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Abstract  

In Australia, accessing income support from the government during periods of 

unemployment involves the acceptance of a set of mandatory activity requirements, one of 

which is engagement in a reemployment program known as the employment services 

system.  Whilst programs of this nature have been aimed at improving the job prospects of 

unemployed people, little, if any, research has considered the degree to which the 

motivation and mental health of unemployed people might be impacted by the system itself.  

Taking a self-determination theory perspective, the primary aim of this study was to identify 

the extent to which jobseekers experience employment services as need supportive or 

need thwarting, the consequences of that experience for their psychological need 

satisfaction or frustration, and resultant jobseeker mental health (well-being and ill-being) 

and job search behaviour outcomes.   

Using longitudinal data collected via online surveys, a mediation analysis tested the 

hypotheses that when jobseekers experienced the employment services system as 

supportive of their psychological need for autonomy, competence and relatedness, better 

mental health outcomes and job search activities would ensue, whereas experiencing the 

system as thwarting these needs would predict poorer outcomes.  The hypotheses for need 

thwarting were supported for the mental health outcomes for competence and relatedness, 

but not for autonomy, whereas for the effect of need support on mental health, relatedness 

was found to be the primary influence.  For the job search outcomes, an indirect effect of 

need thwarting on job search intentions via the need for competence was found, but need 

support was not related to the job search outcomes.   

An exploratory qualitative analysis using the open comments data from the same 

online surveys found additional support for the results of our quantitative study therein, 

namely, that participants felt those they interacted with did not care about them 

(relatedness thwarting) and that they received no practical assistance, thus thwarting their 
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competence need.  The qualitative analysis offered additional insights on the job search 

journey of participants, in particular, the experience of age discrimination by employers for 

mature age workers, and jobseekers’ frustration at the lack of feedback they received from 

employers.  

Overall, the conclusions reached from this study are that unemployed people 

experience the employment services system as unhelpful and ineffective in assisting them 

to secure employment, and that engagement with the system is more likely than not to have 

an adverse effect on their mental health and job search intentions.  Our findings provide 

support for the application of self-determination theory in a new context, a mandatory 

employment services program, with evidence found that both need supportive and need 

thwarting interactions can have an impact on unemployed people primarily through the 

need for relatedness and competence.     

  



3 
 

 
 

   

Table of Contents 

Declaration............................................................................................................................................ i 

Acknowledgment of Country ............................................................................................................. ii 

Funding Source Acknowledgement .................................................................................................. ii 

Acknowledgements ........................................................................................................................... iii 

Abstract ................................................................................................................................................ 1 

Table of Contents ................................................................................................................................ 3 

List of Tables ..................................................................................................................................... 11 

List of Figures ................................................................................................................................... 13 

Abbreviations .................................................................................................................................... 14 

Preface ............................................................................................................................................... 15 

Chapter 1: Introduction .................................................................................................................... 17 

Background to the Research Problem ........................................................................................... 17 

The Foundational Assumptions of the Employment Services System .......................................... 18 

Taking a Different Perspective ....................................................................................................... 20 

Self-Determination Theory ............................................................................................................. 21 

The Importance of Social Context in SDT ..................................................................................... 22 

Significance of the Study ............................................................................................................... 24 

Research Question ........................................................................................................................ 25 

Structure of the Thesis ................................................................................................................... 25 

Chapter 2: From Welfare to ‘Workfare’ ........................................................................................... 27 

Chapter Overview .......................................................................................................................... 27 

The ’Problem’ of Welfare Dependency .......................................................................................... 27 

From Government to Private Employment Services ..................................................................... 29 

The Intersecting Roles of Centrelink and Employment Services Providers .................................. 32 

The Role of Centrelink .............................................................................................................. 32 

Jobseeker Employability and ESP Remuneration .................................................................... 33 

Beliefs and Attitudes in Employment Services .............................................................................. 34 



4 
 

 
 

   

Chapter Summary .......................................................................................................................... 37 

Chapter 3:  Getting People to Work - The Role of Compliance in Employment Services ......... 38 

Chapter Overview .......................................................................................................................... 38 

Welfare Conditionality and Mutual Obligations Requirements ...................................................... 38 

Mutual Obligations and the ‘Job Plan’ ........................................................................................... 39 

