer, Perry, Laurenzi and Torrey [38] define work volition as the ability
of workers to perceive themselves as capable of making professional decisions on their
own despite the perceived socioeconomic constraints based on the concept presented by
Blustein [39]. According to Duffy, Diemer, and Jadidian [19], there are more people who
do not have the jobs they most want. However, it is important to consider how powerful
decisions can be made due to the influence of inner forces when choosing a job. This is the
source of control over one’s needs in the future [19].

Duffy, Diemer, Perry, et al. [38] define work volition as “the ability to make full occu-
pational decisions despite constraints.” People with high levels of work volition think that
even with socioeconomic constraints, there are potentially many career opportunities for
them. These people believe that they can overcome the factors that hinder their opportunis-
tic choices [23]. On the other hand, people with a low level of work volition feel that the
range of jobs they can choose is narrow. Despite personal preferences that an individual
has in mind, that individual is under pressure to make career choices against them [40].
Therefore, in relationships where perceived socioeconomic constraints negatively affect the
meaning of work, work volition will have a positive mediating effect on the meaning of
work. Based on the discussion above, the hypotheses of this study are as follows:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Work volition will have a significant positive mediating effect, and perceived
socioeconomic constraints will have a negative effect, on the meaning of work.

2.2. The Relationship of Variables in Terms of Circumscription and Compromise Theory

In South Korea, after the introduction of neoliberalism, the problem of rapid com-
petition and income inequality between classes intensified. As a result, a person’s occu-
pation became an official way to confirm his or her social status [41]. In addition, the
COVID-19 pandemic and the Fourth Industrial Revolution affects the world of work
unpredictably [10,42]. In this environment, most job seekers have to compromise with
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their personal preferences due to real life circumstances and perceived socioeconomic
constraints [39,43]. According to circumscription and compromise theory, a reality is more
important than an ideal in job selection. Therefore, circumscription and compromise theory
describes a career decision-making process as something that people perceive realistically
in the context of social development. According to this theory, the purpose of a career
choice is primarily social self-realization such as achieving a certain status or social recog-
nition, and psychological self-realization [44]. In other words, an individual’s intrinsic
and psychological factors, such as personal interests and values, are limited by social
factors such as social status. Gottfredson [21,22] also noticed that as children grow, they
achieve a higher level of mental maturity. This process goes through four stages and
intensifies in the final stage of adolescence, when career choices that individuals can make
are greatly reduced. Therefore, during the four stages of becoming an adult, people realize
the possibility of failing to select a job or workplace they want and give up the standards
of career selection in the following order: occupational interests→ social status→ gender
roles. While contemplating realistically selectable conditions, they attempt to give up and
compromise [45].

According to Gottfredson’s theory [21,22], it is important to recognize the importance
of compromise rather than circumscription at the final stage. In other words, instead of
pursuing ideal conditions, realistically selectable alternatives should be evaluated one
by one. Then, it is more reasonable to give up lower priorities. This process of career
compromise emphasizes that judgments made based on the perception of reality must be
considered prior to essential elements of a profession, such as aptitudes and interests [46].
An important variable in the process of job selection leading to circumscription and com-
promise is how job seekers’ occupational aspirations match. In other words, the matter
of whether job seekers are expected to be able to have a desired job or an available job is
important. This judgment becomes an important criterion in the final career selection stage.

According to previous studies in South Korea, when college students make important
career selection decisions, there are two major variables that moderate or mediate their
decision making. The first is a psychological variable of self-efficacy [47]. The second is
the academic achievement variable that can be verified objectively [48]. When it comes
to career decision-making, subjective and objective factors should be considered together.
According to previous studies in South Korea, students with high levels of self-efficacy
and academic achievement strive to solve problems with more sincerity and persistence.
In addition, various successful experiences are accumulated in this process [49]. Similar
results were found in a study of 456 Italian students [50]. Therefore, self-efficacy and
academic performance reinforce the belief that one is competent in a situation where
social and economic constraints are perceived, so that one can pursue a higher social
position. Therefore, both variables can force an individual to limit or give up the meaning
of work and make a substandard job choice. In this study, work volition—a leading
variable of the meaning of work—is defined as the ability to overcome perceived social
constraints and make full occupational choices. Therefore, a high level of self-efficacy
and academic performance is expected to negatively moderate the relationship between
perceived socioeconomic constraints and work volition.

