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Abstract

By responding to the call for research on negative career shocks and future time
perspective, this study regarded internal social capital as a tool of resource retention
which shifts attention to negative career shocks’ positive effects. We test a
moderated mediation model which illustrates the effect of negative career shocks on
focus on opportunities—positive dimension of occupational future time perspective.
Results revealed that internal social capital acts as the mediator between negative
career shocks and focus on opportunities, and organizational embeddedness
moderats the mediation effect. The relationship is stronger when individuals are
highly embedded in organizations.
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“Whatever does not kill them makes them stronger. —— Friedrich Nietzsche”

“Trouble is only opportunity in work clothes. —— Henry J. Kaiser”

Recent career research has argued that career development is becoming more dynamic,

complex, unpredictable and flexible (Vuori and Okkonen 2012; Baruch 2004). The

increasingly complex and unpredictable nature of contemporary careers will be accom-

panied by increased unpredictable career events such as layoffs, bankruptcy or family

issues that may change individual’s career path. In research, these events are repre-

sented by terms such as happenstance, serendipity, or chance events (Miller 1983;

Betsworth and Hansen 1996; Bright et al. 2005; Akkermans et al. 2018). Hirschi (2010)

indicates that such major events that happen in people’s lives have a significant impact

on their career paths. Shocks (e.g. an important mentor or colleague’s departure or

organizational change) have been shown to predict organizational turnover (Hom

et al. 2017; Lee et al. 2017; Seibert et al. 2013), and better clarify why people leave

or stay.

Lee and Mitchell (1994) proposed career shock as a jarring event that evokes a per-

son to pause and think about the meaning of their jobs and in turn, provokes some

considerations of leaving their jobs. Recently, Akkermans et al. (2018) described career

shock as a disruptive and extraordinary event. Shocks can be positive, neutral or

© The Author(s). 2019 Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International
License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium,
provided you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license, and
indicate if changes were made.

Frontiers of Business
Research in China

Feng et al. Frontiers of Business Research in China (2019) 13:21
https://doi.org/10.1186/s11782-019-0067-9

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s11782-019-0067-9&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9873-5109
mailto:ellenli@ruc.edu.cn
mailto:ellenli@ruc.edu.cn
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


negative, expected or unexpected, and personal or organizational (Holtom et al. 2005).

As one of the most important factors predicting employees’ voluntary turnover, career

shock has been proven to influence individuals’ work behaviors and career planning

(Burton et al. 2010; Holtom et al. 2005), and alter employee’s career path (Bright et al.

2005). However, not enough attention has been paid to individual career trajectories in

this (Akkermans et al. 2018). Hence, investigating the role of career shocks on individ-

uals’ career decision-making can help organizations to predict work behaviors such as

work engagement, performance, and turnover.

Future time perspective is a core construct in socioemotional selectivity theory

(Carstensen et al. 1999), and is defined as an individual’s “subjective sense of future

time” (Carstensen, 2006). From socioemotional selectivity theory, age is the major fac-

tor to predict future time perspective (Fung et al. 2001), and younger adults focus more

on opportunities compared to older adults (Zacher & de Lange, 2011). Occupational fu-

ture time perspective is conceptually distinguished in two related dimensions, “per-

ceived remaining time” and “focus on opportunities.” Perceived remaining time is

defined as individuals’ perception of restrictions in future career and concentration on

losses and limitations. Focus on opportunities is defined as individuals’ perceptions of

new work-related goals and possibilities that are foreseen in the future (Zacher and

Frese, 2009). Researchers have supported the relationship between occupational future

time perspective and job related outcomes, such as career maturity, career planning

and career decidedness (e.g. Taber and Blankemeyer 2015). The way how individuals

perceive their future can influence their career decisions, career maturity (Cheng et al.

2016), job satisfaction (Weikamp and Göritz 2016), occupational self-efficacy, career

commitment and turnover intention (Park and Jung 2015). However, there is a lack of

research in how constraining job factors such as negative life events and hindering job

demands impact employees’ future time perspective (Rudolph et al., 2018). Examining

and discussing constraining job factors as antecedents can enrich the understanding of

future time perspective.

Our study aims to examine the effect of negative career shocks for three reasons.

