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Abstract. This research investigates the relationship between couples’ work-orientation in-
congruence—the degree to which romantic partners view the meaning of their own work
differently—and their ability to succeed in making job transitions and experiencing satisfac-
tion with the jobs they hold. We use a social information-processing approach to develop
arguments that romantic partners serve as powerful social referents in the domain of work.
By cueing social information regarding the salience and value of different aspects of work,
partners with incongruent work orientations can complicate each other’s evaluation of their
own jobs and the jobs they seek. In a longitudinal study of couples in which one partner is
searching for work, we find that greater incongruence in couples’ calling orientations to-
ward work relates to lower reemployment probability, a relationship that is mediated by
an increased feeling of uncertainty about the future experienced by job seekers in such cou-
ples. Calling-orientation incongruence also relates to lower job satisfaction for employed
partners over time. We contribute to the burgeoning literature on the role romantic partners
play in shaping work outcomes by examining the effect of romantic partners’ perception of
the meaning of work, offering empirical evidence of the ways in which romantic partners
influence key work and organizational outcomes. Our research also contributes to the
meaning of work literature by demonstrating how work-orientation incongruence at the
dyadic level matters for individual work attitudes and success in making job transitions.

Funding: This research was supported by grant #5 R10 MH52913-02 from the National Institutes
of Health and the National Institute of Mental Health.

Keywords: meaning of work • work orientation • couples • social information processing • uncertainty • employment transition •
job satisfaction

The impact of romantic partners on individuals’ work
outcomes has received a surge of interest from organ-
ization and management scholars in recent years (Reina
et al. 2017, Petriglieri and Obodaru 2018, Wilson et al.
2018, Crawford et al. 2019, Oelberger 2019, Petriglieri
2019). This line of research reveals two primary path-
ways through which romantic partners influence indi-
viduals’ attitudes and experiences in the work domain.
First, from a psychological perspective, romantic part-
ners can become boosters (or stressors) for each other.
As the most intimate and important relationship that
many working adults have, romantic partners can pro-
vide emotional and instrumental support; reduce con-
flicts and improve balance between work and family;
facilitate the development of one’s professional identity;
and subsequently enhance job satisfaction and decrease
odds of turnover (Michel et al. 2011, Greenhaus et al.
2012, Huffman et al. 2014, Petriglieri and Obodaru 2018,
Oelberger 2019). In a less intentional way, romantic
partners’ emotional experience at work, and their
stress, crosses over to influence each other’s affect and

work outcomes (Bakker et al. 2008, Song et al. 2008,
Green et al. 2011). Second, from a sociological perspec-
tive, romantic partners may reinforce (or subvert) trad-
itional gender roles and stereotypes at work, particularly
in heterosexual couples (Bielby and Bielby 1992, Desai
et al. 2014, Byrne and Barling 2017). For example, re-
search found that men whose wives are not employed
tend to show stronger bias against women in the work-
place (Desai et al. 2014).

Although existing studies using a psychological
perspective focus on romantic partners’ emotional and
behavioral expressions, and those with a sociological
perspective focus on their employment status and gen-
der roles, the effects of romantic partners’ cognitions
about work have been largely missing in this literature.
This is an important omission, as one’s romantic part-
ner is arguably the most physically and psychologically
central person in life, and his or her perceptions, values,
or beliefs would likely exert a significant influence on
one’s work and life. In the domain of work, an import-
ant attribute pertains to how one views the meaning of
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work. With recent evidence suggesting that people are
placing more emphasis on the purpose and meaning of
work (Achor et al. 2018, Cassar and Meier 2018), ro-
mantic partners are likely to engage in discussions
about why they do their work; they are also likely to
pay special attention when the other describes the pur-
pose for working. Such interactions can increase the sa-
lience of whether and how romantic partners perceive
the meaning of work differently, which may influence
each partner’s subjective and objective outcomes in the
domain of work.

To assess the different kinds of meanings individu-
als derive from their work, Wrzesniewski and col-
leagues (1997) built on the work of Bellah et al. (1985)
to develop the multidimension construct of work
orientation, which constitutes three different ways in
which individuals view their work: as a job (i.e., focus-
ing on the financial aspect of work), a career (i.e.,
focusing on the advancement in status at work), and a
calling (i.e., focusing on the fulfillment brought by
work) (Wrzesniewski et al. 1997). The extent to which
individuals endorse a job, career, or calling orientation
varies. When romantic partners hold incongruent
work orientations, whether and how they influence
each other’s attitudes and experiences in the domain
of work become important questions. Understanding
these questions will enrich our knowledge of how
romantic partners can affect work outcomes in ways
that move beyond the established psychological and
sociological pathways of support, cross-over, and gen-
der stereotypes. In this research, we examine how a cou-
ple’s cognitive attribute—work-orientation incongru-
ence—shapes both partners’ attitudes about and
experiences of work. In doing so, we shed light upon a
third pathway—the cueing of social information—
through which romantic partners, particularly their per-
ceptions of work, influence each other’s work outcomes.

Drawing upon research on social information proc-
essing (Salancik and Pfeffer 1978) and work orienta-
tion (Wrzesniewski et al. 1997), we build theory on
how couples’ work-orientation incongruence influen-
ces the work outcomes of both partners in a couple.
We define work-orientation incongruence as the ex-
tent to which one’s perception of the meaning of
work as a job, career, or calling is incongruent with
that of one’s romantic partner. We conceptualize
romantic partners as powerful social referents, who
serve as a key source of social information regarding
which attributes of work to attend to and how much
they matter. When couples hold incongruent work
orientations, the incongruence makes more salient
alternative views of work and aspects of work that
matter (e.g., pay, advancement opportunities, or ful-
fillment), which can challenge both partners’ own
views about work. Research suggests that in some
relational contexts, exposure to diverse perspectives

might be beneficial. For example, in their theory
paper, Feldman and Kahn (2019) argue that when
receiving divergent advice from mentors, protégés
who effectively resolve the divergence experience
personal growth. Compared with couples with con-
gruent views about work, those having to grapple
with incongruent views at close range are more likely
to face ambivalence and uncertainty that could
undermine the experience of work for both partners.

Our research contributes to organization and man-
agement theory in three key ways. First and foremost,
we contribute to the burgeoning literature on the role
romantic partners play in shaping work outcomes by
examining the influence of their perceived meaning
of work on key work and organizational outcomes.
Second, our research challenges the primary focus on
individuals in the study of the meaning of work by
establishing the impact of work-orientation incongru-
ence at the dyadic level on both partners in a couple.
Finally, we contribute to research on unemployment
and job attitudes by drawing attention to the role of
work-orientation incongruence in predicting outcomes
of central focus in both literatures. In what follows, we
describe our theoretical foundation and arguments de-
tailing how romantic partners become a source of in-
fluence by cueing social information reflecting their
view on the meaning of work and subsequently affect-
ing work outcomes for both partners.

Social Information Processing and
the Role of Romantic Partner as
Social Referent
Our research is grounded in the social information pro-
cessing approach first introduced by Salancik and
Pfeffer (1978). One of the key propositions underpin-
ning their approach is that individuals use social infor-
mation—that is, the opinions and attitudes of salient
others—to develop their own attitudes and determine
future actions in the domain of work (Salancik and
Pfeffer 1978). Since its introduction, this approach has
been adopted to explain a variety of work-related atti-
tudes and behaviors, such as job satisfaction and per-
formance (Zalesny and Ford 1990), intentions to quit
(Pfeffer 1980), attitudes about the implementation of
new technologies in organizations (Rice and Aydin
1991), filing of employment discrimination claims
(Goldman 2001), and organizational citizenship behav-
ior (Shen et al. 2019). According to Salancik and Pfeffer
(1978), social information shapes individuals’ job atti-
tudes through two mechanisms. First, information
about what others in the immediate social environment
think provides cues about what attitudes and actions
are considered socially acceptable. This often happens
when individuals perceive social information from a
group. Being congruent with what others in the same
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group feel and believe facilitates a sense of belong-
ingness and identification (Tajfel and Turner 1986,
Baumeister and Leary 1995). Second, others’ beliefs
and attitudes, especially if they come from another in-
dividual that the employees care about, and are differ-
ent from those of the employees themselves, enhance
the salience of and direct attention to work-related at-
tributes that might not be initially obvious or important
to them. Others’ attention to these attributes may chal-
lenge an individual’s own expectations, feelings,
thoughts, and job attitudes (Salancik and Pfeffer 1978,
Zalesny and Ford 1990, Rice and Aydin 1991, Shetzer
1993, Staw et al. 1994, Schulte et al. 2012).

Prior organizational research adopting a social infor-
mation processing approach has mainly focused on who
employees interact with at work (e.g., colleagues, super-
visors) or the social groups to which they belong as key
sources of social information and influence (Zalesny and
Ford 1990, Rice and Aydin 1991, Meyer 1994, Shen et al.
2019). In a study examining predictors of who files em-
ployment discrimination claims, friends and family
were also included as sources of social influence, yet
their influence was aggregated with that of coworkers,
leaving their isolated effect unknown (Goldman 2001).
For any person or group to be an influential and rele-
vant social referent, they must fulfill two conditions:
First, they must be proximate, such that the individual
is exposed to the social information conveyed by their
attitudes or behaviors; and, second, they have to be
valued by the individual, such that the social informa-
tion they display is attended to (Salancik and Pfeffer
1978). Outside of work, a central social referent that
meets both conditions is one’s romantic partner.

Research in social psychology has long suggested
that romantic partners play a crucial role in shaping
one’s identity and attitudes, such as a sense of self,
happiness, and self-esteem (Aron et al. 1991, Davis
and Rusbult 2001, Feeney 2004, Gonzaga et al. 2007,
Maio and Haddock 2009). For example, research has
found that romantic partners feel pressure to align
their attitudes to achieve congruence, especially when
attitudinal differences are salient (Davis and Rusbult
2001). In romantic partnerships, people are more ex-
posed and sensitive to each other’s personalities and at-
titudes (Baxter and West 2003), which may enhance
understanding of both partner and self (Aron and Aron
2000) or create division and uncertainty (Wood et al.
1994). Despite the potentially powerful role romantic
partners may play as key social referents, few studies
have examined how partners serve this role and influ-
ence one’s experience in the domain of work. An excep-
tion is found in a recent study investigating couples’ in-
terrole conflict congruence, which finds that when
employees and their significant others perceive more
congruent family-to-work conflict, employees are likely
to feel validation and comfort, experiencing higher

satisfaction about their ability to meet both work and
family demands and about their job (Wilson et al.
2018). In the present research, we focus on a key type
of social information romantic partners are a source
of—their perceived meaning of work, or work
orientation.

