
Examining a Model of Life Satisfaction Among Unemployed Adults

Ryan D. Duffy, Elizabeth M. Bott, Blake A. Allan, and Carrie L. Torrey
University of Florida

The present study examined a model of life satisfaction among a diverse sample of 184 adults who had
been unemployed for an average of 10.60 months. Using the Lent (2004) model of life satisfaction as a
framework, a model was tested with 5 hypothesized predictor variables: optimism, job search self-
efficacy, job search support, job search behaviors, and work volition. After adding a path in the model
from optimism to work volition, the hypothesized model was found to be a good fit for the data and a
better fit than a more parsimonious, alternative model. In the hypothesized model, optimism, work
volition, job search self-efficacy, and job search support were each found to significantly relate to life
satisfaction, accounting for 35% of the variance. Additionally, using 50,000 bootstrapped samples,
optimism was found to have a significant indirect effect on life satisfaction as mediated by job search
self-efficacy, job search support, and work volition. Implications for research and practice are discussed.
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Scholars within counseling psychology have taken a leading
role in studying the lives of workers who do not have the privilege
or opportunity to follow a circumscribed career path (Blustein,
2008). Indeed, with the fluctuating economy and ever-changing
world of work, work trajectories have become increasingly unsta-
ble and unpredictable (Blustein, 2008; Duffy & Dik, 2009), often
resulting in increased unemployment. Within the scholarly litera-
ture, several models exist that focus on correlates of job search
behaviors and success among the unemployed, but few studies
hone in on correlates of life satisfaction during the period of
unemployment (Creed, Hood, & Leung, 2012; McKee-Ryan,
Song, Wanberg, & Kinicki, 2005). This is surprising given re-
search that shows unemployment is negatively related to an indi-
vidual’s well-being (Paul & Moser, 2009). In the present study,
using the Lent (2004) model as a general framework, we build on
research with unemployed populations and findings from the well-
being literature to explore a model of life satisfaction for adults
who are currently unemployed.

To date, a robust literature has examined correlates of job search
behavior and eventual employment of the unemployed (Kanfer,
Wanberg, & Kantrowitz, 2001; Wanberg, Glomb, Song, & Soren-
son, 2005). However, there is a surprisingly minimal amount of
research that has focused on the well-being of individuals during
the time of unemployment itself. We view this as a critical gap in
need of attention, because (a) this group of individuals represents
approximately 8% of the U.S. population, (b) individuals are
currently unemployed an average of 37 weeks (an all-time high in
the United States based on data tracing back to 1948; Rampell,
2011), (c) being unemployed has been linked to decreases in life

satisfaction over time (Paul & Moser, 2009), and (d) it is likely that
during this time span, practitioners in a variety of settings are most
likely to work with the unemployed on counseling goals that
include both securing new employment and facilitating well-being.
Additionally, despite the fact that unemployed populations would
seem to be of great interest to counseling psychology researchers
(given the field’s long-standing focus on career and social justice
issues), one only needs to do a quick scan of the most prominent
counseling psychology journals (Journal of Counseling Psychol-
ogy, The Counseling Psychologist) to see that there has been
almost no empirical research focused on this specific population
within the last 20 years.

In the present study, we sought to address each of these short-
comings by exploring the relation of optimism, job search behav-
iors, job search self-efficacy, job search support, and work volition
to the life satisfaction of a diverse group of unemployed adults.
Life satisfaction is defined as “a global evaluation by the person of
his or her life” (Pavot, Diener, Colvin, & Sandvik, 1991, p. 150)
and is conceptualized as one of the three components of subjective
well-being (along with positive affect and absence of negative
affect; Diener, Lucas, & Oishi, 2002). Understanding the factors
that contribute to individuals’ positive versus negative life evalu-
ation has been of longstanding interest to counseling psycholo-
gists, especially as these factors pertain to counseling interven-
tions. The specific set of predictor variables were chosen due to
their fit with unemployed populations and their fit within Lent’s
(2004) model, which hypothesizes specific predictors of life sat-
isfaction. Results may provide critical insight on which factors
relate to satisfaction of individuals who are currently unemployed.
Additionally, although numerous studies have tested the Lent
(2004) model, the present study is the first to do so with a
population of unemployed individuals. Results may provide added
evidence to the model’s validity across populations. In the follow-
ing sections, we review the Lent (2004) theoretical framework and
each of the specific predictor variables used—exploring their past
relations to work-related outcomes and well-being outcomes and
building hypotheses for the present study.
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Theoretical Framework

Building off a previous social cognitive model of career devel-
opment (Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 1994) and findings from the
well-being literature, Lent (2004) proposed a unifying theoretical
model to describe the various factors that predict overall life
satisfaction. Lent (2004) suggested that there were five main
variables that promoted overall life satisfaction: (a) personality
traits and affective dispositions, (b) participation/progress in goal-
directed activity, (c) self-efficacy, (d) environmental supports and
resources, and (e) outcome expectations. Lent (2004) proposed
that all of these variables predicted life satisfaction via domain
satisfaction, and personality traits and affective dispositions and
participation/progress in goal-directed activity were proposed to
directly predict life satisfaction. Lent (2004) also proposed a
number of other mediational relations among the model variables,
which inform the present study. Goal participation was proposed to
mediate the relation of self-efficacy, support, and outcome expec-
tations to domain/life satisfaction; outcome expectations were pro-
posed to mediate the relation of self-efficacy and support to
domain satisfaction; self-efficacy was proposed to mediate the
relation of personality traits/dispositions and support to domain
satisfaction; and support was proposed to mediate the relation of
personality traits/dispositions to domain satisfaction. All of these
mediational paths suggest that specific variables (e.g., self-
efficacy) relate to domain and/or life satisfaction in part due to
their relation to another model variable (e.g., goal participation).