Therefore, this study assumed that the two variables should be joint moderating
variables that simultaneously moderate the relationship between perceived socioeconomic
constraints and work volition (as set in Hypothesis 2). Female college students looking
for a job were the subjects of this study. According to circumscription and compromise
theory, these students were in the final stages of finding a job that could be adapted to
realistic conditions. Thus, due to perceived socioeconomic constraints, students were
first more likely to give up their career related interests such as the meaning of work, as
predicted by the occupational interests–social status–gender roles continuum discussed
above [45]. This abandonment is not due to the influence of self-determination. On the
contrary, it is reasonable to view job seeker’s conditions and circumstances as the result
of circumscription and compromises. In addition, job seekers feel that they lose control
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over job choices. Moreover, external factors can weaken work volition, which is the basis
of complete self-determination [39,51]. Therefore, in spite of the COVID-19 pandemic,
in the research model based on the first hypothesis of this study, it is expected that self-
efficacy, as a psychological factor, and academic performance, as an objective factor, will
simultaneously negatively moderate work volition. Based on the discussion above, the
hypotheses of this study are as follows:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). In the relationship between perceived socioeconomic constraints and the
meaning of work, self-efficacy and academic performance, in a state where work volition is mediated,
will have a significant negative mediated dual moderating effect.

Based on the above analysis and hypotheses, the theoretical model is established,
which is shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1 presents the research model of this study used to verify the hypotheses set
above. The research model aims to confirm the mediating effect of work volition and the
mediated joint moderating effect of self-efficacy and academic performance in the context
where perceived socioeconomic constraints have a negative effect on the meaning of work.
This study uses the methods of mediation, moderation, and conditional process analysis
proposed by Hayes [52]. In the control effect test proposed by Baron and Kenny [53], there
is a normality assumption, and a type 1 error may occur. In addition, if the size of the
investigated sample is small and there is a high possibility of violating the normal distribu-
tion (t distribution), mediation effect verification may not be performed properly [52]. In
addition, it is difficult to use the existing hierarchical regression analysis method when it is
necessary to perform the analysis by combining mediating and moderating effects, or to
analyze the effects of the moderating variables. Thus, Heyes [52] introduced a macro that
can be used to analyze the mediated moderating effect, the moderated mediating effect,
and the dual moderating effect, which makes it relatively easy to analyze complex models
in which multiple variables are inputted simultaneously [52].

3. Methodology
3.1. Participants and Method of Analysis

The participants in this study were female college students. Casual sampling was used
to recruit the participants. The participants completed self-report questionnaires for the
Department of Secretarial Studies of College A in Incheon Metropolitan City, South Korea.
The participants entered college with clear employment goals. In addition, at the time of
the completion of the questionnaire, we assumed they were suitable to participate in this
study because they were looking for employment in the COVID-19 pandemic situation.

A total of 198 self-report questionnaires were distributed to the participants from
4 March 2020 to 6 March 2020. We explained the background and purpose of the study
to the participants and collected the completed questionnaires. In total, 198 completed
questionnaires were collected. Among them, 151 questionnaires were used for data analysis.
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Forty-seven questionnaires, which had blank spaces or lacked sincerity, were excluded
from the data analysis. All the participants in this study were women. The participants’
average age was 20.8 years. Data coding and data cleaning processes were completed by
using Excel, and validity, reliability, and correlation analyses were performed by using
SPSS 20.0. The process proposed by Baron and Kenny [53] and jamovi 1.0.0 statistical
software were utilized to verify the mediation effect. In addition, we used the PROCESS
Macro proposed by Hayes [54] to analyze the mediated moderating effect.