First, in daily life, people believe that the more positive life events, the better. However

events evoke different emotional intensities, so more may not always be better (Seta

et al. 2008). Researchers suggest that “bad is better than good,” and suggest that nega-

tive events may exert stronger influence on individual’s career development by provid-

ing greater motivation compared with positive events (Baumeister et al. 2001; Larsen

and Ketelaar 1991; Holtom et al. 2012). Second, previous research indicates that, due to

the effect of mood, each person can react differently towards negative shocks (Weiss

and Cropanzano 1996), so that rather than reducing work effort, highly embedded em-

ployees are possible to re-focus on the job and increase organizational citizenship be-

havior (OCB) after experiencing negative shocks (Burton et al. 2010). Last but not least,

negative shocks appear more often than positive shocks (Holtom et al. 2012). People

may not be sensitive to positive shocks, but are sensitive to negative shocks. Therefore,

discovering the effects of negative shocks can advance the research and theory in career

development.

Exploring the predictors of both dimensions of occupational future time perspective

is very important (Henry et al., 2017; Rudolph et al. 2018). However, the predictors of

focus on opportunities are lacking in current research. Job complexity and job control

Feng et al. Frontiers of Business Research in China           (2019) 13:21 Page 2 of 17



are the main antecedents that has been studied so far (Zacher and Frese 2009, 2011;

Rudolph et al. 2018). In order to find the antecedents of focus on opportunities, we

proposed and tested a moderated mediation model in which we posit that negative

shocks indirectly influences people’ s future time perspective through the effect of so-

cial capital, and organizational embeddedness acts as a boundary condition of this rela-

tionship. Fig. 1 presents our proposed research model.

Conceptual development and hypotheses development
The unfolding model of voluntary employee turnover (Lee and Mitchell 1994; Lee et al.

1996) proposed the construct of career shock from Beach’s (1990) decision-making

model and image theory, to understand the processes of employees’ decisions to quit.

According to the image theory, individuals constantly obtain information that could

potentially lead to changes in their behavior. Some sorts of unexpected events, which

have been defined as shocks to the system, lead individuals to pause and think about

the meaning or implication in relation to their job (Lee and Mitchell 1994). Based on

this unfolding model of voluntary employee turnover, shocks can alter individuals’

psychological processes. If it recalls prior memory and violates individuals’ value image,

then people would choose a preexisting plan to leave. Seibert et al. (2013) showed that

positive shocks instead of negative shocks can motivate individuals to pursue to gradu-

ate education, which helps to understand the benefits of shocks. Also, job embedded-

ness has been proven to buffer the negative effect of negative shocks during the

workplace (Holtom and Inderrieden 2006; Burton et al., 2010; Holtom et al. 2012).

These studies enable us to analyze the benefits of negative shocks and address the

research question: How can negative shocks motivate employees?

Hobfoll’s (1988, 1989) model of conservation of resources proposes that individuals

strive to retain, protect, and build resources, and then apply them to improve well-

being and personal development over time. Resources are defined as assets and goods

that people value, with an emphasis on objects, states, and conditions; almost anything

good can be considered a resource (Gorgievski et al. 2011). Job security (Selenko et al.

2013), autonomy (Chen et al. 2009), social support (Zimmermann et al. 2011; Liu et al.

2013; Diestel and Schmidt 2012), self-esteem, self-efficacy, locus of control, and core

self-evaluation (Chen et al., 2009; Xanthopoulou et al., 2009) are examples of psycho-

logical resources reported in the organizational literature. Therefore, to open the black

box of negative shocks’ impact, resource loss and retrieval can be considered as critical

for analyzing the psychological process.

Fig. 1 Proposed research model
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Mediating influence of internal social capital

When people experience negative shocks which threaten their resources and diminish

their well-being, they are likely to have a sense of insecurity and lack of support,

making people feel that they lose important psychological resources (Koopmann et al.,

2016). According to conservation of resources theory, in the face of stressful resource

loss, individuals may use other resources to offset net loss and attempt to conserve

remaining resources (cf. Pearlin et al. 1981; Halbesleben 2010; Halbesleben and

Wheeler 2011). An effective strategy to mitigate the situation is very important to one’s

career path. During career shocks, social capital provides an effective way to shift atten-

tion to career management strategies (Seibert et al. 2001; Wayne et al. 1999). Social

capital can be used to help employees find new job alternatives or positions both inside

and outside the organization (Granovetter, 1973; Marsden & Hurlbert, 1988; Zippay,

2001).