In addition to these hypothesized relations, Lent (2004) notes
the importance of studying predictors of life satisfaction in a
domain-specific fashion. Namely, predictor variables within the
model should be measured according to the specific domain of
interest that fits with the sample of participants. Also, given the
model’s focus on the completion of goals or behaviors, it is
suggested that variables be tailored to the goal/behaviors that are
most salient for the sample. As such, because the present sample
consists of unemployed persons attending a job fair/employment
center, variables will be domain specific to the job search process
(e.g., job search behaviors, job search self-efficacy, job search
support, work volition).

Since its publication, a number of studies have used this model
to examine predictors of domain and life satisfaction among a
variety of samples. These studies have examined predictors of
satisfaction among American college students (Lent et al., 2005;
Ojeda, Flores, & Navarro, 2011; Singley, Lent, & Sheu, 2010),
American college students majoring in engineering (Lent, Singley,
Sheu, Schmidt, & Schmidt, 2007), Portuguese college students
(Lent, Taveira, Sheu, & Singley, 2009), and Italian teachers (Lent
et al., 2011). For each study, variables were measured according to
the population/domain of interest: academics, engineering, and
teaching, respectively. However, this model has never been tested
with an unemployed population. This population is unique in that
its members likely experience heightened levels of stress and
lowered levels of well-being compared with college students or
employed teachers (Paul & Moser, 2009), and as such, it is
important to understand how the predictor variables relate to life
satisfaction uniquely for this group.

In the present study, two modifications were made to the model
to better fit the study’s specific research questions (see Figure 1).
First, life satisfaction was used as the sole outcome variable as

opposed to both domain and life satisfaction. This decision was
made because previous research has yet to measure satisfaction
specifically within the job search domain, and including domain
satisfaction would have made the model substantially more com-
plex. Second, work volition, defined as the perceived capacity to
make occupational decisions despite constraints (Duffy, Diemer,
Perry, Laurenzi, & Torrey, 2012), was substituted for outcome
expectations. We view work volition as a form of outcome expec-
tation (e.g., people’s beliefs about the future conditions of their
lives; Lent, 2004); in this case, work volition represents expecta-
tions of the ability to be able to freely make career decisions.
Given that numerous studies using the Lent (2004) model found
domain-specific outcome expectations to be a weak or nonsignif-
icant predictor of satisfaction (e.g., Lent et al., 2005, 2007; Ojeda
et al., 2011), we believed that work volition might offer more
predictive power, especially for overall life satisfaction. In the
following section, we highlight the five predictor variables more
specifically.

Hypothesized Predictor Variables

Optimism

Dispositional optimism refers to the global expectation that
good things will be plentiful in the future and bad things will be
scarce and represents a core disposition that tends to be relatively
stable over time (Scheier, Carver, & Bridges, 1994). In the Lent
(2004) model, optimism is noted as a personality trait/affective
disposition that is hypothesized to directly relate to satisfaction as
well as indirectly relate to satisfaction via self-efficacy and sup-
port. Wanberg (1997) found that among the unemployed, those
who were more optimistic had higher levels of self-esteem, per-
ceived control, resilience, coping, and mental health. Another
study found optimism to correlate strongly with general health and
life purpose among a sample of unemployed women (Lai & Wong,
1998). In general populations, optimism has consistently been
linked to important well-being outcomes, including life satisfac-
tion, coping, and depression (Nes & Segerstrom, 2006; Scheier &
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Figure 1. Hypothesized path model based on the Lent’s (2004) frame-
work.
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Carver, 1992). These findings suggest that the more optimistic a
person is, the more likely they will be to experience satisfaction in
their life and the less likely they will be to experience depression.
On the basis of this research with unemployed and general sam-
ples, we hypothesize that greater optimism will relate to higher
levels of life satisfaction in the present study (Hypothesis 1).

Job Search Behavior

Lent (2004) proposed that participation in goal-directed activity
within a specific domain directly predicts life satisfaction, and in
the present study, we assess this participation by measuring par-
ticipants’ job search behaviors. Job search behaviors are tangible
activities in which people have engaged within a set period of time
during the job search process and include such activities as pre-
paring resumes, filling out job applications, looking for jobs in the
newspaper/online, and talking with friends or relatives about po-
tential jobs (Blau, 1994; Van Hooft, Born, Taris, Van der Flier, &
Blonk, 2004). No studies to date have focused on the specific link
between job search behaviors and life satisfaction among the
unemployed. However, several studies using Lent’s (2004) frame-
work have found significant relations between goal-directed activ-
ity and life satisfaction in the domains of academics (Ojeda et al.,
2011; Singley et al., 2010) and work (Lent et al., 2011). In line
with the theoretical propositions made by Lent (2004) and the
aforementioned domain-specific studies, we hypothesize that the
more an individual engages in behavior related to achieving a goal
(in this case, employment), the more satisfied they will be with life
(Hypothesis 2).

Job Search Self-Efficacy

During periods of unemployment, it is important that individuals
feel confident in the job search process. As finding a job is likely
the central task for most individuals during this time period,
feeling efficacious in one’s ability to search for jobs has been
consistently related to positive job search outcomes (Van Hooft et
al., 2004; Wanberg et al., 2005; Wanberg, Kanfer, & Rotundo,
2005). For example, longitudinal studies with unemployed indi-
viduals have linked job search self-efficacy at Time 1 to Time 1
job search preparation and lower job search anxiety and to Time 2
active job search behavior, job search intensity, number of job
interviews, number of job offers, and eventual employment (Saks
& Ashforth, 1999, 2000).