3.2. Measurements

Socioeconomic constraints and work volition questions were revised and comple-
mented by Kim and Lee [40] based on the Work Volition Scale-Student Version (WVS-SV)
developed by Duffy, Diemer, and Jadidian [19]. We used modifications to better suit the
participants of this study. The WVS-SV is composed of questions that can measure so-
cioeconomic constraints and work volition. It has been used in several studies in South
Korea and has been adapted to South Korea’s situation [40]. The meaning of work was
measured by modifying and supplementing the questions corrected by Kim [49] and Steger
et al. [7] in the Working as Meaning Inventory (WAMI). The measurement of self-efficacy
was based on Bandura’s [55] theory of self-efficacy. The measurement was modified and
supplemented by Hong [56], who used the self-efficacy scale developed by Sherer, Maddux,
Mercandante, Prentice-Dunn, and Jacobs [57]. Lastly, academic achievement was measured
based on the participants’ average rating and their level of recognition. The average grade
of 3.0 of all grades was set as normal.

3.3. Analysis

In order to measure the validity of questions for measuring the variables in this study,
we conducted an exploratory factor analysis to find common factors and use them as
variables. The varimax method was used to clarify the relationships among factors. Finally,
the factors with an eigenvalue of 1 or higher and factor loadings of 0.5 or higher were used.
We extracted 25 questions from a total of 32 questions, and four factors with an eigenvalue
of 1 or more. The total accumulated variance ratio was 60.6%.

Next, a reliability analysis on the final derivation items of each factor of the variables
was performed. Cronbach’s α was used as the reliability coefficient. As a result of the
reliability test, the reliability coefficient for all sub-variants was found to be 0.7 or higher,
which was judged to ensure reliability [58].

The average values of the main variables were 3.30 (σ = 0.73) for self-efficacy, 3.39
(σ = 0.65) for work volition, 3.59 (σ = 0.69) for work meaning, and 2.77 (σ = 0.69) for socioe-
conomic constraints. In addition, on the nominal scale, students’ favorite occupations were
classified into (a) secretary, (b) office worker, and (c) other. The office worker occupation
had the average response value. In addition, when the average grade of 3.0 of all grades
was set to the level of normal (3 points), the result of responding to the statement “My
academic performance was not excellent” was found (M = 2.29, σ = 1.13).

The correlations between the main variables that could help deduce the significance
of the hypotheses in this study were as follows. First, socioeconomic constraints included
work volition (r = −0.369, p < 0.01), meaning of work (r = −0.344, p < 0.01), self-efficacy
(r = −0.400, p < 0.01) and a significant negative relationship. These results suggest that work
volition may have a mediating effect in relation to the perceived socioeconomic constraints,
significantly affecting the meaning of work. In addition, self-efficacy used as a moderating
variable, was found to have a significant positive relationship with work volition (r = 0.567,
p < 0.01) and the meaning of work (r = 0.589, p < 0.01). There was a significant negative
relationship with perceived socioeconomic constraints (r = −0.400, p < 0.01). Moreover,
academic performance used as an additional moderating variable had a significant positive
relationship only with the desired occupational field (r = 0.395, p < 0.001). In this study,
additional analysis was performed based on the correlation analysis results (Table 1).
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Table 1. Correlation analysis.

Variable M SD Self-Efficacy Work
Volition

Meaning of
Work

Socioeconomic
Constraints

Preferred
Job

Self-efficacy 3.30 0.73
Work volition 3.39 0.65 0.567 **

Meaning of work 3.58 0.69 0.589 ** 0.493 **
Socioeconomic

constraints 2.77 0.69 0.400 ** 0.368 ** 0.344 **

Preferred job 2.05 1.41 −0.022 0.069 0.044 0.029
Grade 1.68 0.49 0.77 0.075 0.008 −0.137 −0.172

Note. ** p < 0.01.