Work Orientation
The meaning of work has drawn interest from many
organizational scholars in recent years (Rosso et al.
2010, Chadi et al. 2017, Schabram and Maitlis 2017).
However, most constructs used to assess the meaning
of work are limited by their unidimensional focus on
the importance of work in life in absolute terms, meas-
uring the depth or strength of attachment people hold
to their work (Rosso et al. 2010), rather than what
comprises this attachment. For example, work central-
ity (Dubin 1956), work or employment commitment
(Wanberg et al. 1999, Cooper-Hakim and Viswesvaran
2005), and work involvement (Kanungo 1982) focus
on the closeness people feel with their work rather
than what defines this closeness. Work orientation,
in contrast, adopts a multidimensional approach to
embody the multifaceted nature of work meanings,
capturing what work signifies to the individual—
as a job, career, or calling. Work orientation reflects
people’s understanding of their reasons for working,
encompassing their values and beliefs about the role of
work in life, and is revealed in work-related feelings
and behaviors (Baumeister 1991, Wrzesniewski et al.
1997, Bunderson and Thompson 2009, Dobrow and
Tosti-Kharas 2011, Rawat and Nadavulakere 2015).
Work orientation is related to people’s core values
(Schwartz 1992). For instance, those with a stronger
calling orientation endorse values that emphasize con-
cern for others (e.g., benevolence); those with a stron-
ger career orientation endorse self-enhancing values
like achievement and reject prosocial values that em-
phasize acceptance of and concern for others (Gandal
et al. 2005). Although values are general beliefs people
hold about the importance of certain qualities, be-
haviors, or end states (Rokeach 1973, Schwartz 1992,
Meglino and Ravlin 1998), work orientation is defined
by a subjective view and experience of work that re-
flects a constellation of values people hold specifically
about the meaning of work in life. In other words,
whereas values involve people’s general beliefs about
what qualities, behaviors, or end goals are important,
work orientation represents specifically their beliefs
about what work means or what constitutes their pur-
pose for doing the work.

Bellah et al. (1985) conceptualized job and calling ori-
entations as representing contrasting extremes of the
same dimension. Whereas a job orientation represents
work that is done to make a living—a means to an
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end—a calling orientation represents work that is
done for the love of the work and its contribution to
the greater good—an end in itself. Empirical research
suggests that job and calling orientations anchor op-
posite ends of the statistical continuum, whereas a car-
eer orientation represents a distinct perceived meaning
of work (Wrzesniewski et al. 1997, Wrzesniewski 2002).
Thus, job and calling orientations represent sharply
contrasting orientations toward work along the same
dimension—strong calling orientations are accompa-
nied by weak job orientations. In other words, a
strong calling orientation suggests that individuals
view their work as a calling much more than as a job,
and vice versa. Career orientation, in contrast, lies on
a separate dimension orthogonal to that of calling or
job orientations. A strong career orientation represents
a strong focus on achieving advancement through
the job, whereas a weak career orientation reflects a
weak focus on moving up in the job. Thus, one
might endorse a strong career orientation together
with either a job or calling orientation toward their
work. In earlier research, individuals were often
classified into one orientation (e.g., Wrzesniewski
et al. 1997 and Bunderson and Thompson 2009), but
a more robust approach involves assessing the
strength of calling and career orientations separate-
ly. Given that individuals vary in the extent to
which they view their work as a calling or career,
measuring calling and career orientations separately
would allow for a more precise examination of in-
congruence along different work orientations.

Thus far, scholars have largely focused on work orien-
tation and its effects at the individual level (Berg et al.
2010, Dobrow andHeller 2015, Rawat and Nadavulakere
2015), suggesting that work orientation matters for in-
dividual outcomes such that calling-oriented employ-
ees tend to report higher job satisfaction and stronger
organizational attachment (Wrzesniewski et al. 1997,
Cardador et al. 2011). This focus on the individuals
leaves unexamined the fact that individuals are em-
bedded in social systems that expose them to incon-
gruent work orientations. A romantic partnership is
perhaps the most important social relationship in
which individuals are embedded. Based on the theoret-
ical foundation of social information processing and
conceptual framework of work orientations, in the fol-
lowing sections, we develop theory on how romantic
partners’ work orientations, especially when they are
incongruent, relate to both partners’ work outcomes.
We elaborate on our theoretical rationale for the dy-
namics and implications of work-orientation incon-
gruence by examining a unique sample—couples in
which one partner is transitioning in their employ-
ment. This sample and context allow us to examine
two key outcomes—reemployment likelihood and
job satisfaction, which are arguably the most studied

outcomes in research on unemployment and job
search (Wanberg et al. 2002, 2005), and organiza-
tional psychology (Judge and Kammeyer-Mueller
2012), respectively.

Work-Orientation Incongruence in the
Context of Unemployment: Job Seekers’
Feelings of Uncertainty and
Reemployment Likelihood
As one of the most intimate and important relation-
ships in one’s life, romantic partners are likely to ex-
plore, share, and discuss with each other why they do
their work. They may also indirectly convey the pur-
pose they intend to achieve via their work. Through
these interactions, romantic partners discover whether
they share similar or different views about the mean-
ing of work, or hold congruent or incongruent work
orientations. Given that close others’ views and atti-
tudes are likely to influence our own (Salancik and
Pfeffer 1978, Davis and Rusbult 2001) and that people
are sensitive to the attitudes of their romantic partners
(Baxter and West 2003), the extent to which a couple’s
work orientations are incongruent is likely to influ-
ence both partners’ experience of work. To enhance
our understanding of how couples’ work-orientation
incongruence relates to their work outcomes, we first
consider the context of unemployment and examine
couples in which one partner has recently become un-
employed and is searching for a new job. For clarity
and consistency, we refer to the unemployed job-seeking
member of the couple as the “job seeker” and the other
member as the “partner.”

For couples in which one partner is searching for
work, we argue that their partner’s work orientation, es-
peciallywhen it is incongruentwith the job seeker’s,mat-
ters for the search process and reemployment outcomes.
Specifically, we suggest that partners’ incongruent work
orientations can influence job seekers’ reemployment by
provokingwithin them a sense of uncertainty about how
best to proceed andwhat the future might hold. Prior re-
search has found that job seekers’ work orientations
guide their focus during a job search, such that those
with a stronger calling orientation focus less on pay and
more on the content of the work in a new job (Wrzes-
niewski 1999). When partners share congruent calling
and career orientations, job seekers should feel more cer-
tain about what kinds of work to pursue and what they
expect in their future career, which could facilitate their
job search and reemployment.

Incongruence in job seekers’ and partners’ calling
or career orientations, however, may lead job seekers
to feel a greater sense of uncertainty about what work
to pursue and, as a result, what their future would
hold (Witt 1998, Edwards and Cable 2009). Research
has long suggested that the divergent views of others
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exert a powerful social influence that decreases indi-
viduals’ certainty and confidence in their own opin-
ions and beliefs (e.g., Asch 1955, Cialdini and Gold-
stein 2004, Griskevicius et al. 2006, and Lorenz et al.
2011). Specifically, as suggested by social information-
processing research, individuals are influenced by
cues from others about what attributes to attend to
about work and how to evaluate them (Salancik and
Pfeffer 1978, Wrzesniewski et al. 2003). In the context
of employment transitions, work-orientation incon-
gruence with romantic partners can similarly cue the
importance of different work attributes and challenge
job seekers’ certainty about what kinds of work to
pursue and what awaits them on the path ahead. Con-
sider the following example. When partners hold
stronger job orientations, they are primarily interested
in the material benefits from work (Wrzesniewski et al.
1997). The work is not an end in itself, but a means for
acquiring resources to support and enjoy time away
from the job. A job orientation reflects Plant's (1996)
“wage earner” value system, in which work is a job
and leisure is separate from work. As such, these part-
ners would value finding work that offers higher pay
and generous vacation packages. In contrast, job
seekers with stronger calling orientations find that their
work is inseparable from the rest of life and that their
work is a deeply fulfilling end in itself and makes the
world a better place (Wrzesniewski et al. 1997, Dik and
Duffy 2007, Dobrow and Tosti-Kharas 2011, Duffy
et al. 2011, Dobrow et al. 2019). As such, they would fo-
cus on finding work that is psychologically fulfilling
and provides opportunities to make a social impact.
When calling-oriented job seekers sense strong job ori-
entations in their partners, they are prompted to pay
attention to the financial aspects of work in their search
process and may struggle with which attributes to pri-
oritize. Given that different occupations have their own
distinctive work attributes, these job seekers might
experience increased uncertainty about what kinds of
work they should look for, questioning whether to
keep to their original path as they endure the stressful
experience of a job search (Price et al. 1998, Wanberg
et al. 2010). The same effect holds when partners’ call-
ing orientations are stronger than those of the job
seekers. In this case, partners cue the importance of
gaining fulfillment from and making social contribu-
tions through work. Further, when career orientations
are incongruent, partners would cue divergent views
on the importance of opportunities for advancement,
as the career-oriented wish to achieve higher social
standing, prestige, and increased power (Bellah et al.
1985, Baumeister 1991).

It is worth noting that romantic partners would not
necessarily want or pressure each other to have the
same work orientations as themselves. In the above
cases, by simply noticing that what makes work

meaningful is different within the couple, job seekers
would realize there are aspects of work that hold more
significance for their partners than the ones on which
they themselves are focused. The resulting salience of
these contrasting attributes and the exposure to alter-
native evaluations of the same work via the cues pro-
vided by their partners may prompt job seekers to re-
consider their lens for evaluating possible jobs and the
kinds of work they might pursue. Couples’ incongru-
ent work orientations could thus provoke a sense of
uncertainty for job seekers about what it is they should
most value, what kind of work to pursue in their job
search, and what that work would mean for their fu-
ture. In other words, as partners’ incongruent work
orientations prompt job seekers to consider a different
set of work attributes in addition to what they have
been prioritizing, job seekers could face what is akin to
a “value crisis”—the disorganization or destabilization
of one’s value system (Hermans and Oles 1996), lead-
ing them to experience greater uncertainty about what
work to pursue and what the future in general might
hold. Therefore, we hypothesize that couples’ calling
or career-orientation incongruence would relate to
stronger feelings of uncertainty among job seekers.

Hypothesis 1. Job seekers sharing more incongruent call-
ing or career orientations with their partners will experi-
ence stronger feelings of uncertainty about the future.

Feelings of uncertainty are likely to hurt, or at least
delay, a job seeker’s success in finding reemployment
(Leana and Feldman 1988). Research suggests that feel-
ings of uncertainty constitute a basic threat (Epstein
1972), which sparks anxiety and helplessness in the
face of an unknown future (Greco and Roger 2003).
During a job search, anxiety brought about by a sense
of uncertainty can inhibit the search process by under-
mining the focus, motivation, or effort of the search
(Wanberg et al. 1999), which could prolong the search
and limit eventual options. As well, feeling uncertain
about the future and what to do might instead increase
the breadth of the job search, as job seekers might ap-
ply for a large variety of jobs without focus. This in-
creased breadth of search means reduced focus on each
potential path pursued. A lack of strategic selection of
potentially suitable jobs and insufficient investment in
the search could also hurt reemployment success (Van
Hooft et al. 2012). As couples’ calling or career-orienta-
tion incongruence is related to stronger feelings of un-
certainty for job seekers, we further hypothesize that
this incongruence is associated with lower reemploy-
ment likelihood for job seekers—an association that is
mediated by job seekers’ feelings of uncertainty.