To date, little research has linked self-efficacy specifically
within the job search domain to life satisfaction. However, a
number of studies have linked self-efficacy in other domains to life
satisfaction. For example, building on Lent’s (2004) theoretical
model of well-being, several studies have linked goal self-efficacy
to life satisfaction with college students (Lent et al., 2009; Ojeda
et al., 2011; Singley et al., 2010), and two of these studies found
self-efficacy to link to life satisfaction, as measured 8 and 15
weeks later (Lent et al., 2009; Singley et al., 2010). Other studies
have linked aspects of well-being with self-efficacy in the domains
of health (Karademas, 2006), overcoming medical problems
(Hampton, 2004), and coping with stress (Cicognani, 2011). Each
of these studies underscores the notion that feeling efficacious in
salient life domains can relate to increased life satisfaction or
well-being. According to Lent’s (2004) theoretical propositions

and these studies in different domains, we hypothesize that greater
self-efficacy in the job search domain will relate to higher levels of
life satisfaction (Hypothesis 3).

Job Search Support

During periods of unemployment, it is important that individuals
feel supported in their job search process. Studies with unem-
ployed adults and/or adults seeking new employment found that
general social support relates to higher levels of self-esteem and
life satisfaction (McKee-Ryan et al., 2005; Waters & Moore,
2002). Although no studies were found that focused specifically on
the link of job search support to life satisfaction, several studies
using Lent’s (2004) model have linked support in the domains of
work (Lent et al., 2011) and academics (Ojeda et al., 2011; Singley
et al., 2010) with life satisfaction. In line with the theoretical
propositions of Lent (2004) and these studies in different domains,
in the present study we hypothesize that greater job search support
will relate to higher levels of life satisfaction (Hypothesis 4).

Work Volition

Led by Blustein and colleagues (e.g., Blustein, 2006, 2008;
Duffy et al., 2012), work volition is a centerpiece within the
Psychology of Working Framework (PWF). Individuals high in
work volition likely feel unconstrained in their career decision
making and have the ability to choose careers that best suit their
needs, interests, and values. Conversely, individuals low in work
volition likely perceive high levels of constraints in their ability to
make career choices they desire. Blustein, Kenna, Gill, and Devoy
(2008) note that low volition is often the result of oppression based
on intersections of social class, race, disability status, sexual ori-
entation, immigration status, gender, poverty, and lack of access to
resources. Given the central role of work in most people’s lives,
the PWF proposes low levels of volition will likely relate to lower
levels of overall well-being (Blustein, 2006).

Of the five predictors examined in the present study, work
volition has the least empirical backing, likely due to the relatively
new contributions of the PWF and limited empirical measurements
of volition. However, studies have linked perceptions of control
within the job search process to a variety of positive job search
outcomes (Saks & Ashforth, 1999; Wanberg, 1997). Additionally,
studies have linked the general perception of control in one’s life
to greater well-being (DeNeve & Cooper, 1998). On the basis of
Blustein’s (2006) work, we contend that feeling volitional in one’s
career is especially important during unemployment. In the present
study, therefore, we hypothesize that greater work volition will
relate to higher levels of life satisfaction (Hypothesis 5).

Relations Among Predictor Variables

Along with these direct relations to life satisfaction, we hypoth-
esize interrelations among the five predictor variables based on the
Lent (2004) model. These hypotheses are supported by previous
tests of the Lent (2004) model with college students and working
adults. First, Lent et al. (2005) found the relation of positive affect
and satisfaction to be partially mediated by both self-efficacy and
environmental support, suggesting that positive affect relates to an
increased sense of efficaciousness in one’s respective tasks and
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heightened perception that one is supported by others, which
promotes subsequent satisfaction with life. Accordingly, we hy-
pothesize that part of the relation between optimism and life
satisfaction will be due to optimism’s link to heightened job search
self-efficacy and job search support (Hypothesis 6). Second,
research suggests partial mediation in the relation of goal support
to satisfaction by self-efficacy and goal progress (Lent et al., 2005,
2007). These findings support the notion that when one feels
supported in their goals, they are more likely to feel effective and
engage in those tasks, which partially explains a heightened sense
of satisfaction. Thus, we hypothesize that job search self-efficacy
and job search behaviors will partially mediate the relation of job
search support to life satisfaction (Hypothesis 7). Third, previous
model tests have found goal progress to partially mediate the
relation between self-efficacy and satisfaction (Lent et al., 2005,
2007), suggesting that when one feels efficacious in certain tasks,
they are more likely to engage in those behaviors, which partially
contributes to heightened life satisfaction. As such, we hypothesize
that job search behaviors will partially mediate the relation of job
search self-efficacy to life satisfaction; self-efficacy will predict
life satisfaction in part because of increased job search behaviors
(Hypothesis 8).

Finally, in light of the fact that this is the first study to test not
only whether work volition mediates the job search support–life
satisfaction and job search self-efficacy–life satisfaction relations,
but also whether work volition relates to increased life satisfaction
through engagement in goal progress, there is a gap in the present
literature to inform these specific relations. However, considering
work volition is being measured in lieu of work outcomes (as
tested in Lent’s, 2004, model), the present hypotheses are informed
by related findings. More specifically, Ojeda et al. (2011) found
outcome expectations to mediate the relation between self-efficacy
and academic satisfaction among college students. Thus, we hy-
pothesize work volition will significantly mediate the self-
efficacy–satisfaction link; job search self-efficacy will relate to
heightened life satisfaction in part due to an increased sense of
volition in one’s career choice (Hypothesis 9). Findings have been
inconclusive with regard to outcome expectations mediating the
support–life satisfaction link and as relating to life satisfaction
through goal progress (Lent et al., 2005, 2007; Ojeda et al., 2011).
However, in accordance with the directional relations proposed by
Lent (2004), we hypothesize that work volition will significantly
mediate the relation of job search support to life satisfaction

(Hypothesis 10) and that job search behaviors will significantly
mediate the relation of work volition to life satisfaction (Hypoth-
esis 11).

