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Abstract

Assignment-based workers are an established group in the labor market, and their work is characterized by individual
career responsibility, limited access to competence development, and uncertainty regarding, for example, income and
career trajectories. Theoretical perspectives suggest that the sustainability of careers stems from the interplay of individual,
time, and context. Employability, an individual’s perception of their chances of finding work elsewhere, can serve as a
resource when navigating these careers. Research so far has paid little attention to how individuals in assignment-based
work understand career sustainability and develop perceived employability. Further, the heterogeneity within assignment-
based work has seldom been taken into account.

This thesis investigates career sustainability and perceived employability in assignment-based work in Sweden,
examining three groups: employed gig workers operating through umbrella companies, solo self-employed workers with
a registered business, and temporary agency workers. The thesis compiles three studies.

Study I explored how employed gig workers understand and create career sustainability, drawing on semi-structured
interviews with 26 participants, analyzed through reflexive thematic analysis. Study II examined the role of movement
capital for perceived employability in two groups of solo self-employed workers. Study III investigated the role of
workplace learning, career proactivity, and education for perceived employability among a sample of temporary agency
workers. Studies II and III are based on survey data.

In Study I, four themes were developed, demonstrating that career sustainability in employed gig work stems from
individuals actively creating meaningful career sequences by navigating tensions across person, context, and time.
Employed gig work was understood as a quest for betterment with self-employment acting as a main reference point. It was
used in highly individualized ways and experienced as sustainable when workers could align it with their values, needs,
and life circumstances, even though not necessarily in the long term.

In Study I1, few significant associations between movement capital dimensions and perceived employability were found
in both groups of solo self-employed workers. Psychological capital was positively associated with perceived employability
across both groups, while age was negatively associated, especially for employed gig workers.

In Study III, informal learning was significantly and positively associated with both quantitative and qualitative
perceived employability in temporary agency work, while proactive career behaviors did show this pattern for both
dimensions of employability. However, these effects disappeared once education was added and age was controlled for,
meaning that younger and more educated workers (for the quantitative dimension) and more educated workers (for the
qualitative dimension) perceived themselves to be more employable.

The findings illustrate how career sustainability and perceived employability in assignment-based work depend on more
than individual resources alone. They point to a shared responsibility among workers, clients, agencies, employers, and
policymakers in supporting sustainable working lives.

Keywords: assignment-based work, career sustainability, employability, solo self-employment, employed gig work,
temporary agency work, movement capital, career proactivity, workplace learning.
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Abstract

Assignment-based workers are an established group in the labor market, and
their work is characterized by individual career responsibility, limited access
to competence development, and uncertainty regarding, for example, income
and career trajectories. Theoretical perspectives suggest that the sustainability
of careers stems from the interplay of individual, time, and context.
Employability, an individual’s perception of their chances of finding work
elsewhere, can serve as a resource when navigating these careers. Research so
far has paid little attention to how individuals in assignment-based work
understand career sustainability and develop perceived employability.
Further, the heterogeneity within assignment-based work has seldom been
taken into account.

This thesis investigates career sustainability and perceived employability
in assignment-based work in Sweden, examining three groups: employed gig
workers operating through umbrella companies, solo self-employed workers
with a registered business, and temporary agency workers. The thesis
compiles three studies.

Study I explored how employed gig workers understand and create career
sustainability, drawing on semi-structured interviews with 26 participants,
analyzed through reflexive thematic analysis. Study Il examined the role of
movement capital for perceived employability in two groups of solo self-
employed workers. Study III investigated the role of workplace learning,
career proactivity, and education for perceived employability among a sample
of temporary agency workers. Studies II and III are based on survey data.

In Study I, four themes were developed, demonstrating that career
sustainability in employed gig work stems from individuals actively creating
meaningful career sequences by navigating tensions across person, context,
and time. Employed gig work was understood as a quest for betterment with
self-employment acting as a main reference point. It was used in highly
individualized ways and experienced as sustainable when workers could align
it with their values, needs, and life circumstances, even though not necessarily
in the long term.

In Study II, few significant associations between movement capital
dimensions and perceived employability were found in both groups of solo
self-employed workers. Psychological capital was positively associated with



perceived employability across both groups, while age was negatively
associated, especially for employed gig workers.

In Study III, informal learning was significantly and positively associated
with both quantitative and qualitative perceived employability in temporary
agency work, while proactive career behaviors did show this pattern for both
dimensions of employability. However, these effects disappeared once
education was added and age was controlled for, meaning that younger and
more educated workers (for the quantitative dimension) and more educated
workers (for the qualitative dimension) perceived themselves to be more
employable.

The findings illustrate how career sustainability and perceived
employability in assignment-based work depend on more than individual
resources alone. They point to a shared responsibility among workers, clients,
agencies, employers, and policymakers in supporting sustainable working
lives.



Sammanfattning pd svenska

Att arbeta p&d uppdrag — som egenanstilld, egenforetagare eller
bemanningsanstélld — dr en etablerad arbetsform pa dagens arbetsmarknad.
Den hér typen av arbete forknippas med autonomi och flexibilitet samtidigt
som den enskilde ansvarar for sin egen kompetensutveckling och behdver
navigera osdkerhet kring t ex inkomst och karriér.

I bade samhallet och forskningen har det skett en forskjutning i synen pa
vad det innebar att ha en karridr och att vara anstéllningsbar. Tidigare ansags
man gora karriér genom att kldttra pa en traditionell karridrstege inom en och
samma organisation, men manga har idag sina karridrer utanfor ett sddant
sammanhang. Att utveckla sin karriér och sin anstéllningsbarhet har dessutom
blivit ett alltmer individuellt projekt, speciellt for dem som arbetar
uppdragsbaserat. Pa senare tid har badde samhéllsdebatten och lagéndringar
inom arbetsrétten pekat & samma hall: allt mer ansvar for kompetens- och
karridrutveckling ldggs pa individen. Teoretiska perspektiv fOreslar att
hallbarhet i karridrer bygger pa samspelet mellan individen, kontexten och
tiden. Samtidigt kan anstéllningsbarhet, alltsd hur individen sjidlv upplever
sina mojligheter att i ett arbete ndgon annanstans, fungera som en resurs nir
man navigera i dessa karridrer. Trots den hér utvecklingen vet vi fortfarande
lite om hallbara karridrer, och om vad som bidrar till att utveckla
anstillningsbarhet i karridrer som bestar av uppdragsbaserat arbete. Det ar
dérfor den hér avhandlingen underséker om och hur det dr mdjligt att ha en
hallbar karridr, och vilka faktorer som har betydelse for anstéllningsbarhet i
karridrer som inkluderar ett sadant arbete.

I Studie I undersoktes om, och i sa fall hur, egenanstillda kan skapa en
hallbar karridar. Resultaten visar att egenanstillning under vissa
omstiandigheter kan wupplevas som bade héllbart och meningsfullt:
flexibiliteten och mojligheten till individualisering gjorde att deltagarna kunde
forena karridren med sina egna mal och virderingar, ofta efter tidigare
karridrer praglade av ohdllbarhet. Detta utmanar den vanliga bilden av gig-
ckonomin som framst osdker. Samtidigt var deltagarna medvetna om
begrinsningarna: egenanstédllning ger ingen objektiv trygghet, passar i
praktiken bara vissas behov och bygger snarare pa tanken att mening kan
finnas i sjilva strdvan efter nagot béttre &n i att hitta den "perfekta" karriédren.

I Studie II var méilet att undersdka betydelsen av ett antal individuella
faktorer utifrdén en modell som kallas movement capital (rorelsekapital pa
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svenska). Detta gjordes i tva grupper av egenforetagare: de med ett registrerat
bolag och de som arbetar genom egenanstéillningsforetag. Rorelsekapital
omfattar fyra dimensioner: humankapital, socialt kapital, karridrinsikt och
anpassningsformaga. Resultaten visade f4 samband mellan dessa dimensioner
och den upplevda anstéllningsbarheten i bada grupperna. Diaremot hingde
psykologiskt kapital (mentala resurser som frdmjar hur man utvéirderar och
anpassar sig till ett fordnderligt arbetsliv) positivt samman med
anstéllningsbarhet i bdda grupperna, medan hogre alder hingde samman med
en lagre upplevd anstillningsbarhet (sérskilt for egenanstéllda).

Studie III utgick frén fragan om vilken betydelse arbetsplatslérande,
karridrproaktivitet och utbildning har for anstdllningsbarhet bland
bemanningsanstéllda. Hér visade resultaten att informellt larande (t ex vad
man lar sig genom att utfora sjilva arbetet) och proaktivt karridrbeteende (t ex
att be om éterkoppling eller planera sin karriér) till en borjan hingde samman
med anstéllningsbarhet. Daremot forsvann sambandet nér utbildning och alder
lades in i analysen, vilket innebér att yngre individer och individer med hogre
utbildning upplevde sig som mer anstéillningsbara.

Sammanfattningsvis visar avhandlingen att hallbara karridrer och
anstillningsbarhet 1 uppdragsbaserat arbete beror pd mer én individens egna
resurser. Att stotta ett hallbart arbetsliv dr dérfor ett delat ansvar — mellan dem
som arbetar pa uppdrag och kunder, bemanningsforetag, arbetsgivare och
beslutsfattare.
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Introduction

As the world of work continues to evolve and to be shaped by demographic
shifts, economic instability, and digital transformation (WEF, 2025), so too
do understandings of what it means to have, build, and sustain a career.
Discussions about sustainable working lives have gained increasing attention
(Abrahamsson & Ennals, 2022), with employability being described as central
for supporting individual career development (OECD, 2025).

Careers have traditionally been framed as relatively stable and linear,
beginning with an early occupational choice and followed by a lifelong,
hierarchical progression within a single organization (Akkermans et al.,
2021). This understanding of a career is closely tied to the idea of standard
employment as the norm, where career development is dependent on the
opportunities available with one and the same employer. Today, this
understanding has shifted, and it is common (and sometimes expected) to
switch employers or occupations throughout one's working life.

A significant proportion of individuals pursue their working life (or parts
of it) outside the boundaries of standard employment, and their careers unfold
beyond traditional career paths, for example, in assignment-based work.
Assignment-based work has become an established feature of contemporary
labor markets (ILO, 2026) and describes working for clients on a temporary
basis. For example, workers can take on assignments as solo self-employed
through their own business or by using the services of an umbrella company.
They can also be employed through a temporary agency, where they are
assigned to client work. While all careers have become more individualized,
assignment-based careers are even more so since continuity of assignments,
organizational attachment, and access to career development opportunities are
not necessarily embedded within these work arrangements.

Internationally, new work arrangements such as gig and platform work
have fueled debates on precarity, employers’ responsibility for the work
environment, and social security protection (Eurofound, 2018, 2020; ILO,
2021). This international debate has influenced Swedish working life in
several ways. Examples include unemployment benefits for solo self-
employed workers (SOU, 2021), renewed attention to working conditions in
temporary agency work (Swedish Agency for Work Environment Expertise,
2020; Swedish Work Environment Authority, 2013), and discussions
surrounding gig work and the EU Platform Work Directive (Bederoff, 2024;



Fredman, 2024; Green, 2025). Recent labor law reforms emphasize reskilling
and competence development (Arbetsmarknadsdepartementet, 2022),
reflecting a broader shift in public discourse toward framing labor market
security in terms of individual competence and employability (Roschier,
2023). While the overall tenor of this development emphasizes the importance
of implementing measures to safeguard assignment-based workers, it also
points towards the individual’s responsibility to stay employable.

For workers, assignment-based work can offer flexibility and autonomy.
At the same time, it is often marked by uncertainty and income volatility,
fragmented career paths, and individual responsibility for long-term career
development (Cropanzano et al., 2023; Moorman et al., 2024; Wu & Huang,
2024). Workers in assignment-based work need to manage a continuous, at
times insecure, inflow of assignments, build up and maintain their networks,
and develop relevant competencies to remain attractive and employable on the
labor market. In some cases, assignment-based work can offer opportunities
to thrive, while in others, there might be a risk of being stuck and having
limited learning and development opportunities. This may negatively affect
employability and, consequently, opportunities for career transitions and for a
happy, healthy, and productive career (Retkowsky et al., 2023).

In sum, assignment-based work challenges assumptions about how careers
unfold and raises questions about what facilitates sustainable careers and the
role of employability in contexts where stability is limited, and individuals
must continuously adapt to changing work conditions (Akkermans et al.,
2025). Existing research has predominantly focused on the challenges
embedded in organizational contexts and on the conditions of assignment-
based work, with less attention paid to implications for how individuals in
assignment-based work understand career sustainability and how
employability develops within these work arrangements.



Aim of the thesis

The overarching aim of this thesis is to better understand career sustainability
in assignment-based work and to study perceived employability as a key
resource for navigating careers that involve periods of assignment-based
work.