Hypothesis 2(a). Job seekers sharing more incongruent
calling or career orientations with their partners are less
likely to become reemployed.
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Hypothesis 2(b). Job seekers’ feelings of uncertainty medi-
ate the negative relationship between calling or career-
orientation incongruence and reemployment likelihood.

Work-Orientation Incongruence in the
Context of Employment: Job Satisfaction
Next, we turn to the context of employment and exam-
ine how work-orientation incongruence may influence
job satisfaction of the employed partners of a couple.
According to the social information-processing ap-
proach to job attitudes, individuals form attitudes
about their jobs based in part on what others think
(Salancik and Pfeffer 1978, Rice and Aydin 1991,
Shetzer 1993, Staw et al. 1994, Schulte et al. 2012).
Although job satisfaction has been largely treated as
an individual-level construct, evidence that external
parties influence job satisfaction has been marshaled in
a number of studies, suggesting that job satisfaction is
partly a function of job attitudes held by those who are
closest to the individual (e.g., Salancik and Pfeffer 1978
and Judge and Kammeyer-Mueller 2012). A partner
with an incongruent work orientation has different
criteria than oneself on which to base job satisfaction.
For instance, to experience high job satisfaction, the
work needs to be viewed as providing psychological
fulfillment and a chance to make social contributions for
the calling-oriented, competitive instrumental rewards
for the job-oriented, and attractive advancement oppor-
tunities for the career-oriented. Partners’ incongruent
work orientations make salient their different criteria for
job satisfaction, likely leading them to question their
own criteria. As such, incongruent work orientations
could challenge both employed partners’ evaluation of
and undermine satisfaction with their jobs (Salancik and
Pfeffer 1978). We hypothesize that couples’ calling or
career-orientation incongruence would relate to lower
job satisfaction for both employed partners.

Hypothesis 3(a). Employed individuals sharing more in-
congruent calling or career orientations with romantic part-
ners will experience lower job satisfaction.

Specifically with respect to calling orientations, al-
though a romantic partner’s incongruent calling orien-
tations can challenge the basis for and undermine the
other partner’s job satisfaction, for those who hold
stronger calling orientations than their partners, their
job satisfaction is likely to decrease less compared
with those with weaker calling orientations than their
partners. Previous research has found consistent evi-
dence supporting that people with stronger calling
orientations have higher job satisfaction in general
(Wrzesniewski et al. 1997, Hall and Chandler 2005,
Cardador et al. 2011, Duffy et al. 2011). When one’s
calling orientation is stronger than that of their roman-
tic partner, the higher job satisfaction they experience

compared with their partner’s suggests that their
bases for job satisfaction are more robust. In this case,
sensing that their partner uses different criteria, but
also experiences lower job satisfaction, would render
them to question their own criteria less. In other words,
although calling-orientation incongruence may under-
mine job satisfaction, we suggest that employees with a
stronger calling orientation than their partners would
be affected less, because their partners, holding weaker
calling orientations and experiencing lower job satis-
faction, might appear to have less credible challenges
to employees’ own views of work. Therefore, the rela-
tionship between couples’ calling-orientation incon-
gruence and job satisfaction is likely asymmetrical,
such that employees holding stronger calling orienta-
tions than their partners are likely to experience high-
er job satisfaction compared with those who hold
weaker calling orientations than their partners.

Hypothesis 3(b). When couples share incongruent call-
ing orientations, employed individuals who hold stronger
calling orientations than their partners will experience
higher job satisfaction than individuals who hold weaker
calling orientations than their partners.

Methods
To test our proposed hypotheses, we used data from a
longitudinal field study conducted in 1998 by a team of
researchers, including the second author of the current
study. The original field study focused on examining
the reemployment outcomes of unemployed individuals
in marital or cohabiting relationships. Heterosexual cou-
ples, in which one partner had recently become un-
employed and was searching for work (job seekers), and
their spouses or cohabiting partners were included. Our
study variables draw from data provided by job seekers
and their partners at three time points: shortly after job
seekers became unemployed (T1), three months after T1
(T2), and six months after T1 (T3).

Participants
Respondents were recruited from nine state unemploy-
ment offices in and around major urban areas in south-
eastern Michigan and northeastern Maryland. Trained
interviewers approached and screened 44,781 potential
respondents (job seekers) as they waited to file un-
employment claims. Study criteria required that re-
spondents be (1) unemployed for 15 weeks or less;1 (2)
seeking reemployment, but not on strike or expecting
to be recalled; (3) not planning to retire within two
years; (4) at least 18 years old; and (5) married or living
with a partner in a romantic relationship for at least six
months.2 Among potential respondents approached,
28,050 (62.6%) were excluded because they were em-
ployed and not seeking employment (most were on
temporary layoff or were accompanying others to the

Jiang and Wrzesniewski: Work-Orientation Incongruence and Work Outcomes
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unemployment office). A total of 2,328 (5.2%) remaining
others were excluded because their length of unemploy-
ment exceeded 15 weeks. Respondents were excluded
for other reasons, including being uninterested in re-
sponding to the screening survey (n � 1,719; 3.8%),
not being married or living with a partner for at least
six months (n � 7,366; 16.4%), being less than 18 years
old, expecting to retire within two years, or speaking a
language other than English (n � 1,805; 4.0%). Trained
research staff then gave a short, self-administered
screening survey to those job seekers who met all
screening criteria (n � 3,513; 7.8%) and sent one to their
romantic partners as well in order to more fully deter-
mine eligibility and provide a baseline measure of de-
pression. Couples in which the job seeker or partner

had a score indicative of a clinically significant depres-
sion episode (Derogatis and Melisaratos 1983) were ex-
cluded and referred for mental health support, due to
the impact that unemployment can have on individuals
suffering such episodes. In all, 2,719 couples were eli-
gible for the study. At T1, trained research staff sent two
surveys to all 2,719 eligible couples, one survey each for
the job seeker and the partner. In total, 1,487 couples
(55%) participated by completing their surveys. The
1,487 couples were contacted again to complete a fol-
low-up survey three months later (T2, 1,292 participants,
87% response rate) and again six months later (T3, 1,257
participants, 85% response rate; effective response rate
46.2%). Data were collected through mailed surveys
with payments of $15. We consider those who did not

Table 2. Results for Calling Orientation

Uncertainty (T2)
Ln(Full-time reemployment

likelihood ratio) (T3)e

Job satisfaction

Variables Job seeker Job seeker (T3) Partner (T1) Partner (T3)

Constant −2.75† (1.66)
Sexa 0.09* (0.06) −1.16*** (0.32) −0.04 (0.10) −0.03 (0.05) −0.03 (0.06)
Age 0.03 (0.00) −0.01 (0.02) −0.08 (0.01) −0.09** (0.03) −0.06† (0.00)
Educationb 0.12** (0.03) 0.20 (0.14) 0.03 (0.05) −0.01 (0.03) 0.00 (0.03)
Racec 0.09* (0.06) 1.07** (0.34) 0.12* (0.12) 0.12*** (0.06) 0.02 (0.07)
Financial Strain 0.34*** (0.03) 0.11 (0.16) −0.16** (0.05) −0.12*** (0.03) −0.14*** (0.03)
Reason Unemployedd −0.04 (0.05) 0.20 (0.31) −0.01 (0.10)
Work Attachment 0.13** (0.04) 0.09 (0.25) 0.08 (0.08) 0.06† (0.03) 0.09* (0.04)
Job Search Efficacy −0.22*** (0.04) 0.58* (0.23)
Job Search Motivation −0.04 (0.03) 0.48** (0.16)
Job Search Intensity 0.09* (0.04) −0.51* (0.21)
Couple’s Age Difference 0.01 (0.01) −0.01 (0.04) −0.03 (0.01) −0.01 (0.03) −0.01 (0.01)
Couple’s Education Difference −0.04 (0.03) 0.23 (0.19) −0.06 (0.06) 0.01 (0.03) 0.02 (0.04)
Couple’s Race Difference 0.01 (0.08) 0.52 (0.51) −0.06 (0.16) −0.02 (0.09) −0.09** (0.11)
General Disagreement 0.04 (0.05) 0.10 (0.30) −0.11† (0.10) −0.06† (0.03) −0.05 (0.06)
Social Undermining 0.14** (0.05) −0.56* (0.27) −0.03 (0.10) −0.08* (0.03) −0.05 (0.06)
Weeks in New Job −0.03 (0.01)
JS Calling Orientation (JSCl) −0.08† (0.04) −0.37 (0.25) 0.07 (0.08) 0.03 (0.03) 0.02 (0.04)
PR Calling Orientation (PRCl) −0.02 (0.04) 0.30 (0.23) −0.02 (0.08) 0.46*** (0.03) 0.27*** (0.05)
JS Calling Orientation2 0.12** (0.05) 0.06 (0.27) 0.08 (0.09) −0.02 (0.02) −0.04 (0.05)
PR Calling Orientation2 −0.01 (0.05) −0.18 (0.27) 0.02 (0.09) −0.11*** (0.02) −0.12*** (0.05)
JS × PR Calling Orientation −0.06† (0.05) 0.90** (0.34) 0.05 (0.11) 0.04 (0.03) 0.04 (0.06)
Chi-square/F (3 calling

quadratic terms)
4.25** 8.48* 1.36 6.15*** 5.15**

Calling Congruence Line
(JSCl � PRCl)
Slope −0.10 −0.07 0.05 0.49*** 0.29***
Curvature 0.05 0.78 0.15 −0.07† −0.12†

Calling Incongruence Line
(JSCl � −PRCl)
Slope −0.06 −0.67 0.09 −0.43*** −0.25***
Curvature 0.17* −1.02** 0.05 −0.14** −0.20**

Model Chi-square/F 12.33*** 64.71*** 2.28** 35.98*** 10.03***
Cox & Snell R2/adjusted R2 0.28 0.16 0.06 0.30 0.15

Note. Values listed in the first column are regression coefficients for ln(odds ratio); others are standardized beta coefficients; standard errors are
in parentheses.

aFemale � 1; Male� 0.
bPart of High School � 1; High School � 2; Part of College � 3; College � 4; Post College � 5.
cWhite/Caucasian � 1; Non-White/Non-Caucasian � 0.
dVoluntary � 0; Involuntary � 1.
eReemployed � 1, Not reemployed � 0.
†p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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return their surveys at T1 as indicating that the couple
had recently moved (relocations are not uncommon fol-
lowing job loss; see Leana et al. 1998) or that either the
job seeker or partner was not interested in participating.