The construct of internal social capital is a critical dimension of political skill and

refers to developing and using networks of people (Ferris et al. 2005). It mainly indi-

cates establishment of social ties within the organization, especially among supervisors

or managers, and advances career success inside the company. Individuals with high

level of internal social capital easily develop friendship and build strong and beneficial

alliances and coalitions. They ensure that they are well positioned in order to both cre-

ate and take advantage of opportunities (Pfeffer 1992). Through internal social capital,

people retain, protect, and build valued social capital resources by developing relation-

ships with others who have the potential to assist them in their careers (Forret and

Dougherty 2004). Therefore, internal social capital can meet individuals’ needs and serve

as intrinsic motivation to achieve their innate goal. In this paper, internal social capital is

considered as resources in Hobfoll’s model (Hobfoll 1988, 1989).

When individuals have more friends and build good relationship with influential

colleagues through internal social capital, they gain social support (Diestel and Schmidt

2012) and build a resource-rich environment beneficial for career development. Social

support has been shown to be an effective strategy to deal with stressful life events, and

close dyadic relationships offer well-established psychological benefits (Collins and Feeney

2000), which protect individuals’ valued identities (Petriglieri, 2011) and strengthen their

career goals. This reasoning is in line with the process known as a “gain cycle” from the

conservation of resources model (Hobfoll 1989). Based on the social support in the work

environment, individuals would be better able to predict their future career development.

The more resource-rich the work environment, the more opportunities an individual per-

ceives for their future work (Rudolph et al. 2018). Therefore, we propose that:

Hypothesis 1: Internal social capital mediates the relationship between negative shocks

and focus on opportunities.

Moderating influence of organizational Embeddedness

Mitchell et al. (2001) used three dimensions for job embeddedness: links, fit and sacrifice.

Links describes the number of ties employees have within the organization, i.e., the formal

or informal connections between a person and institutions or other people. Fit means the

compatibility or comfort between employees and the organization, or environment. While
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sacrifice stands for the potential cost or benefits of leaving the job, this construct has later

been developed more broadly to indicate organizational and community embeddedness

(Ng and Feldman 2010a). Crossley et al. (2007) proposed a reflective measure for job em-

beddedness which has better psychometric properties, as a measure for organizational em-

beddedness. This measure has equivalent prediction in comparison with the original one

(Lee et al., 2014), and has been adopted to predict social capital and human capital (Ng

and Feldman 2010a).

Studies show that organizational identification has a positive influence on individuals’

emotions (Avanzi et al. 2015; Avanzi et al. 2018; Frisch et al. 2014), and on turnover

(e.g. Van Dick et al. 2004; Lee et al. 2015). However, as we concentrate on the adverse

impact of negative career shocks and organizational embeddedness has shown to have

a buffer effect (Burton et al. 2010; Holtom et al. 2012), we decide to include

organizational embeddedness in our model.

Organizational embeddedness represents a broad constellation of influences on

employee retention (Lee et al. 2014; Mitchell et.al., 2001). In this study, we focus on

organizational embeddedness that is more closely related to individuals’ career develop-

ment, and it shows a strong link between career plans and the present job (Ng & Feld-

man, 2010a). Employees who are highly embedded in organizations will have more job

security, employment stability and professional success (Ng and Feldman 2007) and re-

duced likelihood of looking for alternative jobs (Holtom and Inderrieden 2006). In

order to reduce the negative influence of turnover, researchers study the buffer effect

of organizational embeddedness (Holtom and Inderrieden 2006; Burton et al. 2010;

Holtom et al. 2012). Therefore, high level of organizational embeddedness could help

to reduce turnover and turnover intention, or improve job related outcomes such as

core task performance and citizenship behaviors (Crossley et al. 2007; Wijayanto and

Kismono 2004).

From the escalation of commitment literature (Brockner 1992; Staw 1981), highly

embedded individuals will continue to exert efforts, increase their efforts to cement

their relationship with the organization even under negative shocks (Burton et al.