To address this aim, the three studies of this thesis investigate:

1. individuals’ understanding of sustainable careers in solo self-
employment through umbrella companies (employed gig work),

2. the role of individual antecedents of perceived employability,
comparing two groups of solo self-employed workers (those
working through their own company and those working through
umbrella companies)

3. the role of workplace learning, career proactivity and education
for perceived employability in temporary agency workers.

Figure 1 provides a conceptual overview of this thesis. The individual
studies are related to both the overall thesis aim and the sub-aims presented
above. They address specific research questions and draw on data from three
assignment-based work samples. Finally, they are informed by three
theoretical perspectives and make use of both qualitative and quantitative
research methods.

Figure 1
Conceptual overview of the thesis

Thesis aim To better understand career sustainability in assignment-based work and to study perceived employability as a key
resource for navigating careers that involve periods of assignment-based work.

Study Study 1 Study 2 Study 3
(published) (published) (submitted)

Thesis Investigate individuals’ Investigate the role of individual Investigate the role of workplace

sub-aim understanding of sustainable antecedents of perceived learning, career proactivity, and
careers in solo self-employment employability comparing two education for perceived
through umbrella companies groups of solo self-employed employability in temporary agency
workers workers
Research 1. How do workers understand 1. How well does movement 1. How is employability
questions and create meaning in this capital predict perceived associated with informal and
seemingly contradictory employability? formal learning, proactive
employment form? 2. Does type of solo self- career pet:awor& and
2. What role does employed gig employment moderate the education?
work play in building career relationship between 2. How does the boundary
sustainability? movement capital and condition Of_ work exlent.
perceived employability? moderate this relationship?
Employed gig workers Employed gig workers Temporary agency workers

Registered business solos

Theory Sustainable career framework Movement capital model Human capital theory

Approach Qualitative Quantitative Quantitative




Assignment-based work in Sweden

The Swedish context

The Swedish labor market is characterized by high levels of social protection,
strong institutional frameworks, and a tradition of collective bargaining that
extends, to varying degrees, to assignment-based work (Kjellberg, 2021;
Westregard, 2021a). It has been suggested that this together with high
unionization rates, broad bargaining coverage, and generous unemployment
benefits offer a degree of protection against the potential negative effects of
assignment-based work (Hiinefeld et al., 2020). Swedish legislation permits
employees to pursue further studies, reduce work hours, and combine different
types of employment, which facilitates the parallel use of assignment-based
work and standard employment (Braunerhjelm et al., 2014). At the same time,
the Swedish welfare system is designed primarily around standard
employment as the norm, creating gaps in social protection for those who
work outside of it (Hedenus & Nergaard, 2021; SOU, 2021).

Definition and scope of assignment-based work

This thesis makes use of the term assignment-based work, which refers to
work that is contracted and compensated on a project or task basis, is time-
bound, and allows for flexibility in where, when, and how work is performed
(Watson et al., 2021). The term is chosen for two reasons. First, it puts the
focus on the experience of work itself, which is characterized by assignments
rather than a continuous employment relationship. Second, the term highlights
that clients are central to workers’ experiences, since the availability of
assignments is dependent on them. Assignment-based workers navigate
careers consisting of either sequential or parallel assignments, where they
need to focus on clients, both when working on assignments and acquiring
them.

In this thesis, three groups of assignment-based workers in Sweden are
investigated: solo self-employment through a registered business, employed
gig work through umbrella companies, and temporary agency work. In all
three groups, individuals perform work for clients on an assignment basis.
However, the groups differ with respect to their responsibility for finding



assignments, the contractual relationships, and legal status. Figure 2 provides
an overview of the three groups and their key characteristics.

Figure 2
Three types of assignment-based work

G Registered business solos Employed gig workers QTemporary agency workers
R RBS EGW W\
Type of work Assignment-based, temporary work for a client
Responsibility for . .

Workers find assignments Agency finds assignments
Contractual . . . . . .

Bilateral relationship Triangular relationship

Self-employed Employed

While both registered business solos and employed gig workers are
responsible for finding their own assignments and clients, this responsibility
is taken over by an agency for temporary agency workers. Solo self-employed
workers with their own registered business engage in bilateral relationships
with their clients, while both employed gig workers and temporary agency
workers find themselves in a triangular relationship between themselves, their
clients, and the umbrella company or the temporary agency. In Sweden,
legally, workers with a registered business are self-employed, while both
employed gig workers and temporary agency workers are classified as
employees. The three groups are explained in the following sections.

Solo self-employment through a registered business

Solo self-employment refers to a subgroup of the self-employed operating
without employees (Cieslik & Dvoulety, 2019; Skrzek-Lubasinska & Szaban,
2019). Individuals work independently and find themselves in direct, bilateral
relationships with their clients. They are also responsible for sourcing new
clients and assignments and maintaining existing client relationships
(Eurofound, 2015, 2018, 2020). In the Swedish context, solo self-employment
is a legal status in its own right. No intermediate legal categories exist between
employment and self-employment (Hedenus & Nergaard, 2021), as is the case
in other countries, for example, the wage portage category in France and
Belgium (Beuker & Pichault, 2022). Solo self-employed workers with a
registered business (RBS) represent the most conventional form of solo self-
employment. They take on the responsibility to manage a company, handle all
administrative obligations (including accounting, invoicing, and tax
reporting), and bear the full entrepreneurial risk. In Sweden, the self-employed
(with their own business) are responsible for their own work environment



(SOU, 2017, 2022). In recent years, solo self-employment has been growing
across most OECD countries (Boeri et al., 2020; Gevaert, 2022; Milasi &
Mitra, 2022). In Sweden, approximately 11% of the workforce is self-
employed, the majority operating through registered companies
(Ekonomifakta, 2025; OECD, 2023).

Solo self-employment is often discussed from perspectives of
precariousness and uncertainty. These discussions highlight, for example,
limited social protection and uncertain career trajectories when compared to
standard employees (Boeri et al., 2020; Conen & Schippers, 2019; Stephan,
2024; Tran et al., 2021). Indeed, research has shown that, while many self-
employed workers experience good working conditions, the solo self-
employed report comparably lower income as well as higher financial and job
insecurity (Brieger et al., 2025). This is particularly prevalent in those being
economically dependent on a small number of clients and those experiencing
little autonomy when it comes to how to run their business (Weber et al.,
2023). Social isolation has also been highlighted as a negative aspect
connected to solo self-employment (Eurofound, 2020). On the other hand,
given that work is available, solo self-employment can enhance income,
autonomy, personal fulfilment, and task variety (Eurofound, 2020). Also, solo
self-employed individuals report higher work quality than the self-employed
with employees (Brieger et al., 2025). When solo self-employment is
experienced as stable and individuals have enough resources to cope with the
demands of their situation, well-being is higher compared to workers in
standard employment (Gevaert, 2022). Solo self-employment has been
recognized as a heterogeneous group (Bergman, 2025; Bernhard-Oettel et al.,
2024), and is typically excluded in non-standard work research (Bernhard-
Oettel et al., 2017; Gevaert et al., 2022; Khan et al., 2021).

Employed gig work through umbrella companies

Instead of registering their own business, individuals aiming to be solo self-
employed can make use of umbrella companies. These workers, referred to as
employed gig workers (EGW), need to find their own clients and assignments,
similar to RBS (Eurofound, 2020). Assignments are then listed with the
umbrella company, which takes on formal employer responsibility for the
worker within the assignment period. Once the assignment is completed, the
client is invoiced by the umbrella company, which also administers taxes and
social security contributions along with paying out the worker’s salary
(Eurofound, 2015, 2018; Hedenus & Nergaard, 2021). For this service, the
umbrella company deducts a fee, for example, as a percentage of the sum
invoiced to the client. EGW are part of a tripartite relationship including
themselves, their client, and the umbrella company. They can list several
assignments and clients and operate through multiple umbrella companies as
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well as in different occupational fields simultaneously. Moreover, the role of
the umbrella company can vary. While some offer administrative services
only, others complement this with services such as legal advice or training
(Hedenus & Nergaard, 2021; SOU, 2022). Umbrella companies are labor
market intermediaries, since they are entities standing between workers and
clients (Bonet et al., 2013). As third-party actors, they offer a way of managing
work and careers by attempting to support both workers and clients (Koene &
Pichault, 2021). From a legal perspective, EGW are classified as employees
of the umbrella company, guaranteeing comparable social protection to
standard employment (Westregard, 2021a). However, this employment is
dependent on the individual’s capacity to find assignments. It is this hybrid
position between standard employment and self-employment (Braunerhjelm
et al., 2014; Lorquet et al., 2018) that has led to EGW often not qualifying for
social protection available for standard employees (Hedenus & Nergaard,
2021; SOU, 2022; Westregérd, 2021b). The number of employed gig workers
and the amount invoiced through umbrella companies has been growing in
Sweden (Novus, 2018). The latest available official statistics estimated 30.000
EGW in Sweden, where the majority list their assignments with one major
umbrella company (SOU, 2021).

Research on EGW is scarce (SOU, 2017), with the limited evidence
available comparing workers’ situations to those of RBS. For example, social
isolation is highlighted as a potential psychosocial risk (SOU, 2022). Umbrella
companies can improve social protection and reduce the administrative burden
of conventional solo self-employment; however, they also reduce workers’
income (Eurofound, 2015, 2018). It has been suggested that EGW may
overestimate their social protection coverage, since their employment status
is sometimes ambiguous (Eurofound, 2020; SOU, 2017, 2022). Evidence from
umbrella companies in Sweden underlines that EGW can reduce long-term
unemployment and can constitute a transition phase between standard
employment and self-employment (Bjerke & Pettersson, 2013).

Temporary agency work

Temporary agency workers (TAW) are employed by an agency which assigns
them to client organizations temporarily. Unlike RBS and EGW, TAW
workers do not source their own assignments; rather, the agency acts as an
intermediary that brokers the match between worker and client (Bonet et al.,
2013). This creates a triangular employment relationship, in which the worker
is formally employed by the agency but performs work at and under the
direction of the client organization. It has been recognized that this triangular
relationship can lead to coordination challenges between agency and client,
resulting in a risk of workers in TAW being subject to gaps in responsibilities
and oversight when roles are unclear (SOU, 2017, 2022). The employer
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responsibilities of the temporary agency are more far-reaching than those of
the umbrella company. In 2022, changes to the Agency Work Act guaranteed
temporary workers the right to be offered permanent employment after a two-
year period of assignment-based work with the same client. In Sweden, 1.2%
of the workforce is employed through temporary work agencies (Eurostat,
2026), and TAW is a well-established feature of the labor market (Countouris
et al., 2016; Ilsge et al., 2021).

Similar to solo self-employment, TAW is often described in terms of
precariousness and uncertainty. Recurring themes are those of job insecurity
(Bernhard-Oettel & Isaksson, 2005; De Cuyper et al., 2011), unfavorable
wage development (Berglund et al., 2022), lack of social protection and poor
working conditions (Swedish Agency for Work Environment Expertise, 2020;
Thomson & Hiinefeld, 2021). For example, workers in TAW report lower job
satisfaction, lower perceived employability, and higher intention to change
jobs than permanent employees (Hékansson et al., 2020; Swedish Work
Environment Authority, 2013). These themes, in part, mirror how the work
environment of solo self-employed is described, too. While TAWSs have been
engaged by clients primarily for flexibility reasons and workers found
themselves in peripheral positions responsible for routine tasks (Hékansson &
Isidorsson, 2016), over time, clients have started to use TAW for more
strategic purposes as well (Hékansson & Isidorsson, 2018). Recent evidence
suggests that the negative aspects connected to TAW may not be driven by
the work arrangement alone. For example, job satisfaction in TAW is shaped
by experiences of insecurity and poor working conditions (Hiinefeld et al.,
2020). Perceptions of job insecurity, in turn, are shaped by contextual factors
such as national regulations (Hékansson et al., 2020).



Careers in assignment-based work

The preceding chapter described the three types of assignment-based work in
terms of their structural features and by synthesizing empirical findings related
to the work environment. This chapter shifts the focus towards what it means
to have a career in assignment-based work.

From occupational choices to contextualized career paths

Career research has evolved from a focus on occupational matching and stable
organizational careers to an emphasis on individual agency and self-managed
careers and, more recently, to an understanding of careers as embedded in their
broader context.

In the early twentieth century, career research was primarily concerned
with understanding occupational choice and matching individuals with an
occupation that would span their entire working life (Akkermans et al., 2021).
This reflected relatively stable labor markets and organizational structures, in
which individuals were expected to commit to one profession and often one
employer. The assumption was that a good match between occupation and
individual would allow individuals to thrive in their careers (Akkermans et al.,
2025). A career was conceptualized by obtaining (and maintaining)
organizational employment; career success was an outcome of a sequence of
upward moves within one occupation and organization (Seibert et al., 2024).
Theories such as Holland’s vocational interest framework (Holland, 1997) and
Schein’s career anchor model (Schein, 1978) reinforced the importance of
aligning individual characteristics with organizational environments. A career
was a one-time decision for a profession at the beginning of working life,
followed by a predictable and linear career path within a stable organizational
context (De Vos et al., 2019).