The demographic characteristics of job seekers parti-
cipating at T1 resembled those of the U.S. unemployed
population at the time (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics
1998). Of job seekers participating at T1, 44% were
women, 68% were white or Caucasian, 27% had bache-
lor’s or more advanced degrees, and they were, on
average, 38 years old (standard deviation (SD) � 9.92).
During the same period, data from the U.S. Bureau of
Labor Statistics (1998) showed that 46% of the un-
employed were women, 84% were white, and their me-
dian age was 31 years. Of all partners participating at
T1, 56% were women, 67% were white, and 25% had
bachelor’s or more advanced degrees, with an average
age of 38 years (SD � 10.42). The demographic charac-
teristics of job seekers and partners responding at T2
and T3 were similar to those at T1.3

Job seekers had worked in a variety of occupations.
Prior to unemployment, 42% worked as professionals
or managers; 26% did clerical or sales work; 21% were
craft or operative workers; and 11% held service jobs.
Among partners, 78% were employed at T1; 36% were
professionals or managers; 27% did clerical or sales
work; 21% were craft or operative workers; and 16%
worked in service jobs. Six months later (T3), 79% of
job seekers were working full-time again. Of the reem-
ployed, 38% were professionals or managers; 30%
located clerical or sales jobs; 20% found craft or opera-
tive work; and 12% entered a service job. Among
partners responding at T3, 80% were employed: 39%
as professionals or managers, 26% as clerical or sales
workers, 21% in craft or operative jobs, and 14% in
service jobs.

Measures
Work Orientation. Work orientation was measured at
T1 with a 10-item scale (Wrzesniewski et al. 1997) de-
signed to assess the strength of each orientation for re-
cently unemployed job seekers and their partners. To
assess their orientation toward work in general, re-
spondents indicated how well each item described
how they felt about the kind of work they usually did,
rather than about the specific job they had previously
held. Responses were recorded on a four-point Likert-
type scale (ranging from 1 � Not at All to 4 � A Lot).
For job and calling orientation, the subscales were
subjected to confirmatory factor analysis, with the
expectation that job and calling orientations would
represent extremes of the same dimension (Bellah
et al. 1985). In the measurement model used to con-
firm the factor structure of the measure, fit was signifi-
cantly improved when the seven job and calling items
were scored in the same direction and collapsed into

a single subscale of calling. Thus, measures of job and
calling orientation were combined to form a single
calling scale. A higher calling score indicates a stron-
ger calling orientation, whereas a lower calling score
indicates a stronger job orientation. Furthermore,
because work orientation was measured at T1, when
job seekers were already unemployed, we worried
that their unemployed status might have skewed their
responses to two items in the calling-orientation scale.
The two items are “My main reason for working is
financial—to support my family and lifestyle” and “I
am eager to retire.” Research suggests that individuals
deem work’s financial function as far more important
while they are unemployed (Jahoda 1982, Frasquilho
et al. 2016), as they have lost a stable source of income.
Relatedly, they are likely to react very differently to
the prospect of retirement—a permanent separation
from work—when unemployed. Leaving a job means
losing an income, and considering the prospect of not
working again (i.e., retiring) is likely to appear far less
attractive to those who are grappling with the finan-
cial implications of unemployment. In other words,
these two items, which anchor job seekers in thoughts
about their financial situation and retirement during
unemployment, may tap anxieties about their current
state rather than accurately capture their calling orien-
tation. Indeed, confirmatory factor analysis shows
that fit of the model was significantly improved after
these two items were removed; a pattern not found in
prior research with employed samples (Wrzesniewski
et al. 1997). Their poor fit was consistent with our
speculation that these two items evoked different re-
actions in unemployed samples than in employed
samples, reflecting an unusually strong emphasis on
financial aspects of work and a reluctance to retire.
Thus, we retained five of the seven items to measure
job seekers’ calling orientation. Sample items include
‘I enjoy talking about my work to others’ and ‘My
work makes the world a better place.’ Responses were
averaged to form a calling-orientation score.

For career orientation, the original scale contains
three items: ‘I expect to be in a higher level job in
five years,’ ‘I view my job as a stepping stone to
other jobs,’ and ‘I expect to be doing the same work
in five years’ (reverse coded). We removed the last
item, as it would be less relevant to career orienta-
tion for the unemployed as they were trying to find
work and might not know what work it would be
yet. Fit of the career-orientation measurement
model was significantly improved after this item
was removed, a pattern not found in employed
samples (Wrzesniewski et al. 1997). Thus, the first
two items were retained to assess job seekers’ car-
eer orientation. Responses were averaged to form a
career-orientation score. We applied the same ad-
justment to measure partners’ calling and career
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orientation in order to maintain consistency. The
coefficient alpha of the calling-orientation scale
was 0.73 for job seekers and 0.74 for partners; for
the career-orientation scale, it was 0.77 for job
seekers and 0.81 for partners. Every job seeker and
partner received a calling-orientation and a career-
orientation score, each having a value ranging from
one to four, with higher scores reflecting stronger
calling or career orientations.4

Uncertainty. Job seekers’ feelings of uncertainty were
assessed at T2 with four items, each beginning with
“As a job seeker I feel” followed by “uncertain about
the future,” “unable to react and to know what to do,”
“active in getting what I want” (reverse coded), and
“optimistic and motivated” (reverse coded). Job seekers
indicated on a four-point Likert scale how much each
statement described their situation. Responses were
averaged with higher scores reflecting stronger uncer-
tainty (α � 0.72).

Reemployment Status. Job seekers’ reemployment sta-
tus was measured by whether job seekers worked at
least 40 hours per week at T3.5 Job seekers not meeting
this criterion were classified as not employed and
coded as 0; otherwise they were considered reem-
ployed and coded as 1.

Job Satisfaction. Job satisfaction was assessed at T3
for reemployed job seekers and at both T1 and T3 for
employed partners using a nine-item Quality of Work
measure based on scale measures developed by An-
drews and Withey (1976). This measure assessed indi-
viduals’ satisfaction with three dimensions of their
current job, including (1) the content of the work itself
(e.g., “Thinking about your current job, how do you
feel about the work that you do on the job, that is, the
work itself?”), (2) the material rewards and advance-
ment opportunities (e.g., “Thinking about your cur-
rent job, how do you feel about the benefits provided
to you?”), and (3) the people and organization (e.g.,
“Thinking about your current job, how do you feel
about the people you work with, that is, your
coworkers?”). Participants rated their feelings using
a seven-point Likert-type scale (1 � Terrible, 7 � De-
lighted); the average of all items represents a person’s
overall job satisfaction. The coefficient alpha was 0.86
for job seekers and 0.85 for partners.

We controlled for variables that have been shown
to affect our outcomes of interest, as well as key
demographics. For example, reason for unemploy-
ment (Waters 2007), job search self-efficacy (Wanberg
et al. 1999, Saks 2006), motivation to seek reemploy-
ment (Wanberg et al. 1999, Vinokur and Schul 2002),
financial strain, work attachment, intensity of job-
search behaviors (Wanberg et al. 1999, Kanfer et al.

2001), and social undermining from partners (Vinokur
et al. 1996) all relate to reemployment likelihood. We
also controlled for couples’ general level of disagree-
ment and differences in demographics that could con-
found our independent variable of work-orientation
incongruence. The inclusion of these control variables
bolsters our confidence in the findings regarding our
focal variables of interest.

Work Attachment. Two items asked at T1 measured the
attachment a job seeker or partner has toward work in
general: “How important is work to you as part of your
daily life?” and “In general how much satisfaction in
your life would you say comes from working at a job?”.
A five-point Likert-type scale was used to record re-
sponses to each question ranging from 1 � Not at all im-
portant/No satisfaction to 5 � Extremely important/A
great deal of satisfaction. This construct is similar to the
concept of employment commitment examined byWan-
berg et al. (1999). Although employment commitment,
defined as the amount of importance individuals place
on work, does not predict finding reemployment, it has
a significant positive effect on job search intensity, which
in turn increases the likelihood of reemployment (Wan-
berg et al. 1999). Work attachment reflects the strength
or depth of attachment people feel toward work and re-
lates positively to job satisfaction (Tziner et al. 2014).
However, it does not capture the different types of
meaning work provides as work orientations do. In a re-
cent review on callings, Thompson and Bunderson
(2019) noted that “only a handful of calling studies have
controlled for the effect of theoretically related variables
in examining the effects of calling on work outcomes”
(p. 435). They suggested that “more work is needed to
establish robustly that calling is not just conceptually
and psychometrically distinct but also helps us to better
explain variance in constructs of central interest in the
field” (p. 436). We answer this call by controlling for
work attachment in predicting reemployment status
and job satisfaction. The scale coefficient alpha was 0.73
for job seekers and 0.75 for partners.

Job-Search Self-Efficacy. Defined as the level of self-
confidence for being able to engage effectively in activ-
ities associated with a job search, job-search self-efficacy
is related to becoming reemployed faster (Kanfer et al.
2001). Thus, we included job-search self-efficacy as a
control variable in the model predicting reemployment
status at T3. Job-search self-efficacy was measured at T1
with a six-item scale (Vinokur et al. 1995) for job
seekers, who indicated on a five-point Likert scale
how confident they felt about performing a series of
tasks to find a job. Examples included “completing a
good job application and resume” and “contacting and
persuading potential employers to consider you for a
job” (α � 0.85).
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Job-Search Motivation. Because motivation to search
for job has been shown to influence job-search inten-
sity and reemployment success (Caplan et al. 1989,
Wanberg et al. 2012), we controlled for job-search
motivation in the model predicting job seeker’s reem-
ployment status at T3. We assessed job-search motiv-
ation for job seekers at T1 by combining scales of two re-
lated, motivation-based constructs: attitude toward job
seeking and job search intention. Attitude toward job seek-
ing was measured with three items, gauging the degree
to which respondents felt it was useful, beneficial, and
wise to try hard to find a job in the next four months on
a seven-point scale (α � 0.90). For example, one item
asks, “How useful or useless is it for you to try hard in
the next four months to get a job?” Responses range
from 1 � Extremely useless to 7 � Extremely useful. Job-
search intention was assessed with two items, including
“In the next four months, how hard do you intend to
try to find a job?” and “In the next four months, how
likely is it that you will try hard to get a job?” Responses
to these two items were recorded on a five-point scale
using ranges from “Not at all hard” to “Extremely
hard” and “Not at all likely” to “Extremely likely,” re-
spectively (α � 0.80). Principal components analysis
showed that the five items loaded onto a single-factor
and confirmatory-factor analysis revealed a CFI of 0.96
and a root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA) of 0.07, indicating a model fit superior to the
two-factor model (Hu and Bentler 1999). Because of the
two different scale anchors, responses were converted
to scores on a seven-point scale and were averaged to
indicate job-search motivation (α � 0.91).

Job-Search Intensity. Job-search intensity refers to the
extent to which individuals engage in various activities
related to a job search. Prior research has found that
job-search intensity is associated with higher probabil-
ity of reemployment and more job offers received
(Kanfer et al. 2001). Therefore, we controlled for job
seekers’ job search intensity when predicting their re-
employment likelihood at T3. We measured job-search
intensity for job seekers at T1 with a nine-item scale de-
veloped by Vinokur and Caplan (1987). This scale as-
sessed frequency of job-search behaviors in the past
month. Participants read the question “During the past
month, how often have you…” followed by different
job-search activities. The original scale contained 10
items. We omitted one item that assessed how often
job seekers had gone for job interviews because it was
more indicative of search outcomes than efforts. Sam-
ple behaviors from the remaining items included read-
ing the newspaper for job opportunities, checking with
employment agencies, and completing job applications.
Responses were recorded on a six-point scale ranging
from 1 � Not at all to 6 � Every day, and were aver-
aged to form a job-search intensity score (α � 0.77).