The Primacy of Compliance and Work First .................................................................................. 41 

The Targeted Compliance Framework .......................................................................................... 42 

How Strict are Australia’s Requirements? ..................................................................................... 43 

The Argument for Requirements and Sanctions ........................................................................... 44 

The Downside of Sanctions ........................................................................................................... 45 

Chapter Summary .......................................................................................................................... 47 

Chapter 4:  Helping People to Secure Work - The Reemployment Intervention ........................ 48 

Chapter Overview .......................................................................................................................... 48 

The Employability Function ............................................................................................................ 48 

What do Reemployment Interventions Do? .............................................................................. 48 

The Dual Role of ECs: Activation in jobactive .......................................................................... 49 

The Notion of Employability ...................................................................................................... 52 

The Labour Exchange Function ..................................................................................................... 53 

The Notion of a ‘Job Board’ ...................................................................................................... 53 

Incentives for Employers .......................................................................................................... 54 

Job Brokerage .......................................................................................................................... 55 

Marketing Employment Services .............................................................................................. 55 

The Job Search and Reemployment Literature ............................................................................. 56 

Models of Job Search Success ..................................................................................................... 57 

Chapter Summary .......................................................................................................................... 58 

Chapter 5:  Literature Review - Employment Services from the Perspective of ........................ 59 

Self-determination Theory ............................................................................................................... 59 

Chapter Overview .......................................................................................................................... 59 



5 
 

 
 

   

Quality of Motivation in SDT .......................................................................................................... 59 

Cross Domain Studies in SDT ....................................................................................................... 61 

What is Autonomy Support? .......................................................................................................... 62 

What Autonomy Support is Not ..................................................................................................... 63 

Autonomy Support and Job Search ............................................................................................... 63 

Compliance and the Thwarting of Autonomy ................................................................................. 65 

The Unintended Consequences of Control ................................................................................... 67 

Competence and Competence Support ........................................................................................ 68 

Supporting Autonomy and Competence................................................................................... 69 

Thwarting Competence............................................................................................................. 71 

Relatedness ................................................................................................................................... 73 

Thwarting Relatedness and the Pain of Unsuccessful Job Search .......................................... 74 

Supporting All Three Needs ........................................................................................................... 76 

Thwarting All Three Needs ............................................................................................................ 77 

Support Versus Thwarting Psychological Needs ........................................................................... 78 

Dissatisfaction Versus Frustration of the Psychological Needs .................................................... 78 

Testing Labour Market Assumptions ............................................................................................. 80 

Presenting the Research Questions and Conceptual Framework ................................................ 82 

Research Questions and Study Outcomes ................................................................................... 83 

Research Question Part One: Employment Services and Mental Health ..................................... 84 

Hypotheses for Mental Health Outcomes ................................................................................. 85 

Research Question Part Two: Employment Services and Job Search Activities .......................... 86 

Job Search Intentions ............................................................................................................... 87 

Job Search Behaviour .............................................................................................................. 87 

Hypotheses for Voluntary Job Search Activities Outcome ....................................................... 90 

Chapter Summary .......................................................................................................................... 91 

Chapter 6:  Methodology .................................................................................................................. 92 

The Research Approach ................................................................................................................ 92 

Research Methods ......................................................................................................................... 94 



6 
 

 
 

   

Population of Interest ..................................................................................................................... 94 

Recruitment Strategy ..................................................................................................................... 95 

Ethical Considerations ................................................................................................................... 96 

Study Participants .......................................................................................................................... 96 

Research Design ......................................................................................................................... 101 

Design Amendments ................................................................................................................... 104 

Time Point Considerations ........................................................................................................... 104 

Data Collection ............................................................................................................................. 105 

Time Lag Comparison ................................................................................................................. 107 

Qualitative Data ........................................................................................................................... 108 

Measures ..................................................................................................................................... 108 

Independent Variables ................................................................................................................. 108 

Need Support and Need Thwarting ........................................................................................ 108 

Mediating Variables ..................................................................................................................... 110 

Need Satisfaction and Frustration .......................................................................................... 110 

Job Search Intentions ............................................................................................................. 110 

Outcome Variables ...................................................................................................................... 111 

Voluntary Job Search Activities .............................................................................................. 111 

Mental Health Outcomes ........................................................................................................ 111 