From the late twentieth century onward, however, structural changes in
labor markets and organizations began to challenge this stable and
organization-bound view of careers (Baruch et al., 2015; Sullivan & Baruch,
2009). Since the 1980s, many organizations have adopted principles
associated with the flexible firm, differentiating between core and peripheral
workers (Atkinson, 1984). While core workers were provided with permanent
contracts and internal development opportunities, peripheral workers were



used for numerical flexibility and executed routine tasks. Individuals needed
to reconsider their occupational choice and were faced with a world of work
where some positions provided more security than others. Intertwined with
social and economic changes, career research moved from understanding
choices about a single occupation and lifetime employment to understanding
careers as a process of career choices across the lifespan (Akkermans et al.,
2021; De Vos et al, 2019). Career choices now also regarded which
organization to join, which employment arrangements to engage in, and how
to manage career transitions (De Vos et al., 2019). As a result, it became
increasingly important to understand individual workers’ perspectives on
work arrangements beyond the traditional employee-employer relationship
(Byington et al., 2019; Lee et al., 2014; Sullivan & Baruch, 2009; Wang &
Wanberg, 2017). Modern career theories exemplify this development,
including protean career theory (Hall, 1996, 2002; Hall et al., 2018),
boundaryless career theory (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996; Defillippi & Arthur,
1994; Guan et al., 2019), and social cognitive career theory (Lent et al., 1994).
All of these emphasize individual agency in shaping careers, rather than being
passively bound to one organization (De Vos & Van der Heijden, 2017;
Hirschi & Koen, 2021). This emphasis on agency is even seen in the 2000s,
with scholars increasingly focusing on the individual as an actor and on
individual accountability for becoming and remaining employable (Forrier et
al., 2018; Wang & Wanberg, 2017). While this broadened the understanding
of how individuals successfully navigate careers (Seibert et al., 2024; Spurk
et al., 2019; Talluri et al., 2024), the strong focus on agency has also raised
concerns that responsibility for career outcomes is mainly placed on the
individual (Forrier et al., 2018).

Recent developments in career research reflect a growing effort to integrate
individual agency with contextual factors (Retkowsky, 2024). This allows for
the integration of careers in diverse work settings characterized by change.
Contemporary careers are no longer necessarily bound to a standard
employment contract but can unfold across diverse employment
arrangements, including gig work, self-employment, and temporary agency
work, and career paths have become more heterogencous and non-linear
(Cropanzano et al., 2023; Ibarra et al., 2026; Spreitzer et al., 2017). Emerging
frameworks such as the social chronology framework (Gunz & Mayrhofer,
2017), the career ecosystems perspective (Baruch & Rousseau, 2019), and the
sustainable career framework (Van der Heijden et al., 2020; Van der Heijden
& De Vos, 2015) emphasize the interaction between individual agency and
contextual influences. These approaches conceptualize careers as embedded
in multiple layers of context, ranging from broader labor market and societal
conditions to organizational environments, work roles, and non-work
domains. Contemporary career research seeks to understand how individuals
navigate their careers within dynamic and sometimes constraining contexts,
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acknowledging that career development can take place outside of standard
employment (Akkermans et al., 2025).

These developments show individuals navigating careers agentically, but
not independently of their context over time. In line with this, a career in this
thesis represents a culmination of work experiences, and more specifically,
”an individual’s work-related and other relevant experiences, both inside and
outside of organizations, that form a unique pattern over the individual’s life
span” (Sullivan & Baruch, 2009, p. 1543). At the core of this definition is that
careers can extend beyond organizational boundaries, for example, in
assignment-based work.

Conditions of careers in assignment-based work

It has been argued that assignment-based work places greater demands on
individuals compared to standard employment (Ashford et al., 2018). This is
due to the precarity and individualization of career responsibility inherent to
these work arrangements (Allan et al., 2021; Hofer & Spurk, 2025). As a
result, research has described conditions of assignment-based work, and these
conditions are argued to shape workers’ career motivations, behaviors, and
outcomes (Cropanzano et al., 2023; Wu & Huang, 2024).

The conditions of assignment-based work can be organized around three
dimensions: (1) the nature of the work itself, (2) competence and career
development, and (3) the organizational environment and social relationships.
In this thesis, the first two dimensions are particularly important and explained
in more detail below. The third, while relevant for the concept of assignment-
based work overall, is only broadly connected to the studies and thus
explained briefly.

Concerning the first dimension, the nature of work itself, typically,
assignment-based workers are given tasks that are standardized, modularized,
and positioned as peripheral to the strategic goals of an organization. Workers
assemble portfolios of these smaller, standardized tasks, crafting a composite
that fits their individual skills and needs (Cropanzano et al., 2023).
Transitioning between short-term assignments requires workers to
continuously apply their skills to similar tasks in different contexts (Ashford
et al., 2018). The result is a fragmented yet potentially diversified repertoire
of experiences, the value of which depends largely on the individuals’
preferences, skills, and labor market position. Client relationships become
central in sustaining the careers of assignment-based workers and demand a
high level of service orientation from them (Reid et al., 2025). Assignment-
based work is also characterized by autonomy, which can enhance
meaningfulness but also become a source of cognitive overload and
demotivation (Ashford et al., 2018). Precarity from work, the subjective
experience of failing to meet financial needs, has been discussed as the most
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pressing condition of assignment-based work itself (Hofer & Spurk, 2025).
Exposure to income volatility and the risk of non-payment distinguishes
assignment-based workers from standard employees who receive predictable
salaries (Caza et al., 2022; Cropanzano et al., 2023).

When it comes to the nature of work itself, all three groups investigated in
this thesis perform work on an assignment basis and hence assemble a
portfolio of these assignments. Work is temporary and client-dependent, and
workers continuously apply their skills to different clients. As such, all three
groups need to be service-minded to cater to the needs of their clients. A key
difference is the level of autonomy. While TAWs work under the direction of
the client organization and thus cannot typically choose their assignments,
both RBS and EGW can at least theoretically decide over which assignments
to take on and how to work on these assignments. Another difference relates
to income and entrepreneurial risk. Both RBS and EGW need to find
assignments and clients, and they bear a risk of not having income or having
relevant skills to get clients. Whereas RBS and EGW primarily have income
and entrepreneurial insecurity, TAW face job insecurity, in that they face the
risk that assignments will not continue or that the agency will not provide
further placements.

The second dimension, competence and career development, concerns
possibilities for skill development. Unlike standard employees, assignment-
based workers are largely excluded from organizational training and
development opportunities, requiring them to independently sustain and
enhance their competencies over time (Barley et al., 2017; Cropanzano et al.,
2023). This reinforces the pattern of individual responsibility in assignment-
based work (Ashford et al., 2018). Closely related is career path uncertainty.
Whereas standard employment provides structured progression through
promotion or development plans (Lejeune et al., 2021), assignment-based
workers must navigate their careers without comparable features (Ashford et
al., 2018; Caza et al., 2022). Hofer and Spurk (2025) conceptualized this
uncertainty across three dimensions. Career-path uncertainty refers to
uncertainty about how assignment-based careers unfold long-term (Caza et
al., 2022); career insecurity captures perceived concerns that key aspects of
one's career may not develop as desired (Spurk et al., 2022); and occupational
insecurity concerns changes in, or the continued existence of, one's occupation
(Roll et al., 2023).

Regarding the second dimension of competence and career development,
all three groups investigated in this thesis face limited access to formal training
and development (Koster, 2024; Lastad & Bernhard-Oettel, 2026; Norbéack,
2022; Ruiner & Liebhart, 2018; Teodorovicz et al., 2024). While for RBS and
EGW, there is mostly no support available for their career development,
TAWs might get sponsored by either agency or client. While career
uncertainty is inherent to all three forms, career trajectories can extend in
various directions, including staying in assignment-based work, switching
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between different assignment-based work forms, or transitioning (back) into
standard employment (Filomena & Picchio, 2022; Hogberg et al., 2019;
Latner & Saks, 2022). Assignment-based work as such can become a way for
workers to develop their career and open up new career paths (Bari et al.,
2021; Cowling & Wooden, 2021; Lopes et al., 2019; Sobral et al., 2021).

The third dimension concerns the organizational environment and social
relationships. Here, the psychological contract, i.e., the implicit expectations
that go beyond a formal contract (Rousseau, 1989), tends to be transactional
rather than relational between organizations and assignment-based workers
(Cropanzano et al., 2023; Guest, 2004). Rather than developing commitment
to a single employer, assignment-based workers tend to direct their loyalty
elsewhere, be it to their occupation, a broader professional community, or their
own career development (Ashford et al., 2018). Because work identity is
anchored in part by organizational membership and role stability, assignment-
based workers must work harder to construct and maintain a coherent sense
of professional self (Ashford et al., 2018; Caza et al., 2022; Petriglieri et al.,
2019). Assignment-based workers frequently work alone for much of their
time, often without a stable workplace community to provide a sense of
belonging (Ashford et al., 2018). Hofer and Spurk (2025) capture this as
precarity at work, i.e., unsafe and unstable conditions specific to assignment-
based work. In addition to social isolation, unfair treatment stemming from
limited legal protection and reduced access to collective bargaining have also
been identified as sources of precarity for this group (Cropanzano et al., 2023).

Careers in assignment-based work challenge assumptions about what
career success looks like. While standard employment has been associated
with objective measures of success (e.g., salary progression or promotion),
assignment-based workers tend to evaluate their careers by more subjective
means. These include, for example, the degree to which work feels meaningful
or stimulating (Franklin & Ayentimi, 2025; Talluri et al., 2025). Assignment-
based work leads to career experiences beyond formal employment
relationships and organizational structures, with careers becoming an
accumulation of distinct work experiences as opposed to stable, long-term
organizational employment (Akkermans et al., 2025). Understanding better
how individuals in assignment-based work develop and sustain their careers
can advance career research.

Career sustainability framework

Career research has increasingly turned toward the concept of sustainable
careers, which emphasizes the dynamic interplay between individual, context,
and time (Van der Heijden et al., 2020; Van der Heijden & De Vos, 2015).
The career sustainability framework defines career sustainability as
”sequences of career experiences reflected through a variety of patterns of
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continuity over time, thereby crossing several social spaces, characterized by
individual agency, herewith providing meaning to the individual® (Van der
Heijden & De Vos, 2015, p. 7). This definition aligns with the concept of a
career used in this thesis, as both involve sequences of work experiences over
time. However, while all careers involve such sequences, they might not be
interpreted as sustainable, reflecting differences in how the three dimensions
of person, context, and time interplay (De Vos & Van der Heijden, 2017).

The person dimension consists of agency and meaning. Agency captures
both how an individual can proactively shape their career and react as well as
adapt to career-related changes (De Vos et al., 2020). By acting agentically,
individuals can construct meaning from career sequences that matter to them.
Meaning provides direction — when individuals keep sight of their career
values and motivations, career decisions may more likely lead to a fit between
who they are and what they do — the so-called person-career fit.

Context enables and constrains agency and meaning-making and operates
on different levels. Individuals must navigate both their own interests and
those of others in their career decision-making. As such, how agency can be
enacted and what meaning will be derived depends on how individuals interact
with their surrounding context. For example, on the organizational level, HR
practices determine access to competence development, while on the
occupational level, technological advancements affect how jobs are changing.
The sustainable career framework explicitly includes private life contexts, for
example, family or friends, as important determinants for individuals to
navigate when making career decisions. The more the individual can act
agentically in interaction with their context, the more likely it is that a person-
career fit can be achieved and a career is perceived as sustainable (De Vos et
al., 2020).

Career sustainability is a dynamic process and can be strengthened,
recovered, or lost over time. As such, it is self-regulatory, shaped by
experiences and by changes in the person and the context over time. This also
means that periods of unsustainability are not necessarily permanent. Career
sustainability implies fostering career development, with the risk that careers
may follow either positive or negative spirals depending on the resources and
constraints individuals encounter (De Vos & Van der Heijden, 2017).
Individuals continuously recalibrate their person-career fit, the “extent to
which an individual’s evolving career experiences are compatible with their
traits, needs, values, interests, and abilities over time, across multiple social
contexts, and in ways that provide personal meaning and support sustainable
career outcomes” (Talluri et al., 2025, p. 6). This person-career fit is central
in how individuals navigate their careers in context and time, as it brings about
long-term sustainable career outcomes, namely happiness, health, and
productivity (Talluri et al., 2025).