Social Undermining. Social undermining refers to be-
havior directed toward others that shows negative af-
fect, hurtful evaluation, and is destructive to others in
implementing their intended plans (Abbey et al.
1985). We controlled for social undermining because
perceiving social undermining from a romantic part-
ner will likely hinder the job-search process and nega-
tively affect reemployed partners’ experiences at their
new jobs (Vinokur et al. 1996). We measured per-
ceived social undermining experienced by both part-
ners at T1 with seven items (Abbey et al. 1985, Vino-
kur et al. 1996), including, “How much does your
spouse/partner act in an unpleasant or angry manner
toward you?” and “How much does your spouse/
partner criticize you?” Responses were recorded on a
six-point Likert scale and averaged; higher scores indi-
cate perceptions of more social undermining (α � 0.89
for both job seekers and partners).

Financial Strain. Higher levels of financial strain have
been associated with faster reemployment for job
seekers, likely due to a pressing need for income (Kanfer
et al. 2001). It has also been found to relate to lower satis-
faction at work, particularly about pay (Kim and Gar-
man 2004). Thus, we included perceived financial strain
as a control variable in all analyses. Financial strain was
assessed at T1 for both job seekers and partners with
three items (Vinokur and Caplan 1987). Respondents re-
ported on a five-point Likert scale how difficult it was to
live on their current total household income and how
much they anticipated experiencing financial hardship
and having to reduce living standards to bare necessi-
ties. A sample item asks, “In the next two months, how
much do you anticipate that you and your family will
experience actual hardships such as inadequate housing,
food, or medical attention?” Responses were averaged
with higher scores indicating more strain (α � 0.83 for
job seekers and α � 0.84 for partners).

Reason for Unemployment. Whether a job seeker left
the previous job voluntarily or involuntarily likely
poses different challenges when searching for new jobs
and may affect reemployment outcomes (Leana and
Feldman 1988, Waters 2007). Thus, we controlled for
whether job seekers were voluntarily or involuntarily
unemployed. At T1, job seekers indicated their reasons
for becoming unemployed. Respondents who selected
“Quit” (52%) were categorized as voluntarily un-
employed (� 0), and those who selected “Laid Off”
(20%), “Fired” (8%), “Job/Contract Ended” (14%), or
“Other” (6%) were categorized as involuntarily un-
employed (� 1) because they did not consider them-
selves to have voluntarily left the job.

Perceived General Disagreement. Couples can dis-
agree on a variety of issues beyond how they see the
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meaning of their work. It is possible that work-orienta-
tion incongruence is simply a proxy for a couple’s gen-
eral level of disagreement over various aspects of life.
To affirm that it is a couple’s incongruence in work
orientation and not their general level of disagreement
that is associated with our outcomes of interest, we con-
trolled for the extent to which each reports disagreement
on various aspects of life. Couples’ general disagreement
was measured at T1 for both job seekers and partners;
both reported the extent of their agreement or disagree-
ment about 14 different areas in life. These issues cov-
ered a wide range of areas, including handling
household finances, religious matters, friends, and
ways of dealing with parents and in-laws. Responses
were recorded on a six-point Likert scale and averaged,
with higher scores indicating higher disagreement in the
relationship (α � 0.91 for both job seekers and partners).

Demographics and Demographic Differences. We con-
trolled for job seeker’s and partner’s sex (1 � Female, 0
� Male), age, education level, and race (1 � White/Cau-
casian, 0 � Non-White/Non-Caucasian). Education was
measured by using a five-category scale ranging from
“Part of High School” to “Post College”. We controlled
for couple’s differences in age, education level, and race.
Age and education differences were calculated by using
absolute differences between each job seeker and part-
ner. Racial differences were captured by a categorical
variable with mixed-race couples coded as one.6

Analyses
Before testing our hypotheses, we performed a con-
firmatory factor analysis of the perceptual variables
for job seekers and partners, respectively. For job
seekers, we examined an 11-factor model with a total
of 66 items, including factors representing calling and
career orientations, feelings of uncertainty, job satis-
faction, work attachment, job-search self-efficacy, mo-
tivation, and intensity, social undermining, financial
strain, and perceived general disagreement. Results
showed a goodness-of-fit index of 0.94 and an RMSEA
of 0.08 (nonnormed fit index (NNFI) � 0.98, CFI �
0.97, standardized root mean square residual (SRMR)
� 0.06). The t-values were all significant. A seven-fac-
tor model with 42 items was examined for partners
(calling and career orientations, T3 job satisfaction,7

work attachment, social undermining, financial strain,
and perceived general disagreement). We attained
similar results with the goodness-of-fit index � 0.95,
the RMSEA � 0.07, and all t-values were significant
(NNFI � 0.99, CFI � 0.99, SRMR � 0.04). These results
indicated strong model fit (Hu and Bentler 1999).

Logistic regression was used for hypothesis testing
when predicting reemployment status, as this vari-
able is dichotomous (one � reemployed full-time,
zero � not reemployed full-time). Where outcomes

are continuous (i.e., T2 uncertainty and T1 or T3 job sat-
isfaction), ordinary least squares regression was used.
To assess the effects of couples’work-orientation incon-
gruence, we conducted polynomial regression analysis
and visualized the results using response surface mod-
eling. This approach, as recommended by congruence
scholars (Edwards and Parry 1993, Edwards 1994, Jan-
sen and Kristof-Brown 2005, Krasikova and LeBreton
2012, Zhang et al. 2012), enables more precise analysis
than the use of difference scores (e.g., algebraic, abso-
lute, or squared difference between two measures) and
provides tools to examine the influence of incongru-
ence on outcome variables in a three-dimensional way.
Specifically, in addition to the control variables, we en-
tered into each regression five polynomial terms for
calling orientation—that is, job-seeker calling orienta-
tion, partner calling orientation, job-seeker calling orien-
tation squared, partner calling orientation squared, and
the interaction term of job seeker calling orientation
being multiplied by partner calling orientation. The
same procedure was used for career orientation. We
centered the individual calling and career-orientation
scores around their mean before constructing the se-
cond-order terms to reduce multicollinearity.

After each regression, we performed response surface
analysis to test whether the slopes and curvatures of the
contours along two critical lines were significantly dif-
ferent from zero. One critical line is the congruence line,
on which job seekers’ and partners’ calling or career ori-
entations are perfectly aligned; the other critical line is
the incongruence line, where the two partners’ calling
or career orientations reflect a perfect negative linear
correlation. The slopes and curvatures were obtained
by substituting the equation of each critical line into
each regression equation, respectively. For example,
assume the regression equation for reemployed job
seekers’ job satisfaction (JSS) is the following:

JSS � β0C + β1JSCl + β2PRCl + β3JSCl
2

+ β4PRCl
2 + β5JSCl×PRCl, (1)

in which β is the coefficient; C represents the control
variables; and JSCl and PRCl stand for job seeker’s
and partner’s calling orientation. Substituting the con-
gruence line JSCl � PRCl into the regression equation
yields the following:

JSS � β0C + β1JSCl + β2JSCl + β3JSCl
2 + β4JSCl

2

+ β5JSCl×JSCl

JSS � β0C + (β1 + β2)JSCl + (β3 + β4 + β5)JSCl2, (2)

where (β1 + β2) is the slope and (β3 + β4 + β5) is the
curvature along the congruence line. Similarly,
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substituting the incongruence line JSCl � − PRCl into
the regression equation yields the following:

JSS � β0C+ β1JSCl− β2JSCl+ β3JSCl
2

+ β4JSCl
2 β5JSCl×JSCl

JSS � β0C+ (β1 − β2)JSCl+ (β3 + β4 − β5)JSCl2, (3)

where (β1 − β2) is the slope and (β3 + β4 − β5) is the
curvature along the incongruence line.

To test the mediation effects of job seekers’ feelings
of uncertainty, we used the block-variable approach
recommended by Edwards and Cable (2009). A block
variable was constructed by calculating the weighted
linear composite of the five polynomial terms with the
respective weights being their regression coefficients.
For example, the block variable for calling orientation
based on Equation (1) is:

Block � β1JSCl + β2PRCl + β3JSCl
2 + β4PRCl

2

+ β5JSCl×PRCl: (4)

The block variable was then entered into the regres-
sions for the mediator as well as the regressions for
job seekers’ reemployment status, either including or
not including the mediator. To calculate the indirect ef-
fect of work-orientation incongruence on job seekers’
reemployment probability through their feelings of
uncertainty, we multiplied the coefficient of the block
variable predicting the mediator and that of the medi-
ator predicting reemployment status when the direct
incongruence effect estimated by the block variable
was included. Finally, we tested the significance of the

indirect effect (to assess mediation) using bootstrap-
ping techniques (Preacher and Hayes 2008).

Results
Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations, scale re-
liabilities, and zero-order correlations for all study vari-
ables. To examine the correlations between calling and
career incongruence with other variables, we also calcu-
lated the absolute difference scores of job seekers’ and
partners’ calling and career orientations, respectively.
Note that job seekers’ calling- and career-orientation
scores both correlate negatively with their feelings of
uncertainty. Both job seekers’ and partners’ calling-
orientation scores are positively correlated with their
job satisfaction, consistent with prior research (e.g.,
Wrzesniewski et al. 1997).8 Calling incongruence, in
terms of absolute difference, is negatively related to job
seekers’ reemployment status and employed partners’
job satisfaction at T3.

We also used the difference in each job seeker’s and
partner’s calling orientation and career orientation
(i.e., job seekers’ minus partners’ orientation scores) to
understand the distribution of incongruence in our
sample. Of the 1,257 couples, 125 (10%) share perfectly
congruent calling orientations; 245 (19%) share per-
fectly congruent career orientations. With respect to
calling orientation, the majority of couples differ from
each other by 0.01 to 0.99 points (58%), while with re-
spect to career orientation, the majority of couples dif-
fer from each other by 1 to 3 points (54%).9

According to Edwards and Parry (1993), for a congru-
ence or incongruence effect to be significant, two
conditions must be met. First, the coefficients for the
three second-order polynomial terms must be jointly
significant; second, the curvature of the contour along
the congruence or incongruence line must be signifi-
cantly different from zero. We report results of our
tested congruence and incongruence effects in Table 2
for calling orientation and Table 3 for career orientation.

Hypothesis 1 predicted that job seekers having more
incongruent calling or career orientations from their
partners would experience stronger feelings of uncer-
tainty. As shown in Tables 2 and 3, the three second-
order polynomial terms for calling orientation were
jointly significant (F � 4.25, p < 0.01), but those for
career orientation were not (F � 0.87, not significant
(n.s.)). Furthermore, the curvature on the incongruence
line for calling orientation was significantly positive
(0.17, p < 0.05), suggesting a convex curve. Figure 1
provides a visual illustration of the response surface
based on the regression coefficients of the calling-orien-
tation terms. The convex contour along the incongru-
ence line shows that the level of uncertainty is lower at
the center, where a couple’s calling orientation is more
congruent. As the incongruence of a couple’s calling

Figure 1. (Color online) Incongruence Effects of Job Seeker–
Partner Calling Orientation on Job Seekers’ Feelings of
Uncertainty
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orientation increases in either direction (i.e., when the
job seeker has either a stronger or weaker calling orien-
tation than the partner), job seekers’ uncertainty in-
creases. Hypothesis 1 was thus supported for calling
orientation, but not for career orientation.