The Present Study

In the present study, we explored this set of hypotheses and
research questions by studying a diverse sample of unemployed
adults who were recruited through a regional job fair and a local
workforce development center. These hypotheses were examined
by using a path model based on the Lent (2004) framework, testing
the direct and indirect effects of the predictor variables on life
satisfaction, and comparing this model with an alternative model.
Given that the social cognitive model tested in the present study is
complex, we searched the literature to find research that would
support an equally plausible alternative model. The recent work of
Creed and colleagues (Creed et al., 2012; Creed, Lehmann, &
Hood, 2009) provided a foundation from which to construct a more
parsimonious alternative model. In an initial study with unem-
ployed adults, Creed et al. (2009) found psychological distress to
be significantly predicted by self-esteem, neuroticism, and control.
Building on these findings, Creed et al. (2012) tested a model
predicting the well-being of unemployed job seekers. They hy-
pothesized that control (as a latent construct composed of self-
efficacy and beliefs about the contingency of outcomes) would
relate to proactive job seeking and well-being and that proactive
job seeking would mediate the relation of control to well-being.
The authors found that this model was a good fit to the data and
that control and proactive job seeking accounted for 34% of the
variance in well-being.

Our alternative model draws from these studies, whereby work
volition (e.g., the perception of control in one’s work life) will
predict life satisfaction directly and the relation between work
volition and satisfaction will be mediated by job search behaviors.
In addition, as opposed to being a latent construct, work volition
will be predicted by self-efficacy and optimism in this model,
which are also proposed to directly predict life satisfaction (see
Figure 2). For Creed et al. (2012), the perception of control for
unemployed individuals represents the crucial predictor of well-
being, that feeling in control during this time period is especially
important to feeling happy. This reasoning is analogous to research
on the role of control in the workplace in the prediction of
psychological well-being (job demand control model; Pelfrene et
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Figure 2. Hypothesized alternative model.
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al., 2002; van der Doef & Maes, 1999), the relation of work locus
of control to well-being (Spector et al., 2002), and findings show-
ing that the general sense of control is a predictor of increased life
satisfaction and well-being, especially for individuals from lower
income groups (Lachman & Weaver, 1998).

In comparison to the Creed et al. (2012) model, using self-
efficacy and optimism as distinct constructs predicting volition, as
opposed to observed indicators, allowed for a more complete
understanding of what predicts volition and aligns with past re-
search, which has found optimism and self-efficacy to each be
predictors of control in specific domains (Dumka, Gonzales,
Wheeler, & Millsap, 2010; Ruthig, Hanson, & Marino, 2009).
Additionally, allowing optimism and self-efficacy to both directly
and indirectly predict life satisfaction aligns with past research
linking each of these variables directly to satisfaction (Nes &
Segerstrom, 2006; Singley et al., 2010) and allows for a maximal
amount of variance in life satisfaction to be explained. Finally,
experts in structural equation modeling suggest more parsimonious
models should be favored (Weston & Gore, 2006), and as such, we
felt the parsimony of this model (7 vs. 13 paths in the primary
model) made it a worthy comparison.

Method

Participants

Participants were 184 unemployed adults, of whom 108 (59%)
were female, 76 (41%) were male, and they had an average age of
39 (SD � 12.68). Additionally, 85 participants (46%) were African
American, 81 (44%) were White/Caucasian, five (3%) were Puerto
Rican, four (2%) were Caribbean, four (2%) were American In-
dian, three (2%) were Cuban, three (2%) identified as “other,” and
one participant was South American, Mexican, Asian American,
and Central American, respectively. Of the participants who an-
swered this item, the annual household income of participants was
as follows (in thousands of U.S.$): less than $25 (n � 90, 51%),
$26–$50 (n � 46, 26%), $51–$75 (n � 13, 7%), $76–$100 (n �
5, 3%), $101–$125 (n � 1, 1%), $126–$150 (n � 1, 1%), $151–
$175 (n � 2, 1%), and unknown (n � 8, 4%). The highest level of
education achieved for our participants was as follows: grade
school (n � 2, 1%), some high school (n � 17, 9%), high school
(n � 51, 28%), vocational school (n � 10, 5%), some college (n �
59, 32%), college (n � 33, 18%), and graduate professional school
(n � 10, 5%). Participants had been unemployed for an average of
10.60 months (SD � 12.84).

Instruments

Life satisfaction. Participants completed the Satisfaction with
Life Scale (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985), which
assesses global satisfaction with life and consists of five items.
Example items include, “The conditions of my life are excellent”
and “So far I have gotten the important things I want in life.”
Participants answered items on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from
1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). In the instrument
development study, the authors found the scale scores to have good
internal consistency (� � .87) and a good 2-week test–retest
reliability (r � .82) (Diener et al., 1985), and since its publication,
the scale has been used in over 1,000 studies. For the present study,

the estimated internal consistency reliability of the scale scores
was � � .85.

Optimism. Participants completed the Life Orientation Test-
Revised (LOT-R; Scheier et al., 1994) to assess dispositional
optimism. The scale consists of six items answered on a 5-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (I disagree a lot) to 5 (I agree a lot).
Example items include, “In uncertain times, I usually expect the
best” and “Overall, I expect more good things to happen to me than
bad.” In the instrument development study, scores on the LOT-R
were found to be reliable and to moderately correlate with active
coping (.30), positive reinterpretation and growth (.47), planning
(.30), and depression (�.42) (Scheier et al., 1994). Since its
publication, this scale has been used in hundreds of studies, linking
optimism with constructs such as social network development,
gratitude, and psychological adjustment (Brissette, Scheier, &
Carver, 2002; McCullough, Emmons, & Tsang, 2002). In the
present study, the estimated internal consistency of the scale scores
was � � .71.