Happiness is captured in how far a career fits one’s career values or goals
(De Vos et al., 2020) and is understood from a broader life perspective. It can
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be expressed by perceptions of career success or satisfaction. Health regards
how one’s career fit corresponds to both physical and mental capacities (De
Vos et al., 2020). Finally, productivity encompasses, for example,
performance and employability in relation to the person-career fit (De Vos et
al., 2020). All three indicators are dynamic in nature, as is the person-career
fit. For example, as career goals and values shift, so do experiences of current
work situations with implications for health, happiness, and productivity.

The sustainable career framework is used as a theoretical lens in this thesis
to better understand careers in assignment-based work. It supports moving
beyond discussions about precarity in assignment-based work by providing a
frame for understanding if and how careers can become sustainable. It does so
by incorporating context and by acknowledging that the individual is always
dependent on the context they are surrounded by, as well as on time-related
aspects. It is these contextual aspects that become central for under-
institutionalized work arrangements like assignment-based work. Here, career
sustainability relies on the individual’s ability to interpret and navigate this
context (De Vos et al., 2020). Also, agency and meaning-making are at the
center of the framework, allowing for an investigation of the role of the
individual and the experience in assignment-based work, addressing calls for
a better understanding of career sustainability in non-standard work
(Retkowsky et al., 2023; Van der Heijden et al., 2020).

Within the sustainable career framework, employability has been
highlighted as a mechanism enabling the enactment of career opportunities,
thereby contributing to career sustainability (Akkermans & Kubasch, 2017;
De Cuyper et al., 2014). In other words, employability takes on a central
position within this framework, because rather than treating employability as
an end in itself, the sustainable careers framework describes it as a prerequisite
to achieve career sustainability (De Vos & Van der Heijden, 2017; Heijde &
Van der Heijden, 2006). It enables the enactment of career opportunities
(Akkermans & Kubasch, 2017; De Cuyper et al., 2014), and these
opportunities influence an individual’s employability, further influencing
career development and sustainability over time (De Vos et al., 2019).
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Employability as a resource in assignment-
based work

In the previous chapter, careers in assignment-based work and the theoretical
lens of the sustainable career framework have been introduced. This chapter
aims to elaborate on the concept of employability, why it is important in
assignment-based work, and how it can be developed.

From staying employed to being employable

The developments in career and employability research are interwoven (De
Vos et al., 2019). For example, both research streams have moved from
focusing on objective states to subjective perceptions and from individual to
contextual discussions (Forrier et al., 2018). As careers become less stable and
less organization-bound, employability is increasingly being viewed as a key
mechanism through which individuals successfully navigate careers
(Akkermans et al., 2021). Accordingly, studies of employability have
dominated the field of career research (Akkermans & Kubasch, 2017; Baruch
et al., 2015).

Historically, employability referred to a simple dichotomy: being
employed versus unemployed (Gazier, 2022); an objective state that could be
clearly defined and assessed. Emerging in the 1950s, the concept captured
whether individuals are likely to secure work in the near future (Feintuch,
1955). Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, employability research focused on
labor market entry and the challenges faced by unemployed individuals
(Fugate et al., 2021). Against societal norms of lifetime employment and
relatively stable labor markets, employability was associated with securing
and maintaining work within a single organization. Policy interventions and
measurement approaches, therefore, concentrated on full employment and
transitions into work (Feintuch, 1955; Forrier & Sels, 2003).

Since the late twentieth century, economic restructuring and increasing
labor market flexibility have changed the idea of lifetime employment.
Instead, lifelong employability is emphasized, as the ability to secure new
positions when necessary (Forrier & Sels, 2003; Fugate et al., 2004; Rothwell
& Arnold, 2007; Van der Heijden et al., 2009). As such, employability became
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increasingly associated with workers’ capacity to adapt to changing
employment conditions rather than obtaining a job.

Hence, employability research has increasingly focused on identifying
competencies, attitudes, and resources that enable individuals to obtain and
maintain employment across organizational and occupational boundaries
(Fugate et al., 2021). This focus represents the input-based strand of
employability, which argues that individual strengths (e.g., characteristics,
competencies, and attitudes) influence the individual’s chances in the labor
market (Akkermans, Donald, et al., 2024; Forrier et al., 2009; Harari et al.,
2021). Another way to approach the concept of employability is covered by
the output-based strand. This strand sees employability as the subjective
perception of being employable or as actual transitions into a job (Forrier et
al., 2018; Harari et al., 2021; Van Harten et al., 2022). The two strands differ
in what constitutes an individual’s chance of a job, be it in an internal or
external labor market (Forrier et al., 2018). Still, both strands share a
foundation in personal agency, and they are connected in a sequence in which
individual resources feed into how employable a person is or perceives
themselves to be (Forrier et al., 2018). In other words, the input-based strand
is considered to precede the output-based strand, where perceptions of
employability precede actual job transitions (Harari et al., 2021). In both
strands, employability is central to enabling individuals to navigate career
landscapes. Employability has been suggested to be best understood when
previously separated research strands are integrated (Akkermans, Donald, et
al., 2024).

Assignment-based workers’ perceptions of employability

A key development in employability research has been the shift from objective
indicators, such as job transitions, toward subjective perceptions defined as
the individual’s own view about their chances to get a job (Neroorkar, 2022;
Vanhercke et al., 2014). These perceptions matter because individuals in
objectively similar situations may evaluate their employability differently, and
such perceptions shape career-related behaviors (Forrier et al., 2015, 2018).
Higher levels of perceived employability have been linked to, for example,
higher levels of career success and well-being (Jain & Singla, 2024) and might
equip individuals with greater confidence when navigating unpredictable and
insecure labor markets (De Cuyper et al., 2012, 2014; Di Fabio, 2017; Lo
Presti & Pluviano, 2016; Sakaki, 2022). This may be so because, independent
of how work changes, individuals with high levels of employability are
confident that they can find work if necessary (Houben, 2020). Employability
has also been argued to have a buffering function, helping workers remain
resilient in the face of insecurity and buffering job insecurity’s negative
consequences for health and well-being (Harari et al., 2023; Vanhercke et al.,
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2014). This resource function of employability becomes particularly
important in assignment-based work, where individuals rely even more on
their ability to find work in order to maintain career sustainability (Retkowsky
et al., 2023).

Perceived employability is often described as a multi-dimensional concept,
distinguishing between internal and external employability and between
quantitative and qualitative opportunities (De Cuyper & De Witte, 2008,
2011). Internal employability concerns the perceived ability to find different
work within one's current organization, whereas external employability
perceptions concern opportunities elsewhere. The quantitative dimension
refers to alternatives comparable to one's current work, while the qualitative
dimension concerns access to better alternatives. In assignment-based work,
it is common that career paths within the context of the current assignment are
limited, for example, because these assignments are pre-defined in scope and
time so that, for example, promotion or increase of responsibility is seldom
possible. This makes the external dimension of perceived employability
particularly interesting for these workers. If they perceive themselves to be
able to find work elsewhere outside of assignment-based work, this can be a
fallback solution in case their current work arrangement becomes
unsustainable. More specifically, work in organizational standard
employment, even if not always aspired to, might be a valuable reference point
guiding career trajectories. If assignment-based workers feel that they have
good chances to obtain organizational standard employment, this equips them
with confidence to explore their career opportunities in assignment-based
work without restrictions.

In this thesis, employability is defined as a subjective, individual-level
evaluation of one’s employment opportunities in the labor market (De Cuyper
et al., 2008). This thesis is based on three assumptions regarding
employability. First, borrowing from the input-based strand, employability
can be enhanced by input factors, which are important but conceptually
distinct from perceived employability, which is seen as an outcome, as in the
output-based approach. Second, employability is shaped by both individual
and contextual factors, where individual factors are an important prerequisite
to negotiate contextual factors. Third, employability refers to employment
opportunities in standard employment, i.e., outside of assignment-based work,
and thus captures the external dimension of employability.

Developing perceived employability

There are several ways in which employability can be enhanced. All ways
described in this chapter are input-based in that they feed into perceptions of
employability.
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Movement capital

Movement capital, defined as “individual skills, knowledge, competencies,
and attitudes influencing an individual’s career mobility” (Forrier et al., 2009,
p. 742), is part of a broader process model that provides a theoretical frame
for understanding employability. This process model was developed as a
response to the scattered field of employability research (Forrier et al., 2009,
2015), and it integrates input- and output-based strands of employability
(Akkermans, Donald, et al., 2024). More specifically, it maps “how individual
and structural factors may concurrently influence an individual’s mobility
opportunities and actual work-role transitions”. (Forrier et al., 2009, p. 741).
In this process model, movement capital reflects personal strengths (the input)
which feeds into perceived employability (the output). Movement capital
encompasses four dimensions: human capital (work-relevant knowledge,
skills, qualifications), social capital (professional networks and relational
resources), self-awareness (reflective insight into one’s strengths, goals, and
values), and adaptability (the willingness and ability to change in response to
shifting environmental demands). These four dimensions reinforce each other
(Forrier et al., 2009; Fugate, Kinicki, & Ashforth, 2004). Employability is
understood as a dynamic, self-reinforcing chain (Forrier et al., 2015). Job
transitions promote movement capital development, which subsequently
enhances perceived employability, which, in turn, increases the likelihood of
future job transitions. The four dimensions build on earlier research. Human
capital aligns with occupational expertise and knowing-how competencies
(DeFillippi & Arthur, 1994); social capital corresponds to communicative
career competencies and knowing-whom resources; self-awareness captures
the reflective and knowing-why dimension central to protean career theory
(Briscoe & Hall, 2006); and adaptability operationalizes the concept of
flexibility in the face of labor market change. The model has two key
advantages. Besides being empirically tested (Forrier et al., 2015; Harari et
al., 2021), it integrates the previously fragmented employability research
theoretically with a focus on explaining career transitions. As such, it is well-
suited to explain employability perceptions in assignment-based work since
this work is characterized by frequent transitions between assignments.
Furthermore, assignment-based workers must actively manage their career
development agentically (Van Den Groenendaal et al., 2022), and movement
capital incorporates this specifically with the dimensions of adaptability and
self-awareness (Forrier et al., 2009).

Workplace learning, career proactivity and education

Learning in the workplace, career proactivity and education have long been
highlighted as important ways to enhance human capital for maintaining and
enhancing employability (Anderson, 2024). With their help, knowledge,
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skills, and abilities can be developed that are needed to meet performance
expectations in an occupation (Forrier et al., 2009; Fugate et al., 2004).
Individuals who have increased their knowledge, skills, and abilities improve
their position in the labor market, which in turn strengthens their perceptions
of employability (De Cuyper & Forrier, 2024; Williams et al., 2016). A
theoretical lens used to explain this connection is human capital theory, which
posits that the human capital of workers increases productivity in workplaces
(Becker, 1993; Schultz, 1961). This capital builds on the combination of
knowledge, skills, abilities, and education, and workers with high levels of
human capital are said to be productive. As such, investments in this capital
are relevant for organizations. On the other hand, individuals can invest in
their own human capital, for example by pursuing an education or engaging
in proactive career behaviors. Such investments can improve their value on
the labor market and thus also their perceived employability (De Cuyper &
Forrier, 2024; Forrier et al., 2018). Empirical evidence supports this
theoretical perspective (Akkermans & Hirschi, 2023; Harari et al., 2021; Jiang
et al., 2023). Workplace learning can come in more or less formal ways.
Formal training is “intentionally planned educational learning activities [...]
designed for learning” (Smet et al., 2022, p. 2) and can be provided, for
example, as classroom training or seminars. Formal training is one mechanism
through which employability can be enhanced (Smith, 2010), but recent
evidence points to the importance of additional, less formal ways of learning
as well (Decius et al., 2024; Houben, 2020). These informal ways refer to
“work-related learning activities, which take place outside formally structured
learning settings” (Smet et al., 2022, p. 2). Typically, this type of learning
takes place on-the-job and is connected to daily work tasks. Career proactivity
then refers to those self-initiated behaviors by workers that are aimed at
assessing their value in the labor market to identify career development
opportunities (Akkermans & Hirschi, 2023; Jiang et al., 2023). It contributes
to workers’ self-assessment of their market value by providing feedback on
current performance and helping individuals identify development
opportunities. At the same time, pursuing an education is a choice to invest in
one’s own human capital with the aim to better position oneself in the labor
market. Learning, career proactivity, and education are complements: while
learning tends to be tied to the current job, career proactivity is tied to longer-
term career development, and education aims at providing structured
competence often in relation to occupational profiles. They reflect ways in
which individuals mobilize resources to navigate evolving career contexts
(Forrier et al., 2018). Given that all three groups of assignment-based workers
studied in this thesis tend to be excluded from employer-organized learning
opportunities, workplace learning, career proactivity, and education seem
valuable for shaping employability in assignment-based work.
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Figure 3 integrates the theoretical background and conceptual approach in
the three studies. It shows the three dimensions (person, context, time), the
person-career-fit, and the three indicators (happy, healthy, productive) of the
career sustainability framework in the top left corner. Study I inductively
applied the sustainable career framework as an interpretive lens after a
bottom-up reflexive thematic analysis. Employability, as a measure of
productivity, is both an outcome of the person-career-fit and feeds into
shaping a sustainable career since it influences and depends on individual,
contextual and time aspects. Based on human capital theory, both Study II and
Study III predicted employability based on individual factors (Study II) and a
combination of individual and contextual factors (Study III). More
specifically, Study II predicts employability based on movement capital, the
combination of human capital, social capital, adaptability, and self-awareness.
Study I predicts employability from workplace learning, career proactivity
and human capital in terms of education.