The Selection of Control Variables .............................................................................................. 112 

Conclusion ................................................................................................................................... 114 

Chapter 7:  Quantitative Analysis and Results ............................................................................ 116 

Introduction .................................................................................................................................. 116 

Data Preparation .......................................................................................................................... 116 

Tests for Normality ....................................................................................................................... 116 

Missing Data Handling ................................................................................................................. 117 

Missing Data Analysis .................................................................................................................. 117 

Non-response Patterns ........................................................................................................... 117 

Non-response Rates ............................................................................................................... 118 



7 
 

 
 

   

Non-response Mechanisms .................................................................................................... 121 

Missing Data Treatment ............................................................................................................... 122 

Construct Validity ......................................................................................................................... 123 

Need Support and Thwarting at Time 1 ....................................................................................... 124 

Need Satisfaction and Need Frustration at Time 2 ...................................................................... 129 

Mental Health Outcomes ............................................................................................................. 132 

Ill-being at Time 2 ................................................................................................................... 132 

Well-being at Time 2 ............................................................................................................... 132 

Further Consideration of the Dataset........................................................................................... 133 

Descriptive Statistics for Datasets ............................................................................................... 135 

Correlations Among Variables ..................................................................................................... 138 

The Inclusion of Control Variables ............................................................................................... 140 

Mediation Analysis Approach ...................................................................................................... 141 

Overview of Mediation Analysis ................................................................................................... 141 

Specifying the Hypothesised Structural Model ............................................................................ 144 

Analysis of Paths Between Hypothesised Model Variables ........................................................ 146 

Mediation Analysis Results for Hypothesised Model with Control Variables .............................. 149 

Mental Health Outcomes ............................................................................................................. 149 

ESP Need Support to Jobseeker Well-being.......................................................................... 149 

ESP Need Support to Jobseeker Ill-being .............................................................................. 149 

ESP Need Thwarting to Jobseeker Well-being ...................................................................... 150 

ESP Need Thwarting to Jobseeker Ill-being ........................................................................... 150 

Voluntary Job Search Outcome ................................................................................................... 152 

ESP Need Support and Need Thwarting to Voluntary Job Search Activities ......................... 152 

The Impact of Control Variables .................................................................................................. 153 

Testing Model Replicability .......................................................................................................... 157 

Replication Model Analysis .......................................................................................................... 157 

Specifying the Replication Structural Model ................................................................................ 157 

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations Among Variables............................................................ 159 



8 
 

 
 

   

Comparison of Path Coefficients ................................................................................................. 162 

Mediation Analysis for Replication Model .................................................................................... 166 

Chapter 8:  Discussion of Quantitative Results........................................................................... 170 

Reviewing the Model and Research Questions ........................................................................... 170 

The Role of Relatedness on Mental Health ................................................................................. 171 

The Role of Competence on Mental Health ................................................................................ 172 

What About Autonomy and Mental Health? ................................................................................ 173 

Voluntary Job Search Behaviour ................................................................................................. 174 

Need Support and Voluntary Job Search Activities ..................................................................... 174 

The Role of Competence in Job Search ...................................................................................... 175 

What About Autonomy and Relatedness and Job Search Behaviour? ....................................... 177 

Need Support versus Need Thwarting......................................................................................... 177 

The Role of the Control Variables ................................................................................................ 178 

Chapter Summary ........................................................................................................................ 179 

Chapter 9:  Qualitative Analysis .................................................................................................... 180 

Introduction .................................................................................................................................. 180 

Qualitative Data Collection .......................................................................................................... 181 

Qualitative Data Sample .............................................................................................................. 181 

Descriptive Statistics .................................................................................................................... 182 

Qualitative Data Analysis ............................................................................................................. 185 

Data Coding ................................................................................................................................. 186 

Participant Perspectives on the Macro Environment ................................................................... 188 

Labour Market Demand and Supply ............................................................................................ 188 

Supply of Labour ..................................................................................................................... 188 

Demand for Labour ................................................................................................................. 189 

Skills and Experience ............................................................................................................. 189 

Lack of Experience ................................................................................................................. 191 

Geography .............................................................................................................................. 192 



9 
 

 
 

   

No Feedback from Employers ................................................................................................ 193 

Participant Attributes ............................................................................................................... 194 