We predicted that job seekers sharing more incon-
gruent calling or career orientations with their part-
ners would be less likely to find full-time reemploy-
ment (Hypothesis 2(a)) and that this relationship
would be mediated by job seekers’ feelings of uncer-
tainty (Hypothesis 2(b)). We found that in predicting
reemployment status at T3, the three polynomial
terms for calling orientation were jointly significant
(χ2 � 8.48, p < 0.05), but those for career orientation
were not (χ2 � 1.97, n.s.). The curvature of the contour
along the calling-orientation incongruence line is
significantly negative (−1.02, p < 0.01), suggesting a
concave curve. As presented visually in Figure 2,
in which the vertical axis represents reemployment
likelihood that is converted from the log of odds ratio
given by the logistic regression, decreases in reem-
ployment probability were observed from the contour
on both ends of the calling-orientation incongruence
line. Therefore, job seekers with either a stronger or
weaker calling orientation than their partners were
less likely to find full-time employment at T3 com-
pared with those with more congruent calling orienta-
tions with their partners, supporting Hypothesis 2(a)
for calling orientation.

Because no significant effect was found for career
orientation, we examined the mediating effect of uncer-
tainty on the relationship between calling-orientation
incongruence and reemployment likelihood. First, using
the regression coefficients of the five calling-orientation
polynomial terms obtained from the model predicting
uncertainty, we constructed the first block variable
(BLOCK_1 � −0.08 × JSCl − 0.02 × PRCl + 0.12 × JSCl2

− 0.01 × PRCl2 − 0.06 × JSCl × PRCl) and reran the re-
gression with the new block variable in place of the
polynomial terms to obtain a coefficient for the com-
bined direct effect of calling-orientation incongruence
on job seekers’ feelings of uncertainty (see Table 4). This
direct effect was significant (β � 0.12, p < 0.001). Second,
we added the uncertainty variable to the original logis-
tic regression with calling-orientation polynomial terms
and constructed the second block variable with the new
coefficients (BLOCK_2 � −0.45 × JSCl + 0.29 × PRCl +
0.17 × JSCl2 − 0.24 × PRCl2 + 0.90 × JSCl × PRCl).
When both the second block variable and uncertainty
were entered into the regression to predict reemploy-
ment likelihood, the combined direct effect of calling-
orientation incongruence was marginally significant
(β � −0.41, p < 0.10), and the effect of uncertainty was sig-
nificant (β � −0.85, p < 0.01). The indirect effect of calling-
orientation incongruence on reemployment likelihood via
uncertainty was calculated by multiplying the coefficient

of the first block variable when predicting uncertainty (β
� 0.12) and the coefficient of uncertainty when the second
block variable was included in predicting reemployment
likelihood (β � −0.85). The indirect effect was significant,
as bootstrapping with 2,000 samples indicated a 95% con-
fidence interval of [−0.14, −0.04]. These results suggest
that job seekers’ feelings of uncertainty mediated the rela-
tionship between calling-orientation incongruence and re-
employment probability, supporting Hypothesis 2(b) for
calling orientation.

We hypothesized that reemployed job seekers and
employed partners with more incongruent calling or
career orientations would experience less job satisfac-
tion (Hypothesis 3(a)). For job seekers, we tested our
model with those who were reemployed at T3, regard-
less of partners’ employment status (n � 993, 79% of
the sample). For partners, we tested our model with
the full sample of employed partners at both T1 and
T3, including employed partners of job seekers who
were reemployed and those who were not (n � 1,002,
80% of the sample). As presented in Tables 2 and 3,
neither calling nor career incongruence significantly
predicted job seekers’ job satisfaction with their new
jobs (F � 1.36, n.s. for calling; and F � 2.41, p < 0.10 for
career). However, for employed partners, greater call-
ing incongruence at T1 was associated with lower job
satisfaction at both T1 and T3, indicated by a signifi-
cant joint effect of the three calling polynomial terms
(F � 6.15, p < 0.001 for T1; F � 5.15, p < 0.01 for T3)
and a significant negative curvature of the contour
along the calling incongruence line (−0.14, p < 0.01 for
T1; −0.20, p < 0.01 for T3), whereas career incongruence

Figure 2. (Color online) Incongruence Effects of Job Seeker–-
Partner Calling Orientation on Job Seekers’ Reemployment
Likelihood
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showed no significant effect.10 Figure 3, (a) and (b),
shows the response surface depicting the relationship
between job seekers’ and partners’ calling orientations
and employed partners’ job satisfaction at T1 and T3.
The concave curve along the incongruence line suggests
that employed partners’ job satisfaction decreased as
their calling orientation became more incongruent with
that of their job-seeking partners. Therefore, Hypothesis
3(a) was supported for employed partners.

Finally, we predicted that the calling incongruence ef-
fect would be asymmetrical, such that employed part-
ners’ job satisfaction would be greater if they had stron-
ger calling orientations than their partner (Hypothesis
3(b)). As suggested by the slope of the calling-incongru-
ence line, the asymmetrical effect was significant for job
satisfaction at both T1 (β � −0.43, p < 0.001) and T3 (β �
−0.25, p < 0.001). To examine the asymmetrical calling-
incongruence effect for employed partners, we followed
the approach introduced by Edwards and Harrison
(1993) and calculated the quantity that determined the
magnitude and direction of the lateral shift of the

response surface along the incongruence line. For job
satisfaction at T1, this quantity is −1.54, calculated by di-
viding the negative value of the slope (i.e., 0.43) by two
times the curvature (i.e., −0.28) of the incongruence line.
The same calculation with the negative value of the
slope (i.e., 0.25) and the curvature (i.e., −0.40) of the in-
congruence line yields a quantity of −0.625 for job satis-
faction at T3. A negative quantity indicates a shift to-
ward the region where partners’ calling orientation
exceeds that of job seekers. As shown in Figure 3, (a)
and (b), employed partners’ job satisfaction is signifi-
cantly higher at the left corner of the incongruence line,
where they have a stronger calling orientation than their
job-seeking or reemployed partners, compared with the
right corner of the incongruence line. Thus, Hypothesis
3(b) was also supported for partners.

Discussion
In this study, we focused onwork orientation at the dya-
dic level and examined the relationships between

Table 4. Mediation Results for Calling Incongruence

Variables Uncertainty

Ln(Full-time reemployment likelihood ratio) (T3)e

Polynomial terms Block variable

Constant −2.24 (1.70) −0.80 (1.41)
Sexa 0.09* (0.05) −1.12** (0.33) −0.99*** (0.27)
Age 0.00 (0.00) −0.00 (0.02) 0.00 (0.02)
Educationb 0.11** (0.02) 0.24 (0.15) 0.22† (0.13)
Racec 0.10** (0.05) 1.21** (0.35) 0.98** (0.30)
Financial Strain 0.32*** (0.02) 0.26 (0.17) 0.18 (0.14)
Reason Unemployedd −0.03 (0.05) 0.12 (0.32) 0.19 (0.27)
Work Attachment 0.11** (0.04) 0.20 (0.25) 0.13 (0.20)
Job Search Efficacy −0.22*** (0.04) 0.45† (0.24) 0.30 (0.20)
Job Search Motivation −0.02 (0.02) 0.47** (0.16) 0.28* (0.13)
Job Search Intensity 0.07† (0.03) −0.51* (0.21) −0.23 (0.17)
Couple’s Age Difference 0.03 (0.01) −0.00 (0.04) −0.04 (0.03)
Couple’s Education Difference −0.02 (0.03) 0.21 (0.19) 0.02 (0.16)
Couple’s Race Difference −0.01 (0.07) 0.62 (0.52) 0.46 (0.42)
General Disagreement 0.03 (0.04) 0.16 (0.31) −0.10 (0.25)
Social Undermining 0.15*** (0.04) −0.53† (0.28) −0.31 (0.23)
Block for Calling Incongruence (i.e., direct effect φ) 0.12*** (0.27) −0.41† (0.21)
JS Calling Orientation (JSCl) −0.45† (0.26)
PR Calling Orientation (PRCl) 0.29 (0.23)
JS Calling Orientation2 0.17 (0.28)
PR Calling Orientation2 −0.24 (0.27)
JS × PR Calling Orientation 0.90** (0.34)
Uncertainty (γ) −0.58* (0.25) −0.85** (0.25)
Indirect Effect of Calling Incongruence via Uncertainty (φ × γ) −0.10*
95% Bootstrapped Confidence Interval for the Indirect Effect [−0.14, −0.04]
F/Model Chi-Square 17.31*** 59.11*** 62.58***
Adjusted R2/Cox & Snell R2 0.25 0.12 0.12

Note. Values listed in the first column are standardized beta coefficients; others are regression coefficients for ln(odds ratio); standard errors are
in parentheses.

aFemale � 1; Male� 0.
bPart of High School � 1; High School � 2; Part of College � 3; College � 4; Post College � 5.
cWhite/Caucasian � 1; Non-White/Non-Caucasian � 0.
dVoluntary � 0; Involuntary � 1.
eReemployed � 1, Not reemployed � 0.
†p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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couples’ work-orientation incongruence and both part-
ners’ work outcomes. We theorized that romantic part-
ners’ incongruent work orientations would signal con-
trasting information regarding what attributes of work
to attend to and the value of these attributes, which
would relate to diminishedwork outcomes for both part-
ners of a couple. Using longitudinal data from job seekers
and their romantic partners, we tested the associations
between calling- and career-orientation incongruence

and job seekers’ feelings of uncertainty, their reemploy-
ment probability, and reemployed job seekers’ and em-
ployed partners’ job satisfaction. Our results suggested
that greater incongruence in calling orientation was re-
lated to stronger feelings of uncertainty for job seekers,
which, in turn, related to lower likelihood of finding full-
time reemployment six months later. Further, calling-
orientation incongruence was associated with lower job
satisfaction for employed partners, and this negative ef-
fect was attenuated for those with stronger calling orien-
tations than their partners.