Figure 3
Theoretical and conceptual overview of the three studies

Study I

Study IIT

Person-
career-fit

>l Context

Time

Study IT
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Summary of studies

This thesis draws on both qualitative and quantitative research approaches to
address its overarching aim of better understanding career sustainability in
assignment-based work and of studying employability as a key resource for
navigating careers that involve periods of assignment-based work. The
qualitative approach in Study I was chosen because the research question —
how employed gig workers understand and create meaning in their work
arrangement — called for an exploratory, in-depth examination of subjective
experiences and meaning-making. This was also useful given the limited
research on and weak institutionalization of employed gig work. The
quantitative approaches in Study II and III were chosen based on their
respective aims of testing theoretically derived research questions an
hypotheses about the associations between predictors of employability and
moderators impacting this association. Together, the three studies offer
complementary perspectives on the thesis’ main aim. Study I provides an in-
depth, contextualized picture of how career sustainability is understood.
Studies II and III test specific antecedents of perceived employability in
different forms of assignment-based work.

All three studies were conducted in Sweden and drew on data collected
between 2021 and 2022 as part of the NOWSTARS (New Organization of
Work in Self-employment, Temporary Agency, Academia, and Retail in
Sweden) research program (NOWSTARS Research Program, 2025; Tanimoto
et al., 2026). This program was funded by the Swedish Research Council for
Health, Working Life and Welfare [FORTE Grant No. 2019-01311].

Ethical considerations

All three studies were approved by the Swedish Ethical Review Authority
[diary numbers: 2021-03852; 2021-04641; 2021-06632-02; 2022-00626-02;
2022-01742-02] and funded by the Swedish Research Council for Health,
Working Life and Welfare (diary number: 2019-01311). The research was
conducted in accordance with the principles of the Swedish Research Council
(Vetenskapsradet) and the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR).
Participants in all three studies provided informed consent prior to
participation. In Study I, project and ethical information were provided in
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writing alongside the interview invitation, and verbal consent was obtained
from each participant before the interview. In Studies II and III, consent was
obtained digitally through a consent box at the start of the survey. Participation
was voluntary, and participants were informed of their right to withdraw at
any time. Interview recordings and survey data were stored securely, with
access restricted to the research team.

To ensure confidentiality, all identifying details were removed or altered.
The interviews conducted for Study I received ID numbers, and all potentially
identifying information was deleted from the transcribed interviews. A
document linking the interview IDs to participant demographic information
was stored separately. After transcribing the interviews, the original audio
files were deleted. In Study I, demographic information was aggregated where
necessary, and direct quotations were adjusted to prevent participant
identification. The original data sets for Study Il and Study IIl were stored
separately from the work files used. These work files excluded identifying
information like email or IP addresses.

A further ethical consideration concerned the representation of participants.
Given the public discourse surrounding assignment-based work, which often
frames it in terms of precarity, attention was paid to the risk of reproducing
normative assumptions about participants’ work situations throughout the
research process. The thesis and the three individual studies aim to represent
participants’ experiences and perceptions in a balanced way, trying neither to
romanticize the advantages of assignment-based work nor portray it as
inherently precarious. Similarly, an effort was made to balance the
responsibilities of contexts and individuals in creating career sustainability.
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Study I

Miiller, F., Weidenstedt, L., Bernhard-Oettel, C., & Eib, C. (2025). Under my
umbrella? Gig workers’ perspectives on career sustainability as employees in
Swedish umbrella companies. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 163(104182).

Background and aim

Gig work has become a prominent feature of contemporary labor markets (De
Cuyper et al., 2011; Watson et al., 2021) and is often portrayed as inherently
precarious and detrimental to long-term career development (Ashford et al.,
2018; Kost et al., 2020; Retkowsky et al., 2023). However, in Sweden, a
specific form of gig work has emerged in which workers are formally
employed by so-called umbrella companies while independently sourcing and
performing their work (Hedenus & Nergaard, 2021). Such arrangements raise
questions about how individuals understand their work arrangement in
contexts characterized by uncertainty, flexibility, and individualized
responsibility. While the sustainable careers framework (Van der Heijden &
De Vos, 2015) emphasizes the interaction of person, context, and time,
empirical research applying this lens to gig work — particularly employed gig
work — remains limited (Van der Heijden et al., 2020). The aim of this study
was to explore how employed gig workers in Sweden understand their work
arrangement and to examine the role of employed gig work in their efforts to
create career sustainability.

Method

Participants

The 26 participants’ ages ranged from 26 to 75 (mean: 53 years), with about
half identifying as male or female and three as diverse. Eleven participants
were from the media or journalism field, while the remainder represented
other industries. A total of 16 participants combined employed gig work with
standard employment or retirement, the rest worked full-time as employed gig
workers.

Data collection and analysis

Participants for Study I were contacted based on their indicated interest after
providing their answers in the survey study. More specifically, they were
asked if they wanted to participate in an interview study which aimed at a
deeper understanding of the work environment and work situation of solo self-
employed workers. To qualify for participation, individuals had to have an
income from umbrella company employment during the last 12 months. Semi-
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structured interviews were conducted via Zoom from September to November
2022. The interview guide captured questions related to the motivation to
work as EGW, experiences from EGW and questions capturing work-related
aspects. Questions used were for example “What does your work situation
look like today?”, “How do you think about your work as employed gig
worker in general?” or “How do you ensure a functioning work day?”. All but
one interview (which was held in English) were conducted in Swedish.
Alongside the invitation for interviews, project and ethical information were
provided in writing. Before starting the interview, participants provided their
oral consent. After the interviews were conducted, participants could opt in to
participate in a collaborative online workshop aimed at providing a forum to
connect with other solo self-employed individuals.

Interviews lasted from 32 to 66 minutes, averaging at 50 minutes in length.
The first author conducted and transcribed all interviews verbatim with
software support (Amberscript), yielding around 22 hours of recorded
material and 195.000 words on 380 pages. Transcriptions were then quality-
checked against the recorded material. Participants’ quotes were adjusted
carefully to improve readability. This means filler words and repetitions were
left out, and quotes were corrected for grammar, where necessary. If parts of
a quote were left out, this was indicated by square brackets. All quotes were
translated from Swedish to English, except the quotes from participant 22,
who was interviewed in English.

The interview data were analyzed using an inductive approach to the six
phases of reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2022). This method
was chosen because it is compatible with an ontological stance of critical
realism, which acknowledges reality as contextualized, though mediated by
culture and language. Also, this method allowed the identification of patterned
meaning across participants while being flexible to incorporate the sustainable
career framework as a theoretical lens. To be able to focus on the meaning
articulated by participants, an experiential orientation was applied (as opposed
to a critical orientation) (Braun & Clarke, 2022).

Along the entire analytical process, the first author kept extensive interview
notes and a reflexive journal to foster familiarization with the material. The
first and second author engaged in coding the interviews inductively, both
latent and semantic, and discussed results to deepen understanding of the
interviews and meaning-making of the participants. Theme development was
led by the first author, with consultation from the other authors. During this
development process, all authors engaged with the material and discussed
reflections among each other, and circled back and forth between data, codes,
and candidate themes before finally arriving at the themes presented below.
Writing the result section was an integral part of the analytic work and enabled
refining, defining, and naming themes.
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Results

Four themes were developed and are presented in Figure 4. The first theme,
One career does not fit all, revealed that participants’ decision to engage in
employed gig work was rooted in past experiences of standard employment or
retirement as unsustainable. Employed gig work offered a context in which
they could regain control over their working lives. The second theme, No
strings attached, captured the perception of employed gig work as an
opportunity to explore career paths on participants’ own terms. Employed gig
work was used in highly individualized ways, and its flexibility was central to
participants’ enactment of agency. The third theme, Walking the slack line of
employed gig work, comprised three subthemes addressing how self-
employment as a main reference point shapes participants’ experiences. In the
first subtheme (My clients, me, and the umbrella company), participants
described their relationship with the umbrella company as transactional, an
on-demand administrative service, which supported them in focusing on
building relationships with their clients. In the second subtheme
(Emancipation from self-employment), participants compared their work to
self-employment but actively distanced themselves from it, perceiving
umbrella companies as freeing them from its inherent conventions. What
mattered to them was the work itself, not the formal employment status. In the
third subtheme (The double-edged sword of security), participants
acknowledged that employed gig work did not offer objective security.
However, it provided more subjective security than available alternatives. The
fourth theme, For some but not for all, captured a paradox in participants’
perceptions. Although they valued the hyper-flexibility and individualization
that employed gig work afforded them with, many hesitated to recommend it
broadly. They argued that not all jobs should be ‘giggified’ and employed gig
work was thus perceived as suitable for people with particular occupational
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profiles, life circumstances, and preferences, rather than as a universal
solution.

Figure 4
Overview of themes, subthemes and their characteristics. Adapted from
Miiller et al. (2025)

m Subtheme Characteristics
One career The perception of standard careers as unsustainable, which
does not fit all becomes the starting point to explore something new
No strinss The notion of not being bound by anything other than one’s
& own capability to shape a work environment according to
attached
needs and preferences
How self-employment as a main reference point shapes the
juggle of being in- between two worlds
The important relational connection between client and gig
My clients, me and the ~ worker is shaped through a transactional relationship between
Walking the umbrella company gig worker and umbrella company, and through a transactional
slack line of relationship between client and umbrella company
employed gig TR What umbrella companies have to offer is described in terms
work Emancipation from

of what self- employment does not, leading to notions of

self- employment : 3 ]
ploy liberating oneself from these conventions

The notion that while employed gig work does not offer
objective security, it can provide subjective security to those
not having better alternatives

The double-edged
sword of security

The idea of hyper-flexibility and -individualization, which
should, theoretically, fit everyone, but practically appears to
only fit particular needs and preferences

For some but
not for all

Conclusions

Together, the findings challenge portrayals of gig work as uniformly
precarious and demonstrate that, under certain conditions, employed gig work
can be experienced as a meaningful career sequence. Career sustainability
emerges as person-career fit from a negotiation of agency, context, and time.
Also, the understanding of sustainability builds on the idea that meaning can
be experienced briefly and that it can be found in the concept of betterment,
as a contrast to finding a perfect career fit.
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Study II

Miiller, F., Bernhard-Oettel, C., & Eib, C. (2026). Predicting Perceived
Employability from Movement Capital in Two Samples of the Solo Self-
employed. Economic and Industrial Democracy. Advance online publication.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0143831X261479458

Background and aim

Solo self-employment is often portrayed as a context in which individuals are
required to actively manage their own careers, continuously adapt to changing
labor market conditions, and remain attractive to potential clients and
employers. Perceived employability, individuals’ appraisal of their chances of
finding work elsewhere, is a vital resource for workers navigating uncertain
labor markets. The movement capital model (Forrier et al., 2015) proposes
four dimensions that are expected to enhance employability. Movement
capital refers to a set of individual resources — human capital, social capital,
adaptability, and self-awareness — that are assumed to facilitate mobility
across organizational and occupational contexts. While movement capital has
been applied to explain employability in standard employment, its relevance
for solo self-employed workers remains underexplored (Harari et al., 2021).
Solo self-employment encompasses different forms: some workers operate
through their own registered business (registered business solos, RBS), while
others work through umbrella companies as employed gig workers (EGW).
Although both groups are responsible for independently sourcing
assignments, they differ in their proximity to organizational employment and
in the challenges they face. Hence, movement capital could differ in its
applicability. EGW’s formal employment by an umbrella company could
result in that the model may fit their work reality more closely, while their
precarious work conditions could also result in a weaker applicability.
Comparing the two groups, education, for example, may matter more for
EGW given their proximity to organizational hiring, or more for RBS, who
may rely on formal qualifications to counter negative stereotypes of self-
employed applicants. The aim of this study was twofold: to examine how well
the four dimensions of the movement capital model predict perceived
employability among solo self-employed workers, and to explore whether the
form of solo self-employment moderates these associations.