2010). Highly embedded individuals tend to set goals within their organizations, are

motivated to stay and work in their organizations, and have a high degree of fit with

their organization. Thus, these individuals have a higher degree of interconnectedness

with their peers, and more social capital leading to increase in focus on opportunities.

In addition, when individuals develop a high degree of fit with their organizations and

perceive higher cost of leaving, they may be motivated to deploy skills that could help

them stay, and therefore reduce the effect of negative shocks and shift the attention to

opportunities.

Hypothesis 2 : Organizational embeddedness moderates the strength of the mediated

relationship between negative shocks and focus on opportunities through internal social

capital such that the mediated relationship is stronger when organizational

embeddedness is high.

Hypothesis 3 : Organizational embeddedness moderates the strength of the

mediated relationship between negative shocks and focus on opportunities through

internal social capital such that the mediated relationship is weaker when

organizational embeddedness is low.
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Method
Sample and procedure

We conducted a time-lagged study in which we collected two-wave data in June (wave 1)

and December (wave 2) 2018. In wave 1 (T1) we measured negative career shocks and

demographic varibles, and in wave 2 (T2) we measured internal social capital,

organizational embeddedness and occupational future time perspective. Since we were in-

terested in career shocks and future time perspective of general population in China, we

avoided collecting data within companies in case to obtain a biased sample. Instead, we

used a snowball sampling method through a Chinese social network App (Wechat).

Wechat was created in 2011 by a Chinese Internet giant Tencent as a chat App with fea-

tures and functionality similar to WhatsApp. According to Wechat data report (2018, re-

leased by Wechat official), about 1.08 billion of which 63 million were over 55 years old

are monthly active users of Wechat.

We received a total of 352 responses in T1. Each participant received RMB5 for par-

ticipation. Six months later, the T2 survey invitation was sent to same participants,

each participant receive another RMB5 as gratitude. After matching the telephone

number, email address and name, our samples contained 230 participants. In order to

ensure the quality of survey, we set three testing questions in both surveys which were

“if you are answering the questions carefully, please choose 5 (strongly agree)” “if you

are answering the questions carefully, please choose 4 (relatively agree)” and “if you are

answering the questions carefully, please choose 3 (sometimes).” 20 responses that

failed these testing questions were eliminated and the final sample size was 210.

Average age was 31.48 years old (SD = 5.63) and 31.80% of them were female. Average

tenure with the current employer was 8.10 years (SD = 6.09). The participants worked in

varied organizations such as state-owned enterprises (23.20%), party and government

organizations or public institutions (22.70%), private enterprises (19.10%), institutions of

higher learning (15.00%), foreign-owned enterprises (8.60%), strategic response unit

(2.30%) among others (9.10%). 56.80% of the participants in our sample had a bachelor

degree, 28.60% had a master degree, 5.90% had a doctor degree, still 8.60% among others.

Measures

Negative career shocks

We use the career shocks scale developed by Seibert et al. (2013) mainly because this

scale was specifically related to individual’s career management. The scale contains four

items to measure both positive shocks and negative shocks. In this study, since we only

focus on negative shocks, only the two items about negative career shocks were used

(see Appendix). Participants were asked whether they experienced the career shock or

not (coded as 1 or 0), since a career shock is a formal construct that implies employees’

turnover intention. In order to test the validity, we conducted the regression effect on

participants’ turnover intention (β = 0.47, p < 0.01). The result supported the use of this

measure for career shocks by definition and in accordance with previous research.

Internal social capital

We used three items out of the six items from the Political Skill Inventory which is

measured on a 5-point Likert-format scale (from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly
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agree) (Ferris et al. 2005). Before the wave 1 survey (T1), we pruned several items to

simplify our questionnaire. As a result, we used three high loading items to measure

internal social capital (see Apendix). The Cronbach’s α was acceptable at 0.71.

Organizational embeddedness

We used the global organizational embeddedness scale (Crossley et al. 2007) (see Appendix).

The original scale consisted of seven items, we deleted one item (“I feel tied to this

organization”) for semantic repetition with other items such as “I am tightly connected to this

organization”. All items were measured on a 5-point Likert scale (from 1= strongly disagree

to 5 = strongly agree). This scale had an acceptable reliability of 0.76.