Job search self-efficacy. Participants completed the Job
Search Self-Efficacy Scale (Saks & Ashforth, 1999) to assess
confidence in job search activities. The scale consists of 10 items
that were answered on a 10-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not
at all confident) to 10 (totally confident). Example items include,
“Use social networks to obtain job leads” and “Be successful in
your job search.” Saks and Ashforth found scale scores to be
reliable, and scores were found to correlate with self-esteem (.47),
perceived control in the job search process (.53), preparatory job
search behavior (.37), active job search behavior (.28), and
job search intensity (.26). Later research using this scale found job
search self-efficacy to correlate in the expected directions with
environmental career exploration (.42), self-exploration (.34), and
career resources (.38) (Zikic & Saks, 2009). In the present study,
the estimated internal consistency reliability of the scale scores
was � � .90.

Job search support. The degree to which participants felt
supported in their job search was assessed with three author
developed items, “My family provides support for my job search
process,” “My friends provide support for my job search process,”
and “My co-workers/former co-workers provide support for my
job search process.” These items were developed on the basis of
previous tests of the Lent (2004) model, which focused on support
in other life domains from friends, family, and coworkers (Duffy
& Lent, 2009; Lent et al., 2011; Ojeda et al., 2011; Singley et al.,
2010). Participants answered each item on a 7-point Likert-type
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). In
the present study, the estimated internal consistency reliability of
the scale scores was � � .72.

Job search behaviors. The degree to which participants en-
gaged in job search behaviors was measured with the Job Search
Behavior Scale (Blau, 1994). This scale contains 12 job search
behaviors, and participants were asked to rate how frequently they
engaged in these behaviors over the previous 3 months. Example
behaviors included, “prepared/revised your resume,” “filled out a
job application,” and “telephoned a prospective employer.” Par-
ticipants answered each of the behaviors on a 5-point Likert-type
scale ranging from never (0 times) to very frequently (at least 10
times). In the instrument development study, Blau (1994) found
scale scores to be reliable and found scores to correlate with
task-specific self-esteem. Other articles using this instrument
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found scores to correlate with job search self-efficacy, career
planning, and job search intensity (Saks & Ashforth, 1999, 2002).
In the present study, the estimated internal consistency reliability
of the scale scores was � � .84.

Work volition. Participants completed the Work Volition
Scale (WVS; Duffy et al., 2012), which measures the perceived
capacity to make occupational choices despite constraints. The
WVS contains 13 items with three subscales: Volition (four items),
Structural Constraints (four items, reverse coded), and Financial
Constraints (five items, reverse coded). Example items include,
“I’ve been able to choose the jobs I have wanted,” “Due to my
financial situation, I need to take any job I can find,” and “The jobs
I would like to pursue don’t exist in my area.” Items were an-
swered on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly dis-
agree) to 7 (strongly agree). Duffy et al. found the scale scores to
have good internal consistency reliability (� � .84) and correlate
in the expected directions with work locus of control (.43), career
barriers (�.24), and job satisfaction (.59). For the present study,
the scale was found to have an estimated internal consistency
reliability of � � .80.

Procedure

Considering Florida’s above-average unemployment rate (10%
in November 2011), in comparison to the national average (8.6%
in November 2011; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2011), par-
ticipant recruitment was focused in the state of Florida. According
to Harrington (2011), Florida’s above-national average unemploy-
ment rate is due to a myriad of factors including the decrease in
employment opportunities in the construction and housing industry
(loss of half of the construction industry since the recession),
government service jobs (due to layoffs in an attempt to remedy
statewide financial deficits), and retail and tourism jobs (due to
lowered spending by Florida and out-of-state residents with less
disposable income). Although it is impossible to account for all the
factors that influence unemployment in Florida, it is important to
consider race’s possible impact on employment opportunities.
According to Couch and Fairlie (2010), Black individuals are the
first to be fired as business weakens, and Emeka (2009) found
Black men and women to experience the highest rates of unem-
ployment nationally. Perhaps not surprisingly, almost half the
present sample identified as African American.

We collected surveys via two methods in order to gather data
from unemployed persons who were likely in the job search
process. First, we distributed surveys at a regional job fair that was
sponsored by Job News USA, a private employee recruitment
organization. Here, we set up a table, and as people entered the job
fair, we recruited individuals and offered a $5 gift certificate to a
local grocery store for participating. Participants were told they
could complete the survey in any location they felt most comfort-
able; some chose to sit at the table, whereas others chose to stand
or take the packet with them and turn it in before leaving the fair.
For those who chose to complete the survey in one sitting, average
completion time was about 30 minutes. Through the job fair
method, 53 people were recruited. Second, we recruited individu-
als seeking employment services at FloridaWorks, a state-
sponsored agency helping individuals find employment and em-
ployers find qualified employees. We set up a table for 4 weeks
within the main office and recruited individuals who sought ser-

vices at the agency. Individuals were given the survey to complete
in the primary waiting area, where participants could sit in chairs
or work at a large table. A $5 gift certificate to a local grocery store
was provided for their participation. Through this method, 253
people were recruited. In each case, participants were provided a
description of the study, consent form, and an identical survey
packet in terms of the ordering of the instruments. The instruments
used in the present study were ordered in the following sequence:
work volition, life satisfaction, job search self-efficacy, job search
behavior, job search support, and optimism. In total, data were
gathered from a total of 306 participants. Of this group, 184
identified as unemployed, and their results were used for all
primary analyses.