Method

Sample

A cross-sectional online survey was administered to solo self-employed
workers in Sweden from October 2021 to August 2022. Participants were
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recruited through collaborating partners (e.g., unions, umbrella companies,
incubators), professional networks, and social media. For further outreach,
snowball sampling was used by encouraging participants to share the link to
the survey. In addition, registered business solos were identified through with
the help from Statistics Sweden (SCB), and invited to participate by postal
letter. Participants needed to either have an active registered company without
employees or have used the services of an umbrella company in the past year.
No monetary incentives were provided for participation; instead, participants
received an individualized report of their psychological resources based on
their survey responses. This report showed mean values for and a description
of all four resources (hope, efficacy, resilience, and optimism) and included
suggestions for improving these resources. They could also sign up to receive
a research report, which was sent out in October 2023 (Miiller et al., 2023).
The final sample comprised N=750 individuals (Nrps=485, Negw=265). In
terms of mean age, the groups did not differ significantly (Mgrps=53.28,
SDras=11.54, Mgrew=52.64, SDrcw=13.49, t(668)=0.64, p=0.54). RBS
received more income (in percentage) from solo self-employment
(Mrps=67.40, SDrps=40.38, Mggw=40.36, SDrcw=38.81, t(741)=8.82,
p<.001), were more likely to be women (Mgrps=0.37, SDgrps=0.48,
Mecw=0.56, SDecw=0.50, %*(1)= 21.71, p<.001) and had higher educational
attainment (Mgrps=0.56, SDrps=0.50, Mgcw=0.47, SDecw=0.50, x*(1)= 5.63,
p=-02).

Measures

The measures used in Study II are presented in Table 1. Answers were
provided on a Likert scale where ‘1’ corresponded to ‘strongly disagree’ and
5’ to ‘strongly agree’. The answer scale for psychological capital was slightly
different in that it ranged from ‘1’ to ‘6’, corresponding to ‘strongly disagree’
and ‘strongly agree’, respectively. In addition, gender (0O=women, 1=men)
and main activity (0=no, 1=yes) were included as control variables.
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Analysis

A series of confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted to test both the
measurement model of psychological capital and the measurement model for
all predictors before hypothesis testing. Models were compared based on fit
indices and chi-square difference tests. As a result, psychological capital was
modeled as a second-order factor, and all five predictors were modeled as
individual latent factors, respectively. Correlations indicated some medium-
sized correlations, but multi-collinearity was ruled out, since all VIF factors
were well below the suggested threshold of 5. SPSS was used to arrive at the
descriptives and correlations, as well as the reliability measures. Confirmatory
factor analyses and hypothesis testing were done in Mplus. Measurement
invariance was assessed in R to establish that the scales functioned
equivalently across the two groups. Path models were used to test the
associations between movement capital dimensions and employability. First,
each dimension was tested separately, and then they were combined in a full
model. Multigroup analyses examined whether the type of solo self-
employment moderated the significant associations in the full model and in
the dimension separately using chi-square difference test between constrained
and unconstrained models.

Results

While indicators of Acquired Knowledge, Skills and Other Characteristics
(KSAOs) and Learning Goal Orientation (LGO) showed significant effects on
perceived employability when tested individually, these effects disappeared in
the full model. In the full model, age had a negative association with perceived
employability, while psychological capital had a positive association. These
results suggest that individuals with higher levels of psychological capital and
those who are younger displayed higher levels of employability. These effects
were similar across the groups, with the exception of age. The negative
association between age and perceived employability was significantly
stronger for EGW than for RBS. Furthermore, the full model explained a
larger share of the variance in perceived employability for EGW (37%) than
for RBS (18%). Overall, the model explains variations in perceived
employability insufficiently in both groups.

Conclusions

This study shows that movement capital does not automatically translate into
perceived employability in the solo self-employed. While the model’s
dimensions are individually relevant, their overall explanatory power is
limited. Adaptability, here in the form of psychological capital, is important
for employability perceptions in both groups of solo-self-employed
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individuals. The negative effect of age suggests that older solo self-employed
workers perceive themselves as less employable. This raises the question
whether all solo self-employed workers can transition out of assignment-based
work as easily.
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Study I1I

Miiller, F., Bernhard-Oettel, C., & Lastad, L. (submitted). Learning to fly?
Exploring the Roles of Workplace Learning, Career Proactivity and Education
for Perceived Employability among Temporary Agency Workers.

Background and aim

Temporary agency work is an established segment of the Swedish labor
market, characterized by a triangular relationship between worker, client, and
agency. For temporary agency workers (TAW), perceived employability, the
subjective appraisal of being able to find work elsewhere, is a relevant career
resource. In this context, career development is a common motivation and
careers can unfold across multiple clients, agencies, and even beyond TAW.
Drawing on human capital theory, it can be argued that investments in
workplace learning, proactive career behaviors, and education contribute to
enhancing workers’ competence and, in turn, their perceptions of
employability. However, the specific contributions of informal learning
(learning from the work itself), formal learning (structured training provided
by the agency or client), proactive career behaviors (self-directed career
management activities such as seeking feedback, career planning, and
networking) and education to perceived employability in TAW remain
unexplored. The aim of this study was to investigate the associations between
these four types of investments and perceived external employability and to
examine whether work extent moderates these associations. The moderating
role of work extent, that is, whether individuals work in TAW full-time or
part-time, was examined because TAW is commonly taken up both at the start
of a career and during career changes, and part-time arrangements are frequent
in both situations. Part-time TAW has been argued to offer fewer opportunities
to learn and to apply and develop skills than full-time TAW. Full-time
engagement may further signal that investments in education have paid off
and that TAW constitutes workers’ main career, which they are motivated to
develop further, whereas part-time TAW may rather serve as an add-on for
extra income.

Method

Sample

All larger temporary work agencies were invited to participate in a study of
the NOWSTARS program in order to add the perspective of temporary agency
workers as part of a flexible workforce in Sweden. Three agencies volunteered
to take part and, in a second step, distributed the link to the online survey to
their workers via e-mail. The survey was administered online between
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December 2021 and February 2022. Participants could provide their e-mail
address to be included in a draw for a 100 SEK gift voucher. Eligibility
required current employment through a temporary agency, combined with
either an age between 18 and 30 years or a TAW career start within the
preceding five years. These criteria targeted individuals at an early stage of
their current career, either young workers entering working life or career
changers newly started in TAW, for whom questions of career development
and employability are important. The final sample comprised N = 288
temporary agency workers.

The average age was 31.57 years (SD=10.11). Gender was roughly
balanced, with 54% identifying as female and 46% as male. Most participants
held qualifications below Bachelor’s level (70%). 90% of participants had
been working in TAW for under two years (M=0.76, SD=0.96) and 88% of
all participants pursued TAW full-time.

Measures

The measures used in Study III are presented in Table 2. Answers were
provided on a Likert scale where 1 corresponded to ‘strongly disagree’ and 5
to ‘strongly agree’. Before the survey was deployed, it was tested with think-
aloud protocols together with workers in TAW. Work extent indicated if
participants worked full-time (0) or part-time (1), and age was measured as
chronological age in years.
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Analysis

CFAs were conducted in MPlus; all other analyses were conducted in SPSS.
The CFA was run to confirm the 2-factor structure of employability with a
quantitative and a qualitative dimension. Following missing data analysis, the
data was imputed using multiple imputation. Hierarchical regression analyses
were conducted with predictors entered sequentially: informal learning,
formal learning, proactive career behaviors, education, work extent as a
moderator, and, finally, age as a control variable.

Results

Informal learning showed an initial positive association with quantitative
employability, but this effect became non-significant in the final step once age
was entered as a control variable. Informal learning was not significantly
associated with qualitative employability in any step. Formal learning
provided by the client company was not significantly associated with either
form of employability in any model. Proactive career behaviors were
significantly and positively associated with both quantitative and qualitative
external employability when entered into the model, but this association
became non-significant in the final step once age was controlled for.
Education was also significantly and positively associated with both forms of
employability, including in the final model. Effect sizes were small
throughout. Work extent did not moderate any of the associations. 85% of
respondents reported receiving no formal training from their agency, so that
the association between agency-provided training and employability could not
be tested.

Conclusions

Findings in Study III indicate that among temporary agency workers, human
capital in the form of education as well as age are primary predictors of
perceived external employability, while workplace learning and career
proactivity showed limited effects when all variables were considered
simultaneously. This suggests that the role of workplace learning and career
proactivity for employability perceptions is limited. Overall, there appear to
be few opportunities to participate in training, especially when offered by
agencies. These patterns were consistent regardless of whether workers were
employed part-time or full-time.
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General discussion

This thesis set out to better understand career sustainability in assignment-
based work and to study perceived employability as a key resource for
navigating careers that involve periods of assignment-based work. More
specifically, the studies in this thesis include individuals in Sweden, working
in umbrella company employment, solo self-employment and temporary
agency work. The thesis findings suggest that career sustainability in
assignment-based work relies on the individual’s ability to navigate tensions
in person, context and time. Perceived employability was not only shaped by
individual agency and the ability to adapt to changes, but also depended on
factors that are less amenable to change, such as age and education. Moreover,
several of the tested antecedents of perceived employability stem from
research in standard work but were not significant in these samples of
assignment-based workers.

The following chapter discusses the findings related to the three sub-aims of
the thesis. These were (1) to investigate the understanding of sustainable
careers in employed gig work, (2) the role of individual factors as antecedents
of perceived employability of solo self-employed workers, and (3) the role of
workplace learning and career behaviors for perceived employability in
temporary agency workers.

The understanding of sustainable careers in employed gig work

Study I provided insights into how career sustainability is shaped by the
interplay of individual, context, and time in employed gig work. The findings
stemmed from a resourceful group of individuals who had many years of work
experience. More specifically, career sustainability emerged from individuals
being able to actively create a meaningful career sequence by navigating
tensions in person, context, and time (Jacobs et al., 2025). This sustainability
was shaped by a betterment orientation; workers did not pursue a long-term
career goal but sought to improve their current situation relative to available
alternatives. The sustainable career framework with its three dimensions of
person, context, and time helped in understanding these results better.
Regarding the first dimension of the person, agency cut across the
developed themes in this study: for example, employed gig work was
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identified as an active choice to improve career sustainability, and participants
decided to use employed gig work in different ways according to their needs
and preferences (as opposed to it being one common path towards standard
employment). EGW was used, for example, to test-run business ideas, to
combine different occupations and assignments, or to be able to receive a
supplementary income. Choice, flexibility, and individualization in this study
did not seem to limit agency (Caza et al., 2022) but rather enabled career
sustainability. Agency was also reflected in how participants dealt with
insecurity. While they acknowledged the objective insecurity inherent to
EGW, they formed experiences of subjective insecurity.

The second dimension of context was represented by self-employment as
the main reference point for participants’ career sustainability. This emerged
in rather unexpected ways, as participants both compared and distanced
themselves from it. This suggested that other established work arrangements
are important for meaning-making processes as they inform, for example,
norms around how work should be done and what kind of career behaviors are
expected. Umbrella company employment facilitated both a focus on the work
itself and on the relation with clients — two aspects that were central to
experiencing employed gig work as meaningful.

Context was also represented by the Swedish labor market, permitting the
individual and flexible use of umbrella company work. Participants were able
to combine employed gig work with standard employment or use their agency
to improve their working conditions when they were excluded from standard
employment. Both represented ways in which participants adjusted their
expectations and formulated strategies to reach sustainability despite a
limiting or restricting context. Umbrella company work was also used to adapt
to changes in one’s sector. For example, for some, the sector they were
working in only allowed for a choice between self-employment and employed
gig work. Here, employed gig work could provide a better person-career fit,
since it was a way of reacting to the requirements of the sector rather than
proactively creating opportunities.

Individual contexts were mainly described in terms of age in connection to
life phases and intersected with aspects such as economic situation, values,
identity, and health. For example, pensioners made use of umbrella company
employment as a career sequence to prolong their working life, something that
fitted their current needs and preferences.

Umbrella companies themselves appeared to be a prerequisite for career
sustainability. Even though, potentially, participants would be able to embark
on their quest for betterment without them (for example, in conventional solo
self-employment), they would do so under less favorable conditions. Here, an
important notion manifested in the tension around the suitability of gig
employment for any occupation. It seemed in under-institutionalized and less
accepted work arrangements, suitability must be navigated and shaped, and
cannot be inferred from the work arrangement directly.

39



The final dimension, time, was both subtly interwoven with participants’
contexts and more explicitly expressed by describing employed gig work as
flexible in duration. Time became a facilitating factor in adapting careers and
is layered (as opposed to linear) with participants perceiving themselves as
being able to move in and out of employed gig work as soon as their
circumstances changed. As a result, even though careers were experienced as
sustainable, employed gig work did not warrant career sustainability in the
long-term.