Focus on opportunities

We measured focus on opportunities with three items from Zacher and Frese’s (2009)

occupational future time perspective scale (see Appendix). Participants were asked to

rate on a 5-point scale (from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree) with a Cron-

bach’s α = 0.75. Some researchers found that perceived remaining time may be an ante-

cedent of focus on opportunities (Kooij et al. 2014). In addition, perceived remaining

time and focus on opportunities were counterparts, so in this study we controlled for

the effect of perceived remaining time (see Appendix). To test whether perceived

remaining time and focus on opportunities were two distinct dimensions, we conducted

confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) comparing results of one-factor and two-factor

model. The two-factor model fit the dataset better, with χ2/df = 1.49, TLI = 0.95, CFI =

0.97, RMSEA = 0.05, SRMR = 0.03. This result indicated that the two dimensions should

be distinguished.

Control variables

Individual characteristics are important sources of occupational future time perspective

(for a review see Kooij et al. 2018; Rudolph et al. 2018). Among all the antecedents of

occupational future time perspective, age was highly important (Froehlich et al. 2016;

Zacher and Frese 2009). Because people in different life stages have different percep-

tions of time and this would end up in various perspectives about future (Lang and

Carstensen 2002), in this study we controlled for demographic characteristics such as

gender, age, organizational tenure and education. Other demographic characteristics

such as company size and company type were not controlled because they were not

personal resources or time-related characteristics.

Data analysis

We used SPSS 22.0 to conduct descriptive statistics and correlation analysis. Before

testing the hypotheses and the model, CFA was conducted using Mplus 7.0. In

order to test indirect effects, Preacher and Hayes (2004) recommended a resam-

pling method such as bootstrapping to increase power and decrease Type I error.

We performed bootstrapping using Model 14 of Process bootstrapping approach

provided by Hayes (http://www.afhayes.com/spss-sasand-mplus-macros-and-code.

html) to test direct, indirect, and moderated mediation model.
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Results
Descriptive statistics and correlations

Table 1 presented the means, standard deviations and correlations for main variables.

We found that negative career shocks were positively related with focus on opportun-

ities (r = 0.16, p < 0.05) and internal social capital (r = 0.19, p < 0.01). Internal social cap-

ital was positively related with focus on opportunities (r = 0.27, p < 0.001).

Organizational embeddedness was not significantly related with focus on opportunities

(r = −0.13, p > 0.05). Finally, the results showed internal social capital had a stronger re-

lation with focus on opportunities compared with other factors.

Confirmatory factor analysis

CFA was used to test discriminant validity of the multi-dimension scale (internal

social capital, organizational embeddedness and focus on opportunities). Before

CFA, we conducted the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) test and the Bartlett’s test of

sphericity. The KMO value of 0.72 and the result of Bartlett’s test sphericity (p <

0.001) indicated that the sample was suitable for factor analysis.

Following established practice (Byrne 2013; Hu and Bentler 1999), we used various fit

indices to evaluate the fit of the model: χ2/df should be less than 3.00, SRMR (Standard-

ized Root-Mean-Square Residual) should be close to 0.08, CFI (Comparative Fit Index)

and TLI (Tucker-Lewis Index) should be close to 0.95, and RMSEA (Root Mean Square

Error of Approximation) should be close to 0.06.

In this study, we used item pairs to conduct CFA for higher reliability (Cattell and Burdsal

Jr 1975; Kishton and Widaman 1994), normal distribution (Bagozzi and Heatherton 1994)

and less idiosyncratic variance (Little et al. 2002). The results of CFA were shown in Table 2.

The three-factor model fit the data best compared with two-factor model and one-factor

model. This result suggested that hypothesized model of three factors was better than

others. Distinctiveness of all scales used in this study was ensured.