Within the group of unemployed participants, 87% (n � 160)
had complete data for all study variables or were missing an item
from one study variable. An additional 9% (n � 17) were missing
an item from two to three study variables, and 4% (n � 7) were
missing an item from more than three study variables. In order to
handle missing data, we used AMOS 18 (Arbuckle, 2007) to
impute missing values. We used stochastic regression imputation
to generate 10 imputed data sets into a single output file (Little &
Rubin, 2002). Using recommendations by Rubin (1987), we com-
bined standard errors and estimates from the imputed data sets,
taking into account within-imputation and between-imputation
variance. To use multiple imputation, data should have no system-
atic differences between missing and nonmissing data. To assess
this, we conducted a series of t tests between those with and
without missing data. There were no differences between the
groups on age, income, level of education, or any study variable.
We also conducted chi-square analyses and did not find the fre-
quencies of gender or employment status to differ between groups.
Therefore, we assumed our data to be missing completely at
random for purposes of this study.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

Prior to testing our main hypotheses, we conducted a number of
preliminary analyses to ensure validity of the data. First, we
explored the normality of each of our variables, none of which had
skewness or kurtosis values over one, and upon inspection of the
distributions, all appeared normally distributed. As such, we kept
the data in their original form. Second, we examined whether any
substantial demographic differences in life satisfaction existed by
gender, marital status, and annual household income. No signifi-
cant mean differences were found in life satisfaction according to
gender or marital status, and the correlation of income with life
satisfaction (.06) was nonsignificant. Third, we examined the
correlations among the six key variables as shown in Table 1. Life
satisfaction was positively related to optimism, job search self-
efficacy, job search support, and work volition and was unrelated
to job search behaviors.

Primary Model

We tested our hypothesized model (see Figure 1) using path anal-
ysis with AMOS 18 and examined model fit with the following
goodness-of-fit indices: chi-square, comparative fit index (CFI), and
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the root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA). A nonsig-
nificant chi-square suggests good fit, but chi-square is inflated by
large sample sizes. The CFI compares the proposed model with a
null model in which no study variables are related. Values greater
than .95 represent good fitting models (Hu & Bentler, 1999). The
RMSEA assesses how well the proposed model would fit popula-
tion covariance matrices if the best parameter estimates were
available. Because the RMSEA is presented per degrees of free-
dom, it is sensitive to model complexity. Values equal to or less
than .06 indicate good fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999). Given the sam-
pling error of the RMSEA, AMOS also tests whether the obtained
value is significantly different from p � .05.

The initial model revealed unsatisfactory fit indices, �2(2) �
9.45, p � .01; CFI � .95; RMSEA � .14, p � .05. Although the
CFI represented adequate model fit, we examined potential amend-
ments that could be made to strengthen the model. Given the
correlation between optimism and work volition (r � .27), and
previous research linking optimism and the general sense of con-
trol for unemployed individuals (Wanberg et al., 2005), we tested
a new model with an added path from optimism to work volition.
This new model was a better fit to the data, �2(1) � 1.95, ns;
CFI � .99; RMSEA � .06, ns. The path estimates for this model
are depicted in Figure 3. Job search self-efficacy (� � .19, p �
.01), work volition (� � .21, p � .01), job search support (� � .16,
p � .01), and optimism (� � .32, p � .01) all significantly
predicted life satisfaction; job search behaviors did not. In total,
the model explained 35% of the variance in life satisfaction. Given
the strength of the fit indices, we used this as our final model to
compare with an alternative model.

Alternative Model

In accordance with recommendations from methodological ex-
perts (Martens, 2005), we tested an alternative model to compare
with the hypothesized model. This model was based on a recent
study by Creed et al. (2012), who examined the degree to which
control (as a function of self-efficacy and beliefs about the con-
tingency of outcomes) would relate to proactive job seeking and
well-being, and whether proactive job seeking would mediate the
relation of control to well-being. For the present study, we built off
this model with work volition (e.g., the perception of control in
one’s work life) being predicted by self-efficacy and optimism,
which also directly predicted life satisfaction. Additionally, work
volition predicted both job search behaviors and life satisfaction,

and the relation of work volition to life satisfaction was mediated
by job search behaviors (see Figure 2). Given the moderate cor-
relation between optimism and self-efficacy, we also allowed them
to correlate. Ultimately, in comparison to our primary model, this
model was more parsimonious, especially due to the removal of
the job search support variables and all associated links. This
model had significantly degraded fit indices compared with our
original model, �2(2) � 15.17, p � .001; CFI � .87; RMSEA �
.21, p � .01. As such, we proceeded with further analyses using
the original model.

Indirect Effects

In accordance with the Lent (2004) framework and our hypoth-
eses, we tested indirect effects. We followed Shrout and Bolger’s
(2002) recommendations by bootstrapping to develop more reli-
able estimates of the standard errors of the indirect effects within
the model. The indirect effects were based on bias-corrected con-
fidence intervals generated from 50,000 bootstrapped samples
using AMOS 18. Indirect effects were combined from our 10
imputed data sets, with standard error adjustments accounting for
within- and between-imputation variance (Rubin, 1987). Using
these 50,000 samples, we examined the indirect effects of opti-
mism on life satisfaction as mediated by job search self-efficacy,
job search support, and work volition and job search support on
life satisfaction as mediated by work volition and job search
self-efficacy. The other hypothesized indirect effects—job search
self-efficacy on life satisfaction as mediated by work volition and
job search behaviors, work volition on life satisfaction as mediated
by job search behaviors—were not calculated due to lack of
significant paths in the full model among one or more of the
variables. The effect of optimism on life satisfaction was found to
be significantly mediated by job search self-efficacy, job search
support, and work volition (c’ � .17, CI [.12, .22], SE � .05, p �
.001). In addition, the effect of job search support on life satisfac-
tion was significantly mediated by work volition and job search
self-efficacy (c’ � .08, CI [.04, .12], SE � .04, p � .05).
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Figure 3. Final path model with path estimates after including the path
from optimism to work volition. � p � .05. �� p � .01.