Within the thesis, Study 1 established that sustainable careers in
assignment-based work must be understood as situated, subjective, and
temporally bound. Career sustainability in employed gig work was closely tied
to workers’ capacity for agency and meaning-making, which was facilitated
by the support of umbrella companies. Agency played a central role, be it
through proactive or reactive behaviors, and since umbrella company
employment was not necessarily seen as long-term engagement, a central
question became which resources could support workers in navigating their
careers beyond it. Here, individual resources supporting employability as a
career resource in assignment-based work seemed particularly valuable, a
question addressed by Study II and Study III. In addition, Study I provided
insight that EGW perceived their careers as sustainable as-is, but that long-
term their careers might extend to opportunities outside of employed gig work.
This is why the remaining studies examined perceptions of the ability to find
work elsewhere and its antecedents in assignment-based work.

The role of individual antecedents for perceived employability in solo self-
employment

The results of Study II provided evidence that only human capital in terms of
age and adaptability in terms of psychological capital were significantly
associated with perceived employability. Due to the negative association
between age and employability, especially within the EGW group, these
results raised the question of whether (older) solo self-employed individuals
always can transition into organizational employment. Workers might
perceive themselves as less employable because they are aware of age-related
discrimination affecting hiring decisions (De Lange et al., 2021), and also,
because they are oftentimes evaluated negatively when applying for
organizational employment (Jenkins et al., 2024). The positive association
between psychological capital and employability adds to previous research
highlighting it as an important resource in non-standard careers (Chiesa et al.,
2018). Adaptability might thus be an important individual competence in
volatile contexts, where it supports adjusting to changes and where workers
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can benefit from opportunities to invest in interventions aimed at
strengthening psychological capital (Lupsa et al., 2020).

Even though the movement capital dimensions functioned largely similarly
across the two groups of solo self-employed workers, the model as a whole
had limited predictive power for employability. The findings suggest that the
model might not be as readily applicable to non-standard work as expected, a
contribution to the movement capital literature (Forrier et al., 2015; Harari et
al., 2021) and an attempt to bridge employability research in organizational
standard employment and non-standard work (Akkermans, Donald, et al.,
2024). The differences in explained variance across the two groups might
imply that the movement capital model aligns more closely with those solo
self-employed individuals who are structurally closer to standard
employment, the employed gig workers. Maybe, these individuals evaluate
career resources similarly to individuals in standard employment.

Finally, the role of KSAOs and LGO needs to be noted, since both were
positively associated with employability; findings in line with previous
research (Harari et al., 2021). These effects disappeared due to our approach
of including all of our predictors in one model (instead of testing them
individually) (Van Harten et al., 2022), assuming them all to be equally
important. Educational attainment was not significantly associated with
perceived employability, suggesting that academic achievement in the two
groups was of little relevance for perceptions of employability. This
underlines the importance of informal learning opportunities in environments
such as solo self-employment, where access to formal learning opportunities
might be limited. Indeed, aiming to acquire developmental assignments and
working on assignments that foster skill development might be ways to
enhance perceptions of employability.

Within the thesis, Study Il complemented Study I by framing employability
as a potential resource for being able to agentically shape career trajectories.
While individual agency played a vital role for career sustainability in Study
I, the findings of Study II emphasized the role of psychological capital as an
individual factor in fueling perceived employability. The results of Study II
also point towards the potential importance of workplace learning. Study III
took up these questions by investigating the role of workplace learning,
recognizing that employability is shaped by learning connected to work, as
well as by exploring further individual behaviors, here as career proactivity,
and education for perceived employability in temporary agency work.
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The role of workplace learning, career proactivity and education for
perceived employability in temporary agency work

The findings of Study III provide evidence for that access to formal learning
in TAW is limited, whether offered by the client or the agency, which is in
line with previous research (Hékansson & Isidorsson, 2015; Koster, 2024;
Lastad et al., 2025). Moreover, this form of workplace learning was of limited
importance for perceptions of external employability in TAW. A plausible
explanation could be that there is a mismatch between the type of training
typically offered and the skills that workers in TAW value. Formal learning,
especially client-provided, tends to focus on assignment-specific
requirements. Research suggests, however, that TAW tend to prioritize
generic, transferable skills that remain relevant beyond the current client
context (Koster, 2024). This is in line with previous findings in the TAW
context (Martini & Cavenago, 2017) and in the context of standard work
(Akkermans et al., 2019; Decius et al., 2024; Houben et al., 2021; Nelissen et
al., 2017).

The role of informal learning differed depending on which dimension of
employability was examined. Associations with quantitative employability
were positive and significant, pointing to a link between on-the-job learning
opportunities and perceptions of finding comparable work elsewhere. By
contrast, the relationship with qualitative employability was negative, though
not statistically significant, consistent with previous studies from standard
employment contexts (Decius et al., 2024). One possible explanation might
be that TAW are frequently assigned to routine, peripheral tasks. Learning in
such contexts may reinforce perceptions of employability for similar work,
without extending to perceptions of employability for more qualified
positions. This has consequences for carecer development, as even though
learning and development occurs, for individuals this is closely related to
career opportunities in similar work, rather than in more qualified positions.

Proactive career behaviors positively associated with both quantitative and
qualitative employability. Unlike workplace learning, which largely depends
on what assignments, clients, and agencies offer, proactive career-related
behaviors represent a form of individual investment that workers can engage
in regardless of structural constraints. These findings align with evidence from
samples of standard employees (Akkermans et al., 2019; Bargsted et al., 2021;
Blokker et al., 2019). Still, once age was accounted for, effects became non-
significant, with education remaining the only significant predictor for
quantitative employability in the final step. The main effect of work extent
was not significant. When introducing age as a control variable, it displayed a
significant negative association with quantitative but not with qualitative
employability. This might mean that younger workers perceive their ability to
find similar work elsewhere as higher compared to older workers. This did not
hold for the perceived ability of finding better work elsewhere. All in all,
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higher educational attainment and younger age were most important for
perceptions to find similar jobs, whereas higher educational attainment was
most important for perceptions to find better jobs. For workers who experience
temporary agency work as a career dead end rather than a stepping stone
(Filomena & Picchio, 2022), the limited and specific nature of workplace
learning might reinforce this experience. Rather than contributing to career
opportunities beyond the current assignment, particularly for older workers
with lower educational levels, it might contribute to developing skills useful
in the current context only.

Within the thesis, Study III extended the focus from individual career
resources in Study II to workplace learning and education, while also
including specific individual behaviors (here, career proactivity), through
which employability may be built in assignment-based work. The finding that
proactive career behaviors are initially associated with employability
resonated with Study I’s focus on agency as central to navigating careers in
assignment-based work and with Study II’s finding that psychological capital
was significantly associated with perceived employability. However, it also
raises questions about the limits of individual agency and of what an
individual can be asked to become (Foster, 2026). While strengths and
behaviors can be developed and encouraged, there might be a limit for the
extent to which this is reasonable for the individual. Also, some findings of
Study II and III regarded demographic variables that cannot be changed. For
example, in both studies, older individuals perceived themselves as less
employable. Together with the findings of Study II, Study III highlighted how
(informal) workplace learning can play different roles depending on the
dimension of employability. In Study II, KSAOs were associated with
quantitative employability, similarly to informal learning in Study III. This
association was not significant for qualitative employability. On the other
hand, education, which did not play a role as part of human capital in Study
I, became an important antecedent of both quantitative and qualitative
employability dimensions in Study III. This stresses the importance of
differentiating between maintaining and progression in careers when
investigating antecedents of employability. It also suggests that some
antecedents have different functions in assignment-based work samples.

Methodological considerations and future directions

The following section addresses the methodological strengths and limitations
of the thesis and provides recommendations for future research.
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Sampling, transferability and selection effects

A strength of this thesis is that it includes three different samples of
assignment-based workers. The temporary nature of assignment-based work
and the fact that workers may move between different workplaces can make
them difficult to reach for research purposes. In addition, Study I is, to the best
of the authors’ knowledge, the first academically published study on
employed gig work.

Many approaches were tried to reach solo self-employed and temporary
agency workers. Still, because the first point of contact was a written, digital,
and rather long questionnaire, a selection effect may have occurred, excluding
those less comfortable with reading Swedish or using technology. This is
reflected in both educational attainment levels, age, and industries represented
across the studies, especially for the two samples of solo self-employed
workers. The majority of participants had a university degree with a mean age
around 53 and had assignments in industries known for higher levels of highly
skilled workers, such as arts, entertainment and recreation (including media
and journalism), as well as information and communication. As a result, these
two samples represent a specific group of resourceful individuals in
assignment-based work. The TAW sample in Study III is characterized by
comparatively lower levels of educational achievement, a lower mean age of
31 (most likely resulting from the selection criteria), and prevalent industries
were manufacturing and construction as well as administration and service.
Compared to the solo self-employment samples, these participants might not
be able to build on similar career resources in terms of education and
experience. Also, their industries were characterized by more manual work. A
further consideration concerns the qualitative sample in Study I. Participants
were predominantly Swedish-born, older on average, and the majority had
prior experience in standard employment before transitioning into employed
gig work. This sample does not reflect the experiences of younger workers,
workers with migrant backgrounds, nor does it represent platform workers
facing algorithmic management managing and monitoring their work
(Duggan et al., 2020; Kellogg et al., 2020). The rather positive and agentically
oriented accounts of career sustainability that emerged from the interviews
and from the findings in the quantitative studies thus reflect the experiences
of a resourceful group of workers. Future studies could address this by
purposively sampling toward underrepresented or more vulnerable groups of
assignment-based workers, for example those being managed by platforms
and algorithmic management and/or those belonging to marginalized groups.
Also, since age played an important role, future research could apply a life-
span perspective acknowledging that perceptions of employability change
over time and with life circumstances. For example, future research could
investigate younger solo self-employed individuals, older temporary agency
workers or follow individuals in assignment-based work over time. This
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would aid in a better understanding of when and how career sustainability and
employability is facilitated or hampered by individuals’ age.

Generalizability and cross-sectionality

This thesis is limited in its ability to draw conclusions that are generalizable
for the entire population of solo self-employed and temporary agency workers,
or assignment-based workers as a whole in Sweden. The samples here are case
studies with findings being relevant to assignment-based work samples in the
Swedish context, and the conclusions drawn from each study should be
interpreted with this in mind. While solo self-employed individuals with a
registered business and temporary agency workers might have their
counterparts in other countries, they are still embedded in a national context
that is more or less comparable. Employed gig workers in Sweden have a
formal employment status in a way that has no direct equivalent in many other
countries. Future research comparing samples of assignment-based workers
across different national contexts would be useful for examining to what
extent findings can be generalized. For example, employed gig workers could
be compared across those countries where they exist. This might be helpful in
order to disentangle which findings reflect the work arrangement itself and
which reflect national context.

Another important aspect regarding the sample is the point in time for data
collection. All three studies draw on data that was collected during the time of
the Covid-19 pandemic in Sweden, where restrictions were in place but
became more and more relaxed (Folkhédlsomyndigheten, 2023). More
specifically, data for Study I and II were collected between autumn/winter
2021 and spring/autumn 2022, while interviews were conducted in late
autumn 2022. While the peak of the pandemic had been over at this point of
time, participants might not have evaluated their perceived employability
against the context of a stable labor market. This is important, as self-
perceived employability represents an individual’s cognitive appraisal against
a reference point. During and immediately after the Covid-19 pandemic, this
reference point may have been unstable. Research points to the negative
consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic for perceptions of employability in
graduate samples (Ren et al., 2024), and future research could continue to
investigate antecedents of employability in assignment-based work under
more stable labor market conditions.

Both Studies II and III rely on cross-sectional data, which allows for testing
for associations between variables at a single point in time but does not
support drawing any causal conclusions. While the hypothesized relationships
build on theoretical frameworks and empirical evidence, the results presented
in this thesis cannot establish that predictors causally precede perceived
employability. It could well be that more employable individuals find
assignments more easily, which would in turn provide them with opportunities
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for competence development, for example. While some longitudinal evidence
for the hypothesized relationship is available for standard employees (Forrier
etal., 2015; Houben et al., 2021; Wittekind et al., 2010), future research could
address this for samples of assignment-based workers.

Common method bias

Studies II and 11 relied on self-reported survey data, which introduces the risk
of common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Common method bias arises
when part of the variance in responses stems from the measurement method
itself rather than from the constructs of interest. Measuring all constructs in
the same study might have resulted in inflated associations between dependent
and independent variables. Still, the surveys used to collect the data in these
studies followed recommendations for remedies of common method bias
(Podsakoff et al., 2024). The constructs of interests were placed in different
sections of the survey and participants’ anonymity was emphasized. The
surveys for both studies were also pretested in the target population to ensure
that items were clear and unambiguous. Furthermore, both studies relied on
validated scales with partly varying response formats. Some predictors (age,
education, and work extent) were factual self-reports that are less susceptible
to method effects than perceptual measures. Overall, given that common
method bias would be expected to inflate associations, the overall modest
effects observed in Study II and Study III speaks against it.