The majority of our findings are consistent with our
hypotheses or with prior research. For example, we
found support for the mediating role of job seekers’
feelings of uncertainty on the negative relationship be-
tween calling-orientation incongruence and reemploy-
ment probability, consistent with findings from prior
work on multiple motives that a sense of confusion
and decreased commitment can result from attempt-
ing to hold different motives over time (Kasser et al.
2007). In the couples we studied, the presence of mul-
tiple motives existed at the dyadic level, yet our re-
sults are suggestive that even being exposed to a
markedly different view of why one works, and what
work means, could drive similar effects. However,
there are surprising findings (or nonfindings) that
merit further examination. For instance, we found
that greater calling incongruence was associated with
less job satisfaction only for employed partners. We
suspect that for job seekers, the honeymoon effect of
having found reemployment (Boswell et al. 2005,
Bianchi 2013) could have raised job satisfaction on its
own, thus dampening the anticipated negative effect
of calling incongruence.11

It is also somewhat surprising that all of our signifi-
cant findings stemmed from incongruence in couples’
calling orientations, and not career orientations. There
may be several explanations for this. First, incongru-
ence between partners regarding their focus on ad-
vancement, as reflected by career orientation, may be
experienced as less threatening than incongruence re-
garding whether work is seen as a fulfilling pursuit in
its own right or as a means to a financial end. The
job/calling contrast represents a more fundamental
tension that features far deeper contrasts in motiv-
ational type (Amabile et al. 1994), even implicating a
deeply moral connection to work (Bunderson and
Thompson 2009), rather than contrasts in levels of am-
bition. Second, the salience of achieving advancement
through one’s work—the primary focus of a career
orientation—may be subordinated during a period of
unemployment when job seekers are focused on find-
ing anywork, or work they feel somewhat fulfilled by,
rather than work that meets a particular threshold for
title or level (Saks and Ashforth 1997, Wrzesniewski
1999). This relative lack of salience of job seekers’

Figure 3. (Color online) Calling-Orientation Incongruence
and Employed Partners’ Job Satisfaction

Notes. (a) Calling-orientation incongruence and employed partners’
job satisfaction at T1. (b) Calling-orientation incongruence and em-
ployed partners’ job satisfaction at T3.
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and partners’ career orientations could decrease the
likelihood that incongruence on this dimension would
have an impact during the time frame of our study.
Career-orientation incongruence is likely more salient
and influential during periods in which one partner is
being considered for a promotion or taking a similarly
impactful career-advancement step (Petriglieri and
Obodaru 2018) and less relevant in a period of un-
employment. Third, the contrast in findings might be
due to the different nature of calling and career orien-
tations. Calling orientation is defined by a distinctive
feature that sets it apart from career orientation. In par-
ticular, job and calling orientations represent the op-
posite extremes of the same spectrum (Bellah et al.
1985). Whereas one’s level of calling orientation re-
flects the relative strength of emphasis on work as a
calling versus as a job, essentially representing how
people weigh these two competing views, one’s level
of career orientation reflects only one’s focus on the
advancement dimension of work. When one places lit-
tle importance on advancement at work, exposure to a
partner’s incongruent career orientation represents a
contrast in strength, but not necessarily the presence of
a different orientation altogether. In short, incongruent
career orientations seem less likely to increase the sali-
ence of any additional work attributes or undermine
one’s certainty about the future, and thus may be less
likely to show a relationship to our work outcomes of
interest. Of course, more research is needed to corrobor-
ate these possibilities, and we hope our proposed ex-
planations spark future studies to explore the differential
natures and effects of calling- and career-orientation in-
congruence during employment transitions and in other
employment contexts.

Further, we found surprising the lack of main ef-
fects of work orientation on reemployment outcomes.
The main effects of work orientation might have been
undermined by the incongruence effects, given our ar-
gument that couples’ incongruence in work orienta-
tions could expand both partners’ focus onto addition-
al aspects of work. This expanded scope of focus and
its associated feelings of uncertainty or dissatisfaction
with work might have overridden the main effects of
individual work orientations.

Finally, some of our control variables could concep-
tually serve as potential mediators linking work-
orientation incongruence and reemployment, but we
did not find empirical evidence for this. Job-search in-
tensity and social undermining are two examples. We
find that calling-orientation incongruence was not sig-
nificantly related to job-search intensity. This might be
because, as calling-orientation incongruence provoked
greater uncertainty, some job seekers engage in more
intense, but aimless search, whereas others are demo-
tivated and search less, thereby offsetting the effect.
Future research could examine what might determine

different behavioral responses to uncertainty. Further-
more, in a departure from prior research, we find that
job-search intensity was negatively related to reem-
ployment six months later. Meanwhile, greater job-
search intensity at T1 was related to stronger feelings
of uncertainty three months later at T2 for job seekers,
suggesting that intensive searching might reflect a
sense of uncertainty, subsequently decreasing the like-
lihood of securing a full-time offer. The relationship
between job-search intensity and reemployment po-
tentially depends on job seekers’ clarity about what
kinds of jobs to seek and what actions to take to seek
them. Intensive job-search behaviors might best facili-
tate reemployment when individuals have a clear
goal. However, future studies are needed to test this
proposition.12 Another potential mediator that was
not empirically supported by our data is social under-
mining. Although social undermining perceived by
job seekers related to lower likelihood of reemploy-
ment success and less job satisfaction after reemploy-
ment, it was not significantly related to calling- or car-
eer-orientation incongruence. This suggests that
work-orientation incongruence does not necessarily
undermine couples’ relational dynamics; it simply in-
troduces a different perspective about the meaning of
work that introduces uncertainty for job seekers and
lower job satisfaction for their employed partners.

Theoretical Contributions
Our research makes several theoretical contributions.
First and foremost, our study draws attention to the
neglected role of romantic partners as a powerful so-
cial referent, whose perceptions serve as a source of
social influence in shaping individual work outcomes.
Drawing upon the social information-processing ap-
proach (Salancik and Pfeffer 1978), we suggest that ro-
mantic partners can influence work experiences and
attitudes by cueing perspectives about work reflected
by their work orientations. In addition to the estab-
lished mechanisms of partner influence reflected in
their emotional or behavioral expressions and em-
ployment status or gender roles, romantic partners
may also affect work outcomes through their percep-
tions of work.

Second, because work orientations are reflections of
one’s values, our findings about work-orientation in-
congruence suggests the potentially important impact
of sharing incongruent values with significant others
in shaping work experiences and outcomes. Research-
ers have long acknowledged the role that value con-
gruence between managers and coworkers or between
employees and organizations plays in influencing
everything from employees’ perceptions of support
(e.g., Hunt and Michael 1983, Turban and Dougherty
1994, Higgins and Kram 2001, and Wanberg et al.
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2003) to their interpretations of the job itself (Salancik
and Pfeffer 1978, Rice and Aydin 1991, Shetzer 1993).
However, research on value congruence has not taken
a broader view of the set of individuals that exists out-
side of work contexts, but affects work outcomes
nevertheless. More recently, Petriglieri and Obodaru
(2018) (see also Petriglieri 2019) suggested that differ-
ences in working values and goals have the potential
to seriously undermine or aid the employment trajec-
tories of couples. Their results suggest that shared
work values provide important support to both part-
ners in a couple. Our research suggests that shared
values might also help to reinforce couples’ certainty
about their future, their motivation, and facilitate their
career development. By examining the degree to
which romantic partners hold incongruent work ori-
entations, we find that this relationship is consequen-
tial in its own right in its influence on both partners’
work outcomes—whether one partner is employed or
unemployed, and even when the work is done in dif-
ferent occupations and organizations. Given that
many adults live in committed romantic relationships,
the impact of incongruence within couples on their
work is important to understand.

Third, we provide a constructive challenge to mean-
ing-of-work researchers by highlighting the possibility
that work meanings may not function solely at the
level of individuals or in their organizations. The vast
majority of research on the meaning of work has
treated meaning and its effects as occurring on either
the level of the individual employee or the employ-
ment contexts in which employees work (Bunderson
and Thompson 2009, Rosso et al. 2010, Grant 2012,
Schabram and Maitlis 2017, Carton 2018). Our find-
ings substantially broaden this focus by showing that
for both reemployment success and job attitudes, the
meaning of work at the dyadic level matters, even
after considering established individual-level predic-
tors of these outcomes, such as motivation, attachment
to work, and individual work orientation. We high-
light the importance of locating an individual’s work
orientation in its relational context because others’
work orientations, especially very close others, can af-
fect individual work outcomes. As such, the relational
context in which people are embedded deserves great-
er attention in meaning-of-work research. Relational
context may include not only romantic partners, but
also other important social referents, such as close
friends and colleagues.

Fourth, our research suggests a novel explanation
for why the meaning of work that individuals hold
may not consistently predict their reemployment out-
comes. Prior work has established a variety of rela-
tionships between the meanings ascribed to work and
the experience of transitions between jobs (e.g., Kauf-
man 1982 and Wrzesniewski 1999). Although some of

this research suggests that those holding more calling-
oriented meanings of work fare better in job transi-
tions (Wanberg et al. 1999), other work finds the op-
posite (Kaufman 1982). In our study, we find no direct
impact of individual work orientation on reemploy-
ment outcomes. Rather, the impact operates through
the incongruence of work orientation at the level of the
job seeker–partner dyad, an effect that may explain
these conflicting results. Thus, our work contributes to
calls for the inclusion of more context in micro-oriented
research (Cappelli and Sherer 1991), specifically shin-
ing light on the power of the relational context in shap-
ing individual outcomes.

Finally, we see our work as bridging micro and
macro perspectives on employment transitions by fo-
cusing on the job seeker–partner dyad. Although job
seekers and their partners have been a focus in previ-
ous research intended to unpack relational dynamics
during unemployment that reflect the support or
undermining exchanged in romantic relationships (Vi-
nokur et al. 1996), our study suggests that the impact
of partners moves beyond the provision of support or
undermining. By demonstrating that the impact of
calling-orientation incongruence influences the part-
ner as well as the job seeker, we hope to establish
early evidence of the value of examining attributes
such as perceptions, values, or beliefs in the relational
context to address questions on employment transi-
tions that have been either understood as the province
of the individual (i.e., micro) or studied within the
broader labor-market context (i.e., macro).

Practical Implications
Our study provides practical implications for job
seekers and those who aid them in making job transi-
tions. Coaches and employment counselors who sup-
port unemployed individuals can help them probe
both their own and their partners’work orientations in
order to provide deeper understanding of the mean-
ings driving their work, while not necessarily aligning
them. They can also help job seekers clarify their reem-
ployment goals to ameliorate feelings of uncertainty
resulting from calling-orientation incongruence. In this
way, the negative effects of calling-orientation incon-
gruence may be mitigated through improving cer-
tainty, clarity, and determination of both job seekers
and their partners.

In addition, our research has practical implications
for any organization that employs individuals with
partners. As suggested by our findings, job satisfac-
tion is undermined when partners hold incongruent
calling orientations, making salient contrasting as-
pects of work or criteria for job satisfaction that are
meaningful to the partner, but not the self. It may be
possible to help couples focus on the ways in which, to-
gether, they gain a full-spectrum experience of work.
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Facilitating an appreciation for this diversity of views
could ameliorate the influence that calling-orientation
incongruence has on individual job satisfaction. Thus,
one potential remedy for couples with incongruent call-
ing orientations might be to highlight for them the po-
tential benefits of incongruence. Although our research
finds that calling-orientation incongruence is associated
with negative work outcomes for both partners, an
intervention that trains couples to view their incongru-
ence as complementarity might counteract these nega-
tive effects. Although an intervention is beyond the
scope of the current study, it can be an opportunity for
future research, which we turn to discussing in detail in
the next section.