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations of Life Satisfaction and
Predictor Variables

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Life satisfaction —
2. Optimism .49�� —
3. Job search behaviors .04 .05 —
4. Job search self-efficacy .37�� .40�� .30�� —
5. Job search support .33�� .29�� .17� .25�� —
6. Work volition .35�� .27�� .04 .17� .18� —
M 19.78 35.70 41.55 67.15 14.59 50.06
SD 7.21 6.68 10.34 19.19 4.65 13.50

� p � .05. �� p � .01.
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Given the significance of the overall indirect effects, we tested
whether specific indirect effects were significant. Because AMOS
only provides overall indirect effects, we used PRODCLIN
(MacKinnon, Fritz, Williams, & Lockwood, 2007; Tofighi &
MacKinnon, 2011) to generate estimates of particular indirect
effects. This program uses the distribution of product of coeffi-
cients method to generate confidence intervals for the indirect
effect in question. We only calculated the indirect effects of paths
with significant b-weights. Optimism had significant indirect paths
to life satisfaction via job search self-efficacy (c’ � .07, SE � .03,
CI [.02, .14]), work volition (c’ � .05, SE � .02, CI [.01, .10]), and
job search support (c’ � .05, SE � .02, CI [.01, .10]). Job search
support’s effect on life satisfaction via job search self-efficacy was
nonsignificant (c’ � .04, SE � .03, CI [0, .10]).

Discussion

Practitioners and scholars within counseling psychology have a
long-standing interest in vocational topics and in populations who
are struggling with vocational issues. Given the ever-changing
world of work and the struggling economy, a population in need of
increasing attention is that of the unemployed. The present study is
one of the first to focus on factors that relate to life satisfaction
among this population, a focus that we believe is important for
both scholarly and practical reasons. On a basic level, most of our
bivariate hypotheses were confirmed and matched findings from
prior research/theory: More satisfaction with life was linked with
higher levels of optimism, work volition, job search self-efficacy,
and job search support; however, job search behaviors were not
associated with life satisfaction.

The test of the path model offered a more complete picture of
the relations of the predictor variables to life satisfaction and each
other. After accounting for other model variables, job search
self-efficacy, job search support, work volition, and optimism
remained significant predictors of life satisfaction, accounting for
35% of the variance. Although causality cannot be inferred due to
the correlational nature of the analyses, it may be that feeling
confident and supported in the job search process and having
higher levels of volition and general optimism each contribute to
life satisfaction. Thus, adding to existing literature that suggests
self-efficacy, job search control, and positive disposition relate to
better job outcomes (Saks & Ashforth, 1999; Wanberg et al.,
2005), the present findings suggest these factors also relate to
improved well-being.

The strength of the relations of these four constructs to life
satisfaction differed. Optimism had the strongest link to life sat-
isfaction after accounting for other model variables. Given this
finding, we can infer that, with this group of participants, feeling
generally optimistic is especially critical in feeling satisfied with
one’s life when unemployed. This finding matches decades of
research that link optimism to life satisfaction among a variety of
populations (Nes & Segerstrom, 2006). Specifically within the job
search domain, research has found optimism to significantly pre-
dict mental health 3 months after the initial testing, suggesting not
only optimism’s significant cross-sectional relation to well-being,
but also its predictive relation longitudinally (Wanberg, 1997).
Although optimism tends to be relatively stable over time, some
research has suggested strategies to boost optimism, which is
discussed within the Practical Implications section.

It is important to note that although the direct relation of
optimism to life satisfaction was strongest among the four predic-
tors, it also had an indirect effect on life satisfaction by way of
self-efficacy, support, and work volition. Although cause-and-
effect relations cannot be determined, the results suggest that being
optimistic may lead to an increased endorsement of job search
support, job search self-efficacy, and work volition, which in turn
may lead to increased life satisfaction. Longitudinal data are
needed to further support this supposition; however, the links of
these variables fit prior theory and research that suggests that
dispositional variables provide the foundation to individuals’ en-
dorsement of greater general self-efficacy, locus of control, and
well-being (Lent, 2004).

Intriguingly, job search behaviors played little role in the overall
model. Although this does not fit Lent’s (2004) theoretical model,
it does coincide with a number of studies using this model in other
domains that found that, after accounting for other model vari-
ables, goal-oriented behaviors had only a weak/nonsignificant
relation with satisfaction in the domains of work (Duffy & Lent,
2009; Lent et al., 2011) as well as the more global domain of life
satisfaction (Lent et al., 2011; Ojeda et al., 2011). Job search
behaviors have certainly been found to be important for eventual
reemployment (Saks & Ashforth, 1999, 2000), but in terms of
feeling satisfied with life during periods of unemployment, they
may have little to no impact. It may be that job search behaviors
are linked to satisfaction in the job search process, but not satis-
faction in the more global life domain. Additionally, the lack of
method overlap between job search behaviors and the other model
variables may have also led to weaker relations among the con-
structs.

In sum, the findings of this study advance scholarship in our
understanding of individuals’ life satisfaction during unemploy-
ment. With a diverse sample of adults who were unemployed for
an average 10.60 months, results suggest that being optimistic and
having greater job search self-efficacy, job search support, and
work volition each uniquely relate to life satisfaction. Addition-
ally, work volition, job search support, and job search self-efficacy
explained part of the relation between optimism and life satisfac-
tion.