4. Results
4.1. Mediating Effect of Work Volition on Work in Relation to Perceived Socioeconomic Constraints
and the Meaning of Work

To confirm that work volition will have a significant positive mediating effect, and
perceived socioeconomic constraints will have a negative effect, on the meaning of work,
as expressed in hypothesis 1 of this study, the hierarchical regression analysis proposed by
Baron and Kenny [53] was performed. The bootstrapping method was used to verify the
statistical significance level for the indirect effect size of the mediation model. The number
of samples re-extracted by bootstrapping was set to 1000 and the significance level was set
to 0.05. The results of mediating effects are shown in Tables 2 and 3.

Table 2. Results of mediating effect analysis.

Effect Label Estimate SE Z p

Indirect effect a × b −0.200 0.068 −2.94 0.003
Direct effect C −0.230 0.113 −2.02 0.044
Total effect c + a × b −0.429 0.107 −4.01 0.001

Table 3. Route estimation result.

Route Label Estimate SE Z p

Perceived socioeconomic
constraints→Work volition a −0.486 0.096 −5.04 0.001

Work volition→Meaning of work b 0.411 0.113 3.64 0.001
Perceived socioeconomic

constraints→Meaning of work c −0.230 0.113 −2.02 0.044

The results of confirming the effect of perceived socioeconomic constraints on the
meaning of work were as follows: the direct effect (c) = −0.230, p < 0.05; the indirect effect
(ab) = −0.068, p < 0.05; and the total effect (c + ab) = −0.429, p < 0.001. The significant
negative effect of perceived socioeconomic constraints on work volition was a = −0.486,
p < 0.001, and the significant positive effect of work volition on the meaning of work was
b = 0.411, p < 0.001. According to these results, c was greater than a, while the significant
negative effect of socioeconomic constraint on the meaning of work was c = 0.230, p < 0.05.
Work volition had a partial mediating effect.

These results suggested the higher the perceived level of socioeconomic constraints,
the lower the level of meaning of work. However, in this relationship, work volition
had a partial mediating effect, thereby increasing the level of meaning of work. The first
hypothesis of this study stated that in the relationship between perceived socioeconomic
constraints and the meaning of work, self-efficacy, and academic performance in a state
where work volition is mediated will have a significant negative mediated dual moderating
effect. Based on these results discussed above, the first hypothesis was supported.
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4.2. Mediated Dual Moderating Effect of Self-Efficacy and Academic Performance

The second hypothesis in this study states that, in the relationship between perceived
socioeconomic constraints and the meaning of work, self-efficacy and academic perfor-
mance, in a situation where work volition is mediated, will have a significant negative
mediated dual moderating effect. To verify this, we conducted an analysis by using Model
11 of SPSS PROCESS Macro suggested by Hayes [52]. The results of the analysis are shown
in Table 4.

Table 4. Analysis of mediated dual moderating effect.

DV Variable B t LLCI ULCI R R2 F

Work
volition

Constant −2.537 −0.990 −7.644 2.569

0.679 0.461 6.856

Grade 0.078 0.632 −0.168 0.324
Preferred job 0.056 1.280 −0.031 0.144

Socioeconomic constraints 1.394 1.641 −0.298 3.087
Self-efficacy (b) 1.880 2.837 ** 0.559 3.201

a × b −0.481 −2.092 * −0.939 −0.022
Academic performance (c) 1.590 1.506 −0.514 3.695

a × c −4.927 −1.457 −1.166 0.1811
b × c −0.454 −1.747+ −0.973 0.064

a × b × c 0.056 1.280 −0.031 0.144

Meaning of
work

Constant 2.815 4.344 ** 1.524 4.105

0.528 0.279 7.459
Grade −0.026 −0.189 −0.298 0.246

Preferred job 0.005 0.123 −0.089 0.101
Socioeconomic constraints −0.228 −1.943 * −0.462 0.005

Work volition 0.412 3.486 ** 0.176 0.648

Note. * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01.