Test of hypotheses

Hypothesis 1 indicated that internal social capital mediates the effect of negative career

shocks on focus on opportunities. Table 3 showed the result of indirect effect. For the

Table 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations (N = 210)a

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1 Gender 1.69 0.47 1.00

2 Age 31.28 5.44 −0.01 1.00

3 Tenure 7.88 5.89 −0.02 0.92** 1.00

4 Education 3.35 1.29 0.04 0.22** −0.02 1.00

5 Company scale 3.33 0.73 0.07 −0.12 −0.09 −0.04 1.00

6 Company type 3.30 2.04 −0.04 −0.21** −0.15* −0.25** 0.11 1.00

7 NCS 0.81 0.39 −0.09 −0.11 −0.11 0.00 0.08 0.18** 1.00

8 ISC 3.47 0.82 −0.06 −0.10 −0.09 −0.11 −0.05 0.13 0.19** 1.00

9 FTP-O 3.45 0.92 −0.03 −0.23** −0.24** 0.03 −0.04 0.12 0.16* 0.27** 1.00

10 OE 3.37 0.77 0.04 0.03 0.04 0.01 0.11 −0.06 −0.15* 0.01 −0.13 1.00
aNotes. NCS = negative career shocks. ISC = internal social capital. FTP-O = focus on opportunities of future time
perspective. OE = organizational embeddedness. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p <0 .001
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total effect, negative shocks can not predict focus on opportunities (β = 0.21, 95%CI =

[−0.002, 0.63]). Internal social capital positively predicted focus on opportunities

(β = .27, 95%CI = [0.03, 0.41]). The indirect effect of negative shocks on focus on oppor-

tunities was significant (β = .10, 95%CI = [0.02, 0.25]). The explained variance changed

from .06 to .13. This result indicated that internal social capital mediates the effect of

negative career shocks on focus on opportunities. Thus, Hypothesis 1 was supported.

Hypotheses 2 and 3 proposed that organizational embeddedness moderates the

strength of the mediated relationship between negative shocks and focus on opportun-

ities through internal social capital. We further conducted the simple slope test to illus-

trate this result according to Aiken and West (1991). Table 4 showed the moderated

mediation results. Fig. 2 depicted the relationship between internal social capital levels

and focus on opportunities at both low and high levels of organizational embeddedness.

The results showed that when organizational embeddedness was higher (one SD above

the mean), the relationship between internal social capital and focus on opportunities

was stronger (β = 0.16, 95% CI = [0.03, 0.36]), and when organizational embeddedness

was lower (one SD below the mean), the relationship became non-significant (β = 0.03,

95% CI = [−0.03, 0.16]). Thus the relationship between internal social capital and focus

on opportunities is only significant when organizational embeddedness was high. This

result provided support for Hypothesis 2 but not for Hypothesis 3.

Discussion
There has been studies on how career shocks influence voluntary turnover. We examine

the effects of career shocks on occupational future time perspective because the study

about antecedents of occupational future time perspective is especially rare and the

underlying mechanism is not clear. This results support a model in which internal social

capital mediates the effect of negative career shocks on the dimension of focus on oppor-

tunites. Even negative shocks can not directly predict future time perspective, but they do

Table 2 CFA of the items (N = 210)

χ2 df χ2/df SRMR CFI TLI RMSEA

CFA-three factors 39.75 24 1.66 0.05 0.96 0.94 0.06

CFA-two factors 247.63 26 9.52 0.14 0.41 0.19 0.20

CFA-one factor 284.64 27 10.54 0.16 0.32 0.09 0.21

Table 3 Regression results for testing mediation in Hypothesis 1a

Variable and statistic Outcome: Internal social capital Outcome: Focus on opportunities

Constant 3.43*** 2.86***

Gender −0.08 −0.02

Age 0.02 −0.02

Tenure −0.03 −0.01

Education −0.15 0.10

Negative career shocks 0.38** 0.21

Internal social capital 0.27***

F 2.48 5.22

R2 0.06 0.13
aNotes. Bootstrap sample size = 5000. Results were reported after controlling for age, gender, tenure, education and
perceived remaining time. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
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still relate with focus on opportunities which may help to find other mechanisms in the

future. As individuals become more embedded in the organization, this mediation effect

would be stronger. However, for people less embedded within their organization, there is

no effect. The result could be seen as in line with the previous studies showing that

organizational embeddedness could buffer the negative effect of negative shocks (Burton

et al. 2010; Holtom et al. 2012).

Implications for theory development

We obtain a novel result showing that negative career shocks can motivate people to

be open for future career development through internal social capital. This positive

effect was unexpected since negative career shocks usually generate negative effects

such as turnover (Holtom et al. 2005).