Limitations and Future Research
Our contributions are qualified by the limitations of
our study, which should be addressed in future re-
search. First, the data we used were collected about 20
years ago; people’s relationships with their work,
with their romantic partners, and their experience of
employment transitions might have changed over this
time period, calling into question whether our find-
ings still hold in the current era. Given that this is an
important concern, we have considered some key
changes over the past 20 years and speculated how
they might affect our findings. We conclude that our
findings are likely still relevant for several reasons.
First, people are placing more emphasis on doing pur-
poseful work (Achor et al. 2018, Cassar and Meier
2018); thus, conversations between partners about the
meaning of work are likely to become more frequent;
incongruent work orientations, if present, and their ef-
fects are also likely to become more salient. Second, it
is true that as employment transitions, either volun-
tary or involuntary, become more common and the
use of alternative work arrangements in the gig econ-
omy increase (Kalleberg 2009, Spreitzer et al. 2017),
unemployment might represent less of a disruption
now than it did 20 years ago. Nevertheless, increas-
ingly unstable employment relationships also produce
a stronger sense of precariousness among employees
(Kalleberg 2009, Kalleberg and Vallas 2017), as re-
flected in recent findings that psychological distress
has increased among adults over time (National Cen-
ter for Health Statistics 2017). Given that feelings of
uncertainty about the future are an important cause of
psychological distress (Kessler et al. 2002, Mirowsky
and Ross 2017), the mediator we identified is likely to
remain relevant for employees in the modern work-
force. Furthermore, unstable and more distant em-
ployment relationships suggest that people’s interac-
tions and relationships with colleagues (or former
colleagues) likely become weaker, potentially making
their romantic partner a more important source of in-
fluence. Although we believe that our findings have

important implications for contemporaneous dynam-
ics of work orientations, romantic relationships, and
employment, we acknowledge the age of our data set
and encourage future research to test our theoretical
propositions with current data.

Our second limitation concerns the nature of our
sample and the challenges it can bring to the general-
izability of our findings about the effects of calling-
orientation incongruence on job satisfaction. Although
we theorized and hypothesized that, in general, cou-
ples’ incongruent work orientations would relate to
lower job satisfaction for both partners, we tested the
hypothesis with participants who either had recently
experienced unemployment themselves or whose ro-
mantic partners were experiencing unemployment. It
is plausible that the salience of unemployment might
prompt individuals to appreciate their employment
more, thus attenuating the negative effect of calling-
orientation incongruence on job satisfaction, making it
a more conservative test for our theorizing. However,
the salience of unemployment in our sample could
also influence participants’ job satisfaction in ways
that we are unaware of, making our findings less gen-
eralizable to other settings. Future research should
test the relationship between couples’ work-orienta-
tion incongruence and job satisfaction among partici-
pants who are gainfully employed, and not beset by
recent experiences of unemployment.

Third, the mediator we identified driving the rela-
tionship between calling-orientation incongruence
and job seekers’ work outcomes reflects the cognitive
and emotional state of uncertainty. However, there
may be other concurrent or subsequent mediators.
Further studies are needed to identify the presence
and strength of other possible mechanisms, especially
behavioral mechanisms, in relation to the effects we
found. For example, as calling-orientation incongru-
ence increased uncertainty about the future among
job seekers, it is possible that their uncertainty scat-
tered the focus of the job search itself, leading job
seekers to apply for work that is a poor fit for their in-
terests or qualifications, thus undermining reemploy-
ment outcomes. In addition, future research could in-
vestigate potential moderators, such as the extent to
which romantic partners communicate about their
work orientations and how open individuals are to
partners holding different views of work.

Fourth, our study utilized data from job seeker and
partner self-reports and, thus, suffers from the known
shortcomings of data collected in this manner. Although
work orientation is best assessed by using data provided
by participants themselves, future research on work
orientation and reemployment outcomes could seek in-
dependent employment data to ascertain reemployment
status and quality without relying on self-reports. Fur-
ther, additional data-collection waves and response
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formats should be employed to better separate predictor
and criterion variables (Podsakoff et al. 2003).

Finally, our study only considered the impact of dyad-
ic-level dynamics between romantic partners in the con-
text of employment transitions. Future research on work
orientations should continue to investigate this construct
at the dyadic level, assessing its effects in other contexts,
thus further revealing the role it plays in individuals’ ex-
periences working in or transitioning between organiza-
tions. The impact of incongruent calling orientations on
job seekers’ reemployment probability and partners’ job
satisfaction suggests that there is interesting work to be
done to understand the ways in which incongruence af-
fects other employment processes as well. For example,
might calling (or career) incongruence in couples affect
the rate at which promotions are accepted? Might calling
(or career) incongruence create less employment stability
over time, with couples finding it more likely that they
voluntarily seek job changes in an effort to findmore satis-
faction with their work? Taking an even longer view,
might children of incongruent partnerships struggle
more with developing an understanding of what work
does, or should, mean? Furthermore, to the extent that
colleagues, compared with romantic partners, might be
more relevant social referents for work orientations, giv-
en their shared experience of the same work domain,
examining romantic partners might have provided us
with a conservative test of the influences of work-orien-
tation incongruence. In other words, if significant associ-
ations between work-orientation incongruence and
work outcomes are found among romantic couples, it is
possible that similar dyadic dynamics could also occur
between individuals and their closest colleagues at
work. We encourage future research to examine similar
dyadic dynamics among colleagues.

Conclusion
Our research suggests that when individuals and their
romantic partners share incongruent calling orienta-
tions, they can be influenced, perhaps unknowingly, by
their significant others and experience negative effects
in the work domain. The congruence that couples ex-
perience in their views of work as a calling is associated
with job seekers making successful transitions and part-
ners’ experience of job satisfaction. Our research sug-
gests that, at the heart of our experience of work, our
closest relational partners can serve as powerful social
referents. Their cues about what meaning they focus on
from their work matter for the experiences we have of
our own work, suggesting another important way in
which romantic partners shape our work outcomes.
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Endnotes
1 According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (Bregger and Haugen
1995), being unemployed for more than 15 weeks indicates long-
term unemployment. Individuals in this category are likely to mani-
fest significantly different attitudes toward work (e.g., focusing
more on financial aspects of work).
2 Marital status was not a significant predictor in our analyses, and
thus was not included as a control variable.
3 We conducted independent-sample t-tests to compare respond-
ents with nonrespondents at both time points on the demographic
and work-orientation variables measured at T1 to examine whether
respondents at T2 and T3 differed significantly from nonrespond-
ents. Job seekers responding at T2 and T3 were more likely to be fe-
male and white (while partners responding were more likely to be
male and white) than nonrespondents. Partners responding at T2
were older, and those responding at T3 had lower career-orienta-
tion scores than nonrespondents.
4 Using confirmatory factor analysis, we established a measurement
model of the work-orientation subscales, using the comparative fit in-
dex, or CFI, to estimate the fit of the measurement model to the data.
A fit score greater than 0.90 is indicative of an acceptable fit of the
model to the data. The CFI for this measurement model of work orien-
tation was 0.96, the Lisrel AGFI (adjusted goodness-of-fit index) was
0.95, and RMSEA is 0.07, indicating that the item structure of the sub-
scales was satisfactory and that this model was superior to the one-fac-
tor model. The same two factors of job/calling orientation (factor 1)
and career orientation (factor 2) emerged in a principal components
factor analysis using varimax rotation and retaining factors with eigen-
values greater than 1.0. In addition, we also ran the analyses with all
items from the work-orientation scale (i.e., without adjustments) and
found that retaining all items in the calling-orientation and the career-
orientation scales did not change the overall pattern of our findings.
5 As a robustness check, we conducted our analyses using reem-
ployment status with 35 hours as the criterion and obtained similar
results. We also calculated the length of unemployment—that is,
the number of days between the unemployment date and new job
start date. Results show that among job seekers who were reem-
ployed at full-time jobs (i.e., 40 hours or more) at T3, calling incon-
gruence was associated with a longer period of unemployment.
6 We also included job seekers’ and partners’ occupations and
whether they held different occupations as control variables. Be-
cause this had no significant effect on the outcome variables in this
study and did not change the significance of other variables in all
regressions, we excluded these variables from our analyses.
7 Results are largely similar when T1, instead of T3, job satisfaction
is included (NNFI � 0.98, CFI � 0.98, and SRMR � 0.04).
8 We also measured work orientations at T3 and examined their sta-
bility over six months. For job seekers, the correlation between call-
ing orientation at T1 and T3 was r � 0.54; the correlation between
career orientation at T1 and T3 was r � 0.50. For partners, the correl-
ation between calling orientation at T1 and T3 was r � 0.65; the cor-
relation between career orientation at T1 and T3 was r � 0.68. Tes-
t–retest stability is constrained by the reliabilities of the scales at
both time points (Nunnally 1978). For job seekers, calling- and
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career-orientation score had reliabilities of 0.73 and 0.77 at time 1
and reliabilities of 0.75 and 0.80 at time 3, respectively. As a result,
the stability of calling score and career score can be no higher than
0.73 and 0.77, respectively, and such a stability would indicate very
little to no change in true score from time 1 to time 3. Although it is
likely that the employment transition experienced by the respond-
ents accounted for some of the change in work-orientation scores
over the course of the study, the level of stability is quite high when
reliabilities of the measures are considered. In addition, at T1, the
correlation between job seekers’ and partners’ calling orientation
was r � 0.08; the correlation between job seekers’ and partners’ car-
eer orientation was r � 0.21. At T3, the correlation between job
seekers’ and partners’ calling orientation was very close to T1, at r �
0.09, while the correlation between job seekers’ and partners’ career
orientation was the same as it was at T1, r � 0.21.
9 The distribution of the difference in calling orientation between
job seekers and partners is as follows: −3 ~ −1 (N � 199, 16%), −0.99
~ −0.01 (N � 348, 28%), 0 (N � 125, 10%), 0.01 ~ 0.99 (N � 380, 30%),
and 1 ~ 3 (N � 205, 16%). The distribution of the difference in career
orientation between job seekers and partners is as follows: −3 ~ −1
(N � 267, 21%), −0.99 ~ −0.01 (N � 144, 11%), 0 (N � 245, 19%), 0.01
~ 0.99 (N � 190, 15%), and 1 ~ 3 (N � 411, 33%).
10 In a separate analysis, we included job seekers’ reemployment sta-
tus at time 3 as a control variable to test whether it affects their em-
ployed partners’ job satisfaction at time 3. Results show that it had no
significant effect on the outcome variable and the model; therefore, we
did not include job seekers’ reemployment status in the regression.
11 We tested this possibility by examining the relationship between
how long reemployed job seekers had been in their new jobs and
their job satisfaction. At T3, reemployed job seekers indicated how
many weeks they had worked in their new jobs. Those in the job
longer reported less job satisfaction (r � −0.24, p < 0.001), suggest-
ing that those who had more recently started their new jobs experi-
enced more job satisfaction, reflective of a honeymoon effect.
12 We tested and found support for the proposition that uncertainty
would moderate the relationship between job-search intensity and
reemployment probability. The negative effect of job-search inten-
sity on reemployment likelihood was stronger when job seekers re-
ported stronger feelings of uncertainty (β � −0.38, p < 0.05).
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