As a result of the analysis, the effect of perceived socioeconomic constraints on work
volition was not significant. Therefore, the second hypothesis was rejected. However, the
significance of the second hypothesis verification process is as follows. First, self-efficacy
injected as a control variable increased the work volition level (B = 1.880, p < 0.01), and
the interaction terms (a×b) between the perceived socioeconomic constraints(a) and self-
efficacy(b)were significant. It was shown that it had a negative effect on volition. These
results do not support the hypothesis suggested by the theoretical background. However,
self-efficacy had a significant positive effect on work volition. At this time, the perceived
socio-economic constraints combined with self-efficacy showed a pure moderating effect
that had a significant negative effect. In addition, the interaction variable between self-
efficacy and academic performance was an independent variable, which was found to have
a significant negative effect on work volition (B = −0.454, p < 0.10).

5. Implications and Conclusions

In the COVID-19 pandemic, this study presented somewhat contradictory aspects
of self-determination, and circumscription and compromise theory in order to confirm
whether the meaning of work is an important aspect of job searching and employment in
the context of job seekers’ awareness of socioeconomic constraints. In addition, one of the
goals of this study was to identify the mediating effect of work volition in the relationship
between perceived socioeconomic constraints and the meaning of work. In addition,
by exploring the situation and related variables in which work volition is moderated
in the negative direction, this study attempted to find practical implications that can be
used for personnel management by South Korean and global companies. The theoretical
implications of this study are presented below.

5.1. Implications

First, in the COVID-19 pandemic, it was confirmed that perceived socioeconomic
constraints—the independent variable in this study—have a negative effect on the meaning
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of work—the dependent variable. In addition, work volition has a significant positive
partial mediating effect in the relationship between the two variables. These results confirm
that socioeconomic constraints perceived by job seekers in the COVID-19 pandemic can
violate the subjectivity of job choices, such as the meaning of work. In addition, it was
confirmed that even if socioeconomic constraints were recognized, people with high work
volition levels still wanted to pursue meaning in their work. Above all, work volition
can be a psychological core driver for job seekers to overcome various disadvantages and
engage in their desired work. This study’s theoretical significance is derived from the proof
of this effect, which is found in the results of this study.

Second, in the relationship between perceived socioeconomic constraints and the
meaning of work, the mediated dual moderating effect of self-efficacy and academic perfor-
mance, in the situation where work volition was mediated, was not confirmed. However,
it was confirmed that self-efficacy used as a moderating variable significantly increased the
level of work volition, and that the interaction effect of perceived socioeconomic constraints
and self-efficacy had a significant negative effect on work volition. In addition, it was also
confirmed that the interaction effect between self-efficacy and academic performance had a
significant negative effect on work volition.

Although the main hypothesis was rejected, these results could have the following
theoretical implications. First, this study revealed that perceived socioeconomic constraints
have a negative effect on work volition, but self-efficacy has a positive effect on work
volition. Similar results were also found in a study of 80 Italian students [59]. An outcome
that an individual expects is determined by his or her judgment on how well he or she
can perform in a situation [60,61]. Mastery experiences, vicarious experiences, and verbal
persuasion act as important grounds for self-judgment [60]. Therefore, a high level of
self-efficacy in this study increased the level of work volition. The participants of this study
had mastery experiences related to job searching (e.g., passing a document screening),
vicarious experiences (e.g., successful employment of a classmate who was in a position
similar to them), and were subjected to verbal persuasion (e.g., advice and counseling by a
professor). Therefore, it can be suggested that the level of work volition can be increased
by job seekers’ participation in related activities, counseling, and programs centered on
their job search.