Practical Implications

Matching this study’s scholarly implications, our results may
offer important findings for practitioners who work with unem-
ployed adults in a variety of settings, including counseling centers,
unemployment agencies, churches providing mental health ser-
vices, substance abuse treatment settings, private practice, and
other sliding-scale community counseling facilities (Fox, Holtz, &
Barcelona, 2008; Mitchell, Whitman, & Taffaro, 2008; Sushma,
2008). Given the increased importance that theorists have placed
on the integration of work and personal issues in counseling
(Juntunen, 2006), we believe that focusing on a client’s future
work plans and current emotional state are equally important.
Thus, the results of this study may contribute to informing practice
due to the focus on not only unemployed adults, but also on factors
that might increase well-being during unemployment. More spe-
cifically, the results highlight an important dispositional variable
(optimism) and three more variables (job search support, job
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search self-efficacy, and work volition) that may be dimensions to
include in counseling interventions.

In an effort to increase the life satisfaction of unemployed adults
seeking career counseling, we first advise assessment of a client’s
general level of optimism versus pessimism. Using our study’s
results as a guidepost, this is most important because (a) optimism
had the strongest link to life satisfaction of any predictor and (b) it
also related to life satisfaction via the other three predictor vari-
ables. How does someone become more optimistic? Fortunately,
several studies and clinician-friendly books focus on boosting
optimism with clients (Meevissen, Peters, & Alberts, 2011; Mur-
ray & Fortinberry, 2005; Peters, Flink, Boersma, & Linton, 2010;
Seligman, 1991), and we recommend these for individuals inter-
ested in more widespread strategies.

The remaining three predictor variables showed less of a rela-
tion to life satisfaction in the present study, but nevertheless may
be important to consider given that their relations were significant,
and they represent variables that are (potentially) more changeable
in counseling. First, like any domain-specific self-efficacy vari-
able, counselors can help their clients build job search self-
efficacy. Yanar, Budworth, and Latham (2009) suggest that trans-
forming clients’ dysfunctional self-statements into positive self-
talk may be an effective counseling method to boost a clients’ job
search self-efficacy. Career counselors may also help clients boost
job search self-efficacy by facilitating job search support groups
(Bikos & Furry, 1999; Choi, Price, & Vinokur, 2003).

Second, work volition might be an adaptable variable in coun-
seling. Different from job search self-efficacy, an individual’s
sense of volition is more likely based on real-life circumstances
that cannot be changed (i.e., poverty, family issues). With that
being said, Duffy and Dik (2009) suggest that career counselors
assess and understand the presence of external barriers that limit
clients’ career choices and personal career interests. Through fur-
ther exploration, it may be possible to help clients identify means
to overcome initial perceptions of constraints (i.e., identify daycare
resources for single mothers who feel unable to work due to
childcare responsibilities). Thus, in providing case management
and/or social advocacy in addition to basic individual counseling,
as suggested by Blustein (2008), the counselor can provide scaf-
folding to support the client’s volition. However, counselors and
clients may realize that the sense of volition may be fixed in
situations in which societal obstacles are in fact insurmountable. In
these cases, as suggested by Duffy and Dik (2009), it is important
for career counselors to help clients rank personal career goals and
external barriers to help inform the search for appropriate career
options.

Third, counselors are advised to encourage their clients to seek
out job search support. Attempting to find a new job is a solitary
exercise in many ways and, as such, can become burdensome.
Thus, we encourage counselors to assess clients’ support networks
and suggest that clients lean on social support networks for job
search support. Moreover, we suggest that practitioners provide
unemployed adults with opportunities to build social networks.
Whether through group therapy opportunities in vocational coun-
seling settings or social support gatherings through employment
organizations, providing unemployed adults with organized activ-
ities to meet others facing similar challenges may increase the size
of their networks and potentially their life satisfaction. We suspect

making the difficult task of looking for a job more of a communal
effort may provide a boost to a client’s well-being.

Finally, although we did not find a significant relation between
job search behaviors and life satisfaction in the present study, it is
recommended that counselors support clients in active engagement
in the job search process. Findings suggest that job search intensity
predicts later reemployment, and more specifically, active job
search intensity relates to a greater number of job interviews and
offers (Saks, 2006; Wanberg et al., 2005). As such, it is important
that counselors provide clients with tools to increase or sustain
their active job search intensity in addition to techniques that may
boost satisfaction with life (Blau, 1994).

Limitations and Future Directions

The results and conclusions of this study need to be considered
in light of a number of limitations, each of which may offer
opportunities for future research. First, the participants surveyed
for this study represent a relatively small group of unemployed
adults within a specific area of the United States who were not
only currently in search of work, but also seeking employment and
support. These findings need to be extended to other populations
(e.g., individuals who are unemployed and not looking for work or
social support) to determine their validity and generalizability.
Second, this study tested an empirically and theoretically sup-
ported model. However, the directionality of these variables can
only be assumed given the lack of longitudinal data. For example,
it may be that for unemployed adults, increased life satisfaction
leads to increased job search support, self-efficacy, volition, and
optimism. Although Lent and colleagues have tested longitudinal
versions of this model and found the relations to generally fit the
hypothesized directions (e.g., Lent, Sheu, Gloster, & Wilkins,
2010; Singley et al., 2010), these questions can only be answered
with longitudinal data; multiple waves of data are usually recom-
mended to test mediation hypotheses in particular (Maxwell &
Cole, 2007). Third, it would have been beneficial to assess behav-
ioral outcomes, such as securing employment, to understand how
the predictor variables correlated with job search success. Fourth,
the variables within this model accounted for 35% of the variance
in life satisfaction, meaning that 65% of the variance is still
unaccounted for. Future research should investigate additional
variables that may account for added variance in the life satisfac-
tion of this population, with possibilities including social support,
personality traits, and self-esteem.
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