This research shows the mechanisms by which negative career shocks motivate indi-

viduals to focus on opportunities and under what circumstances this effect exists. We

incorporated negative career shocks within a conservation of resources theory frame-

work in response to a calls for the use of this theory to study career shocks (Akkermans

et al. 2018). We demonstrate the significance of internal social capital as a mediator of

the negative relationship of career shocks to focus on opportunities by using the con-

servation of resource theory to explain the resource loss and retention.

Table 4 Moderated mediation results for career shocks across levels of organizational
embeddednessa

Moderator Level Effect Boot SE Boot LLCI Boot ULCI

Organizational embeddedness −1 SD (−.77) 0.03 0.05 −0.03 0.16

0.00 0.09 0.05 0.02 0.23

+ 1 SD (.77) 0.16 0.08 0.03 0.36
aNotes. Bootstrap sample size = 5000. Results were reported after controlling for age, gender, tenure, education and
perceived remaining time

Fig. 2 Interactive effect between internal social capital and organizational embeddedness on focus on
opportunities Notes. Low organizational embeddedness and low internal social capital were defined as at
least one standard deviation below the mean; high organizational embeddedness and high internal social
capital were defined as at least one standard deviation above the mean. High numbers indicated more
focus on opportunities. ISC = internal social capital

Feng et al. Frontiers of Business Research in China           (2019) 13:21 Page 10 of 17



Moreover, while social links are important antecedents of employees’ attachment to

the current organization (Mitchell et al., 2001), only few studies has examined the role

of social links on career shocks. Based on the unfolding model of voluntary employee

turnover (Lee and Mitchell 1994; Lee et al. 1996), shocks can alter individuals’ psycho-

logical processes by recalling prior memories and violating individuals’ value image. In

this case people would probably choose a preexisting plan to leave. Our result offers a

new explanation of the initial process of the unfolding model of voluntary employee

turnover and addresses the buffering effect of negative shocks by introducing the role

of internal social capital, showing the importance of social capital in the workplace.

Furthermore, organizational embeddedness plays an important role in why people

stay, as a supplement to turnover research. It explains a lot of variance in the turnover

decision (Hom et al. 2017; Mitchell and Lee 2001). In prior studies, organizational

embeddedness has been studied as a moderator or mediator and plays an important

role in improving individuals’ work outcomes (Lee et al. 2014). Empirical studies have

already shown that organizational embeddedness can attenuate shocks’ deleterious

consequences such as employee turnover and job performance (Burton et al. 2010. Ng

and Feldman 2010a, 2010b). Our results show that in terms of individuals’ career devel-

opment, the more they are embedded, the more likely they are to focus on opportun-

ities through internal social capital.

Although researchers recommend studying occupational future time perspective in

two separate dimensions, rather than combining into one (Rudolph et al., 2018; Cate

and John 2007; Henry et al., 2017), there has been very little research focusing on this

construct in detail. We mainly integrate conservation of resources theory and the

unfolding model of voluntary employee turnover to analyze how negative career shocks

alter employees’ occupational future time perspective, especially how negative shocks

motivate employees to focus on opportunities. This study shows that as a contextual

factor, negative career shocks motivate employees to be optimistic through the influ-

ence of social links. The study also expands the research of occupational future time

perspective to career studies.

Limitations and future research

The first limitation is that our research is conducted in Chinese culture. Since China is a

highly collectivistic country, relationship or guanxi plays an important role in workplace. In-

ternal social capital and organizational embeddedness both are crucial for employees. This

may help to support the effects whereas in other individualist countries this mechanism

may not work. Future studies can test this mechanism in other cultures, exploring whether

building social relationships is useful for retaining psychological resources. In addition, our

study only focuses on internal social capital, while external social capital can also be a sup-

plemental resource to individuals. Based on a perspective within the organization, this study

concerns only individuals’ internal social capital so as to discuss the moderating effect of

organizational embeddedness on the relationship between internal social capital and focus

on opportunities. Future studies should be conducted from a different perspective to under-

stand the functions of external social capital in the process of career shocks.