Future research on employability could address this by combining different
methods and making use of different data points. For example, antecedents of
employability could be investigated based on company records on training
availability and participation or include register data where available and
applicable.

Definition, instruments, and operationalization

Another area of strength of this thesis is that it applies theoretically and
empirically established models and indicators of employability based on
standard employment samples to assignment-based work. After all, it could
be that in non-standard work contexts, suggested relationships differ. All
instruments, that is surveys and interview guide, were tested with members
from the samples using thinking-aloud protocols to ensure face validity and
that questions were understandable and relevant. Also, across the quantitative
studies, this thesis explores meaningfully different operationalizations of
constructs. For example, related to competence development, Study II
measured acquired KSAOs and in Study II formal and informal workplace
learning as well as education. Other constructs are similar, such as
employability (i.e. both studies include quantitative external employability
and Study III includes both the qualitative and quantitative dimension) as well
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as age and education. This enables a better understanding of how these
function within and across the different samples. The quantitative studies
follow common suggestions to ensure methodological rigor. For example,
Study II applied maximum likelihood estimation (MLR), which is robust to
non-normality. Also, before hypothesis testing, the measurement models were
examined through confirmatory factor analyses, and measurement invariance
testing, ensuring that the scales functioned equivalently across the two groups
of solo self-employed workers and that group comparisons were meaningful.
In Study III, missing data were handled through multiple imputation rather
than listwise deletion. Also, both studies included theoretically motivated
control variables accounting for confounding influences.

Still, a limitation concerns the operationalization of perceived
employability. Both Studies II and III focused on external employability as
the perceived ability to find work elsewhere (in organizational employment).
While this perception is useful in assignment-based work as it can operate as
a safety net; including internal employability as a study variable could have
resulted in a more complete picture. This is because for individuals in
assignment-based work, both dimensions of employability might represent
their career opportunities more comprehensively. Future research could
incorporate both internal and external dimensions of employability in
assignment-based work to provide a more nuanced picture of how antecedents
of employability relate to the different dimensions of perceived employability.
Still, it remains difficult to apply current definitions and operationalization to
assignment-based work. For example, employability is described as the
chance of finding a job, and here job is tightly connected to organizational
employment. However, as the findings of this thesis suggest, careers in
assignment-based work include and extend beyond the boundaries of
organizational standard employment. Along the same lines, it proves difficult
to align understandings of external and internal employability with careers in
assignment-based work. For solo self-employed individuals, for example, it
might make more sense to think about either being able to keep their current
clients or find better assignments, be it those that are longer, pay better or
enable competence development. Temporary agency workers might be able to
reflect on the agency as their employer; however, this excludes an important
part of their daily work — the clients they perform the work for. They, too,
might think of employability as being able to receive either similar or better
assignments, or an employment outside of temporary agency work. While the
term employability captures what scholars have been researching historically,
this term implies that employability is what is best for (and aimed at by)
individual workers. Future research could discuss and establish
operationalization of the different dimensions of perceptions of finding work
elsewhere that would be more inclusive in terms of careers in assignment-
based work.
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Even though antecedents of employability in Study II and III were chosen
carefully, there might be other ways of operationalizing them. One example is
the operationalization of formal workplace learning. The findings of Study III
need to be read with caution, as there might exist a difference between training
offered by agencies and clients and in how far this offer was accepted or acted
on. It could be, that the small amount of formal training represents a limited
access but it could also mean that formal training was offered but individuals
did decide to not participate in it. Also, training frequency provides limited
information about which skills, knowledge and abilities were acquired. Future
research could define and use operationalizations that better capture the
essence of learning in formal training. In addition, the association between
human capital investments and employability might be affected by current
skill levels of workers and future studies could incorporate this measure as
moderator or control variable (Decius et al., 2024). In assignment-based work,
future research could also focus on the role of distributed human resource
management and deepen the understanding of how learning takes place across
assignments and clients. Here, it would be interesting to understand better how
collective structures like unions, umbrella companies or work teams function
in positioning individuals as career actors and what their role is in building up
employability and other career resources. Furthermore, both antecedents and
perceptions of employability could be connected to other outcomes related to
the sustainable career framework, such as additional factors of productivity
(e.g., realized transitions, assignment continuity, or income development),
happiness and health.

Methodological rigor and position of the researcher

The work with Study I has been guided by quality criteria and inspired by best
practice examples of published research using reflexive thematic analysis
(Braun & Clarke, 2025). To acknowledge this, this chapter describes the
features contributing to methodological rigor and my position as a researcher,
as is common when evaluating the quality of qualitative research. A strength
of Study I is its methodological congruence, that is, the alignment between
different research elements (e.g. theoretical underpinnings, research question
and design, data analysis) as well as its reflexive transparency (Braun &
Clarke, 2025). This study was conducted using reflexive thematic analysis
(Braun & Clarke, 2022) and this approach emphasizes the subjectiveness of
the researcher, who holds an active and interpretive role in the development
of themes. Throughout the entire research process, the author of this thesis
kept a reflexive journal, encouraging ongoing reflections focusing on
challenging her own knowledge and assumptions. This reflexive journal
consisted of structured reflection questions to be answered after each
interview and was a space to write down more unstructured pre- and post-
interviews reflections, questions and ideas for initial candidate themes. Theme
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development was documented through a paper trail and different rounds of
coding and patterns across them were discussed and refined. The analytical
work moved back and forth between defining and redefining candidate
themes, which was documented both with technological support (QDA Miner)
and visualized in candidate theme maps. This iterative process involved
several in-depth discussions among all authors of Study I and the presentation
of preliminary candidate themes to several academic and non-academic
audiences. Baseline for these candidate theme discussions where examples of
quotes, definitions, boundaries to other themes and the relationship to the
overarching research question. Here, it was paid attention to naming the
themes so that they covered the essence of the patterned meaning discovered
during the analytical work. This fostered an even deeper engagement and
understanding of the data, as well as supported re-fining the characteristics of
each candidate theme. The analytical work including writing up and re-writing
the analysis covered a couple of years, and resulted in a prolonged engagement
with the interviews and the analysis, allowing insights to develop and to move
beyond simple data description.

Situating the researcher is an important aspect of reflexive thematic
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2022). The author of this thesis conducted all
interviews and led the analysis as a PhD student within a research program on
job insecurity across different work arrangements and sectors. Working within
this larger program may have shaped the contextual understanding and
interpretation of the data. The author of this thesis also had practical
experience from working in assignment-based work and immersed herself in
social media communities for solo self-employed and temporary agency
workers.

The role of transitions in assignment-based work

This thesis has argued for the importance of applying theoretical lenses that
integrate different strands of employability research as well as individual,
contextual, and temporal aspects. As such, the movement capital model and
sustainable career framework were chosen. However, this thesis does not
capture actual career transitions. Future research could improve the
understanding of assignment-based careers by focusing on this essential
characteristic of this work: transitions between assignments and clients. While
there is research on career transitions and career shocks in conventional
employment arrangements (Akkermans, da Motta Veiga, et al., 2024),
transitions in assignment-based work are more central and as such important
for the understanding of sustainable careers and perceptions of employability.
All three groups investigated in this thesis have a high number of natural
transitions, assignments are supposed to end (or are determined to end). Active
search for new clients and assignments as well as discussions and negotiations
in this process are an important part in the careers of workers. Quantitative
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approaches could capture transitions and their associations with
employability, focusing on the combination of individual and contextual
factors in order to avoid strengthening a dualism between agency and structure
(De Cuyper & Forrier, 2024). Existing meta-analyses highlight several
important individual factors and traits for perceived employability (Harari et
al., 2021; Lo Presti et al., 2026), while future research could also embrace
synthesizing the limited evidence for contextual factors. Examples of
contextual factors could be labor market demand and supply, biases in
recruitment processes, or access to career counselling (Donald et al., 2024),
but also dependencies in the worker-client relationship (Fugate et al., 2021)
and how others perceive one’s employability (Romgens et al., 2020).
Qualitative approaches could be applied to better understand how
employability is shaped and negotiated during assignment transitions.
Promising avenues for future research could be the application of Bourdieu’s
theory of practice, especially in under-institutionalized work arrangements
(Delva et al., 2021; Kusterer & Lilja, 2025; Lyu & Lam, 2025) or the concept
of career scripts (Forrier et al., 2023). Both underline and highlight the
importance of reference points in assignment-based work which was a main
finding in Study I. Applying these lenses could enhance the understanding of
how these reference points shape employability in detail while focusing on
how clients are found, assignments are negotiated and networks are mobilized.

Practical implications

In light of the findings of this thesis, it is tempting to frame practical
implications primarily on the individual level. After all, findings in Study I
suggest that career sustainability can be achieved when workers agentically
shape their work in a way that corresponds with their values and needs. Also,
results in Studies II and III suggest that in order to enhance employability
perceptions, workers should invest in developing their psychological capital
and their education. These studies also suggest that building knowledge and
skills plays an important role in elevating employability perceptions. As a
result, individuals in assignment-based work should be urged to build up their
own competence development structures. However, the findings of this thesis
also point towards structural constraints and an interplay of individuals, their
context, and time, which are difficult to navigate by focusing on the individual
alone (Talluri et al., 2025).

Competence development might be important for more than employability
perceptions and if offered by clients, agencies, and umbrella companies,
would acknowledge that this is a common responsibility in the context of
assignment-based work. In Study III formal training had no significant
association with perceived employability, likely because it tends to be client-
and assignment-specific. Clients and agencies offering training that aims to
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develop either general or specific competencies could re-consider this balance,
as general competencies may contribute more to meaningful career
progression. Investing in worker employability can improve performance but
can also increase the risk that workers leave (Rink & Hofer, 2024). This
employability paradox assumes a stable employment relationship, in which an
organization invests in workers’ employability and then risks losing that
worker. In assignment-based work, however, turnover is often expected as the
assignment ends. Here, investing in employability could also be seen as a way
to attract individuals for assignments and a way to benefit companies (Van
Harten et al., 2020). Another finding in Study III was that TAW provided little
formal training. Agencies might be well-positioned to offer general skill
development as they can benefit from workers being able to move between
different contexts. Study I suggests that umbrella companies are valued for
their administrative function. However, they would also be well-positioned to
offer career counseling or interventions aimed at improving psychological
capital or proactive career behaviors. This could both support workers’
employability and contribute to loyalty and longer-term engagement with the
umbrella company. Studies II and III highlight that age was a significant
negative predictor of perceived employability in assignment-based work.
Employers and assignment coordinators should examine whether age-based
assumptions influence their evaluation of assignment-based workers. By
doing so, they could ensure that they are making the most of the capabilities
and experience of older workers.

As touched upon above, all three parties, i.e., clients, agencies, and
umbrella companies, might be suitable to offer competence development and
other support systems to maintain and develop careers in assignment-based
work. Other actors could be unions targeting solo self-employed or even
temporary agency workers. All of these actors are in a central position to
provide career guidance, which should focus on person-career fit, accounting
for individual career paths and choices that can include both work in standard
employment and assignment-based work.

On the legislative level, the EU platform directive made the case for
classifying gig workers as employees to improve their working conditions.
Still, findings from employed gig workers in Study I suggest that even if gig
workers are classified as employees, their reference point might be a different
one, shaping their perceptions of, for example, security and careers in their
work arrangement. In Sweden, current reforms have broadened access to
formal competence development by providing funding to individuals already
established in the labor market (Arbetsmarknadsdepartementet, 2022). Still,
findings from Study II and III suggest that formal education and training have
limited effects for perceived employability and that these effects differ
between assignment-based work arrangements. Potentially, assignment-based
workers could benefit from tailored support that focuses on more informal and
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flexible types of competence development and/or alternatives that focus on
generic, transferable skills.

Finally, national statistics should better differentiate within categories of
assignment-based work. National registers may need to include more
information that makes distinguishing between registered business solos,
employed gig workers, and temporary agency workers easier for researchers
who seek to study assignment-based work.

Concluding remarks

This thesis set out to contribute to a better understanding of career
sustainability in assignment-based work and employability as a key resource
for navigating careers that involve periods of assignment-based work.
Individual agency has been found to be central in navigating sustainable
careers in assignment-based work. Individual factors are also central in
shaping employability, here framed as the individuals’ chance of finding a job
in organizational employment. Still, they operate in relation to contextual and
temporal factors. The presented findings advocate a more contextual
perspective of both careers and employability in assignment-based work.
Careers in assignment-based work depend on more than individual resources,
as they take place in a web of national context and labor market, clients, labor
market intermediaries, and (future) employers. Existing theoretical
frameworks, such as the sustainable career framework and the career mobility
model, account for these contextual factors and can be used to enhance the
understanding of careers in assignment-based work in the future. This is
important to further improve our understanding of how to promote sustainable
working lives, career development, and employability as a career resource.
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