Mature Age Participants ......................................................................................................... 194 

Caring Responsibilities ........................................................................................................... 197 

Own Health and Disability....................................................................................................... 198 

Disclosure ............................................................................................................................... 199 

Participant Perspectives on Employment Services ..................................................................... 200 

Compliance Function .............................................................................................................. 200 

Number of Job Applications Required .................................................................................... 201 

Making Contact, Keeping Appointments ................................................................................ 202 

What Happens in Appointments? ........................................................................................... 203 

Complying with the Job Search Activity Requirements .......................................................... 204 

Complying with the Work First Requirement .......................................................................... 205 

Work-related Activities ............................................................................................................ 207 

The Matter of Time and Money .............................................................................................. 209 

Summary of Perspectives on the Compliance Function ......................................................... 210 

Labour Market Exchange Function .............................................................................................. 211 

Summary of Perspectives on the Labour Market Exchange Function ................................... 212 

Employability Function ................................................................................................................. 212 

Providing Assistance .............................................................................................................. 212 

Staff Turnover ......................................................................................................................... 213 

Improving Employment Prospects .......................................................................................... 214 

The Psychological Impacts of the Job Search Experience.......................................................... 217 

Positive Comments ................................................................................................................. 219 

How the System Operates ...................................................................................................... 221 

Chapter Conclusion ..................................................................................................................... 222 

Chapter 10:  Conclusion and General Discussion ...................................................................... 224 

Overview of Study ........................................................................................................................ 224 

Implications for Policy and Practice ............................................................................................. 224 



10 
 

 
 

   

The Downstream Effects of Assumptions ............................................................................... 227 

The Questionable Logic of Job Search Requirements ........................................................... 229 

Conflicts and Competing Priorities ......................................................................................... 230 

The View from Employment Services ..................................................................................... 239 

The New Employment Services Model ................................................................................... 241 

Reconsidering Employment Services ..................................................................................... 244 

Theoretical Implications ............................................................................................................... 246 

Self-determination Theory ...................................................................................................... 247 

The Reemployment Literature ................................................................................................ 250 

Public Policy ........................................................................................................................... 251 

Limitations .................................................................................................................................... 252 

Thesis Conclusion........................................................................................................................ 254 

References ....................................................................................................................................... 255 

Appendices ...................................................................................................................................... 290 

Appendix A: Example 1 of Job Brokerage Offering by ESPs ...................................................... 290 

Appendix B:  Example 2 of Job Brokerage Offering by ESP ....................................................... 291 

Appendix C: Explainer video – link and transcript ....................................................................... 292 

Appendix D: Email to participants from ESPs to their client base ............................................... 294 

Appendix E: Social Media Post Examples ................................................................................... 295 

Appendix F: Participant information sheet ................................................................................... 299 

Appendix G: All Items in Need Support and Thwarting Scale ..................................................... 304 

Appendix H: All Items in Need Satisfaction and Need Frustration Scale .................................... 306 

Appendix I: Proportion of Missing Data on Need Support and Need Thwarting Items ............... 307 

Appendix J: Proportion of Missing Data on Time 2 Measurement Models.................................. 309 

 

 

  



11 
 

 
 

   

List of Tables 

Table 1    Operational Definitions of Autonomy Supportive Behaviours ............................................. 62 

Table 2    Adapted Preparatory and Active Job Search Behaviour Items .......................................... 89 

Table 3    Demographics for Sample and Population of Interest ........................................................ 99 

Table 4    Time Points of Data Collected for all Study Variables ...................................................... 103 

Table 5    Comparison of Actual Time Lag (in Days) Between Data Collection Points for 

Hypothesised and Replication Models .............................................................................................. 107 

Table 6    Pattern of Missing Data and Number of Cases per Pattern ............................................. 119 

Table 7    Percentage of Missing Data for Hypothesised and Replication Models ........................... 120 

Table 8    Correlations Between Selected Auxiliary Variables and Relevant Outcome Variables ... 123 

Table 9    Goodness-of-fit Statistics for Time 1 Measurement and Alternative Models for Need 

Support and Need Thwarting ............................................................................................................ 125 

Table 10   Standardised Factor Loadings for the Final Time 1 Need Support and Need Thwarting 

Measurement Model ......................................................................................................................... 127 