Lee and Mitchell (1994) defined a shock as “an event that generates information or

has meaning about a person’s job. A shock must be interpreted and integrated into the
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person’s system of beliefs and images.” In this sense, whether a shock is positive or

negative should depend on individuals’ perception of it. If a negative career shock could

be perceived as a motivating factor, then it is inappropriate to define it as negative. As

career shocks matter a lot to employees’ turnover intentions or behaviors and company

operations, more research should be done to clarify its definition and effects. Career

shocks can often “jar an individual into psychological process of reappraising the trajec-

tory of their current career path” (Seibert et al. 2013) or “jar employees toward deliber-

ate judgements about their careers” (Slay et al., 2004). However, we did not discuss the

psychological process aroused by negative career shocks and this process may serve as

a mediator between negative career shocks and internal social capital. Future studies

should take these mechanisms into account to better explain that in what psychological

state individuals will conduct social capital development behaviors.

Future research can expand to the whole turnover process to uncover the mecha-

nisms present throughout the process and contribute to our understanding of turnover.

Once employees focus on opportunities, they are more likely to have job search behav-

iors, therefore increasing the likelihood of voluntary turnover.

We collect the second wave data 6 months after the first wave; a two-wave study

could avoid common method variance to a certain degree. However, occupational

future time perspective is part of an individual’s cognition which may not be altered in

the short term. Future research can expand the lagging period to at least 1 year, trying

to depict the varying picture of occupational future time perspective. For example,

future research could follow up individuals’ reactions on shocks in different career

periods. Another limitation of the study is our use of snowball or chain referral

sampling method to collect data, which leads to 91% of our sample holding a bachelor’s

degree. Although snowball sampling is often applied when objects are not easily avail-

able or the focus of study is on a sensitive issue (Noy 2008), it is obviously a drawback

that research results may suffer by relatively greater homogeneity of participants.

Highly educated individuals may influence the future time perspective even experien-

cing the negative shocks, so the result may be difficult to generalize to different kinds

of population (Biernacki and Waldorf 1981).

Conclusion
This research responds to the call for study in career shocks using conservation of re-

sources theory (Akkermans et al. 2018), and separating future time perspective into

two separate dimensions (Rudolph et al., 2018; Cate and John 2007; Henry et al., 2017).

While negative career shocks may not directly motivate individuals to focus on oppor-

tunities, internal social capital could mediate the effect, with highly organizationally

embedded employees experiencing this indirect effect more strongly.

Appendix
Career shocks scale (Seibert et al. 2013)

1. Visible job success. (measuring positive career shocks, not used)

2. Quick raise or promotion. (measuring positive career shocks, not used)

3. Had a mentor or colleague that was important to you leave the company.

Feng et al. Frontiers of Business Research in China           (2019) 13:21 Page 12 of 17



4. Your organization went through a significant negative event such as a reduction-

in-workforce, bankruptcy, or major ethical scandal.

Items measuring internal social capital from political skill inventory (Ferris et al. 2005)

1. I spend a lot of time and effort at work networking with others.

2. I am good at building relationships with influential people at work.

3. At work, I know a lot of important people and am well connected.

4. I spend a lot of time at work developing connections with others. (not used

because of relatively lower loading)

5. I am good at using my connections and network to make things happen at work.

(not used because of relatively lower loading)

6. I have developed a large network of colleagues and associates at work whom I can

call on for support when I really need to get things done. (not used because of

relatively lower loading)

In their paper, Ng and Feldman (2010a, 2010b) used 6 items in Political Skill Inventory

(Ferris et al. 2005) to measure internal social capital development behaviors. In this study,

we chose three items with higher loadings out of those six items to measure internal social

capital.

Global organizational embeddedness scale (Crossley et al. 2007)

1. I feel attached to this organization.

2. It would be difficult for me to leave this organization.

3. I’m too caught up in this organization to leave.

4. I simply could not leave the organization that I work for.

5. It would be easy for me to leave this organization. (reverse coded)

6. I am tightly connected to this organization.

7. I feel tied to this organization. (not used because of semantic repetition)

Occupational future time perspective scale (Zacher and Frese 2009)

Focus on opportunities:

1. Many opportunities await me in my occupational future

2. I expect that I will set many new goals in my occupational future

3. My occupational future is filled with possibilities

Perceived remaining time:

1. Most of my occupational life lies ahead of me. (reverse coded)

2. My occupational future seems infinite to me. (reverse coded)

3. As I get older, I begin to experience time in my occupational future as limited.

(reverse coded)
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