Third, the interaction effect between self-efficacy and academic performance was
found to have a significant negative effect on work volition. These results suggest that if the
level of self-efficacy is high and the level of academic performance is high, the level of work
volition may be lowered. These students are often called exemplary students at school.
According to Bandura [60], a person with a high level of self-efficacy tends to prepare for
an unexpected situation by paying more attention and effort to his or her situation. In
this study, if the participants were aware of their socioeconomic constraints such as a poor
financial situation in the COVID-19 pandemic, they would try to meet the job search criteria
desired by society or a specific company rather than the job search criteria they wanted.
A number of career and employment-related studies in South Korea suggested that job
searching that reflects psychological factors that job seekers consider important, such as
interests and values, ultimately has a significant impact on individual self-realization and
happiness [62]. However, in the COVID-19 pandemic situation, when college students with
high levels of self-efficacy and academic achievement face a job search problem that needs
to be solved, it is possible for them to make decisions in a way that compromises with the
job search problem they face [63,64]. In South Korea, there has been little research on this.
Therefore, this study has a theoretical significance in that it demonstrates a psychological
phenomenon of the job seekers’ decision-making process and their circumscription and
compromise tendencies.

Based on these results, one of the groups expected to be able to obtain a job with
high social status, high salary and welfare benefits is the one with high self-efficacy and
academic performance. Therefore, from the perspective of circumscription and compromise
theory, one aspect of an individual’s strong job searching motivation is social status [65].
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Therefore, in spite of the COVID-19 pandemic situation, it is important for companies to
verify applicants’ values during the recruitment process. It is necessary to check the specific
content of a social position that job seekers want to obtain as a result of being employed by
a company. In general, companies manifest a social position to job seekers in the form of a
compensation and welfare package. It is important for job seekers to check information
about companies to ensure authenticity and openness in the recruitment and job searching
processes and to compensate for any gaps in information provided by the companies.

5.2. Limitations

In a situation where the pursuit of meaning of work has received a lot of interest in
South Korea, this study asked if job searching was a result of self-determination or if it was
a result of a circumscription and compromise process. This study sought to present an
opposing view of self-determination theory, and circumscription and compromise theory,
and to expand the discussion on job searching and recruitment from a practical point of
view. It confirmed that although job seekers were aware of socio-economic constraints,
those with a high level of work volition could seek meaningful work. Furthermore, if the
negative dual moderating effect of self-efficacy and academic achievement was rejected,
decisions based on self-determination theory could be supported more when people look
for a job. However, if supported, it was expected that job searching decisions based on
circumscription and compromise theory could be supported more.

The results of this study give a glimpse into the psychology of people who are currently
looking for jobs in South Korea. According to the results of this study, only job seekers’
psychology was supported from the perspective of self-determination theory. According to
these results, the assumption that job searching is a result of self-determination is more
convincing. In other words, work volition, a key variable of self-determination, should be
refined in a job searching situation and is subject to verification in an employment situation.

However, there is a problem with generalizability of the results of this study because
it was limited to a specific group of college students in South Korea. In addition, all the
research participants were women. Thus, the participants were not representative of the
general population. In future studies, a more representative sample should be obtained,
and both genders should be used as main variables to determine whether work volition
and the meaning of work differ according to gender.

5.3. Conclusions

The meaning of work is connected to the happiness of life and the achievement of
higher needs from the viewpoint of putting the psychology of the job seeker as important.
Therefore, the meaning of work can be an important variable for job seekers in the COVID-
19 pandemic situation. Additionally, the meaning of work is important from the standpoint
of corporate personnel management. Hiring people who want to find meaning and rewards
in their work can have a positive impact on corporate performance in the long run. In
this context, this study judged work volition as an antecedent variable that affects the
meaning of work. It was also judged as a variable that could have a mediating effect
in the relationship between perceived socioeconomic constraints and the meaning of
work. Specifically, from the standpoint of SDT, since a high level of work volition has a
positive effect on the meaning of work, the researchers of this study tried to emphasize
the importance of the work volition variable in both job searching and recruitment. In
addition, from the viewpoint of Gottfredson’s theory, an exploration of the effects of
negative influence on the level of meaning of work was attempted by moderating the work
volition level in the negative direction while being aware of the socioeconomic constraints
of the COVID-19 pandemic.

According to the results of this study, people with high work volition levels are likely
to find jobs that reflect their beliefs and values even though they are aware of socioeconomic
constraints. In addition, according to previous studies, people who look for meaning in
their work often work for a long time in their fields, feel rewarded and help to improve
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the performance of a company [33,66,67]. This effect is similarly seen not only in general
companies but also in fields such as medical care [68], welfare [69], education [70], and
religion [71]. Therefore, when hiring, it is important for companies to check work volition,
which is a leading factor in the meaning of work. In other words, it will be important to
determine how strong the applicant’s willingness to make professional decisions is based
on his or her job values, aptitude, and interests in recruiting and selecting new personnel.
In addition, job seekers will have to accumulate success experiences in the job preparation
process, actively participate in related programs, and receive advice in order to increase
self-efficacy in their job search [72]. Furthermore, companies need to see more closely
what volunteers have been trying to find and how they have discovered their potential for
development and potential [73].

Finally, the practical limitations of this study and suggestions for future study are
as follows.

First, the significant results of the mediated biphasic regulation effect between self-
efficacy and academic performance, which were the core hypotheses of this study, were
not confirmed. According to these results, the assertion that the “job search is limited – the
result of compromise” proposed in the title of this paper was not supported. Furthermore,
the analysis of the cause of such a result is as follows.

The analysis of the regulation effect of <Table 4> for verifying hypothesis 2 shows
that the t-value of “a×b×c”, an interactive term for perceived socio-economic constraints
(a), self-efficacy (b), and academic performance (c), was 1.280 (level of significance for t:
p < 0.05 to t > 1.96). Since t is the value obtained by dividing the standard error by the
regression coefficient, the smaller the standard error, the larger the t value. Therefore, as
the sample size increases, the t-value may increase. In verifying hypothesis 2 of this study,
there may be various causes for the fact that the t-value of an interactive term for verifying
the biphasic regulation effect did not reach the level of 1.96; the main reasons are that the
research subject was limited to students of a specific university and that the number of
sampled questionnaires was not large, which are considered to be the key reasons that
the hypothesis has not been verified. After all, the larger t-value means that the standard
deviation is small. Therefore, it is necessary to supplement the issues that occurred in this
study through more sampling in future studies.

In addition, the fact that the subject of study was limited to female students from a
specific university indicates that gender type is one of the factors of career compromise,
so there should be consideration for gender types in subsequent studies. Although some
studies have reported that it is not significant to consider gender types in career choices,
unlike Gottfredson’s [22] early theory, the lack of consideration of gender in the context
of restriction-compromise theory is a clear limitation of this work. In future studies, it is
necessary to secure more research subjects and inject gender types as the main variables
to determine whether major variables such as free will of work and significance of work
differ depending on gender types.

Second, although self-efficacy was suggested as an antecedent factor of work volition
in this study, it is necessary to clarify what is the antecedent factor of work volition, which
is a key variable of self-determination, through more detailed literature and precedent
study. There is still a lack of a model that has been confirmed by inputting the pre- and
post-variables related to the underlying theory that can explain the relationship between
the work volition and the variables that affect the significance of work.

Third, this study also has limitations of not being able to utilize the big data of the
university to which the subjects belong. In future research, it is also necessary to utilize
big data such as vocational aptitude tests and psychological assessments conducted on
job seekers at universities. It is believed that universities can find ways to improve the
quantitative and qualitative results of employment by analyzing the relationship between
the rate of participation in the job search program and the level of work volition during
enrollment, and the correlation between the graduate’s retained employment rate and job
satisfaction. In addition, it is necessary for companies to analyze the relationship between
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the work volition at the beginning of employment and the significance of work perceived
after employment, and the resulting job satisfaction or the relationship with changing
jobs. This could also help companies find a deeper understanding of human resource
management factors and the impact analyzed implications can have on organizational
performance in the long term.
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