Table 11   Goodness-of-fit Statistics for Time 2 Measurement Model and Alternative Models of T2 

Need Satisfaction and Need Frustration ........................................................................................... 130 

Table 12   Correlations Among Factors in Final 4-Factor Time 2 Need Satisfaction and Need 

Frustration Measurement Model ....................................................................................................... 130 

Table 13   Standardised Factor Loadings for Final Time 2 Need Satisfaction and Need Frustration 

Measurement Model ......................................................................................................................... 131 

Table 14   Standardised Factor Loadings for the Ill-being Measurement Model .............................. 132 

Table 15   Demographics for Hypothesised and Replication Model Samples and Merged Dataset 136 

Table 16   Means, Standard Deviations and Correlations Among Hypothesised Model Variables and 

Control Variables .............................................................................................................................. 139 

Table 17   Correlations Between Potential Control and Hypothesised Model’s Outcome Variables 140 

Table 18   Modifications Indices Output for Hypothesised Model ..................................................... 145 

Table 19   Standardised Path Coefficients for Hypothesised Model with R-squared Statistic ......... 148 

Table 20   Effects of Need Support and Need Thwarting at Time 1 on Well-being and Ill-being at 

Time 2 with Control Variables ........................................................................................................... 151 

Table 21   Effects of Need Support and Need Thwarting at Time 1 on Voluntary Job Search Activities 

at Time 4 with Control Variables ....................................................................................................... 153 

Table 22   Comparison of Effects for Hypothesised Model With Control Variables and Without 

Control Variables for Mental Health Outcomes ................................................................................ 155 

Table 23   Comparison of Effects for Hypothesised Model With and Without Control Variables for Job 

Search Behaviour Outcomes ............................................................................................................ 156 

Table 24   Goodness of Fit Statistics for Respecification Process for Replication Model and 

Comparison with Hypothesised Model ............................................................................................. 158 



12 
 

 
 

   

Table 25   Correlations Among Variables in Replication Model with Comparison to Hypothesised 

Model ................................................................................................................................................ 160 

Table 26   Comparison of Path Coefficients Between Hypothesised and Replication Models ........ 164 

Table 27   Comparison of Effects for Mental Health Outcomes Between Hypothesised and 

Replication Models ............................................................................................................................ 167 

Table 28   Comparison of Effects for Voluntary Job Search Activities Between Hypothesised and 

Replication Models ............................................................................................................................ 169 

Table 29   Number of Comments Provided by Participants at Each Time Point .............................. 181 

Table 30   Comparison of Demographics Between Qualitative and Total Merged Datasets ........... 183 

  



13 
 

 
 

   

List of Figures 

Figure 1    Conceptual Framework  for the Mental Health Outcome Variables .................................. 85 

Figure 2    Conceptual Framework for the Job Search Behaviour Outcome Variables ...................... 90 

Figure 4    Timeline of Data Collection for Hypothesised Model and Replication Analysis Models . 102 

Figure 5    Direct, Indirect and Specific Indirect Effect Paths ........................................................... 141 

Figure 6    Final Respecified Hypothesised Structural Model with Standardised Path Coefficients . 147 

Figure 7    Final Respecified Replication Structural Model with Standardised Path Coefficients ..... 163 

Figure 8    Categories of Difficulty of Finding Employment Rated by Unemployed People ............. 186 

 

 

 

  



14 
 

 
 

   

Abbreviations 

 

ALMP Active Labour Market Policy/Program 

DES Disability Employment Services 

EC Employment Consultant 

ESP  Employment Services Provider 

JSCI Jobseeker Classification Instrument 

NPM New Public Management 

SDT Self-determination Theory 

  



15 
 

 
 

   

Preface 

The catalyst for this study was my observations of the employment services 

system’s failure to help a family member find meaningful and sustainable work; a person 

who I know to be a hard worker but one who has struggled to find a place in the world of 

work.  I wondered at why the employment consultants (ECs) who were meant to assist him 

continued to place him in jobs that he had previously been unable to sustain, the result of 

which were significant blows to his self-esteem and motivation to continue to try.  I asked 

myself whether there was more they could be doing to support people in this situation. 

As a business person, I had successfully used a variety of frameworks from the field 

of organisation psychology, including the concepts of person-job fit to match people’s skills 

and interests with tasks, and work design techniques to customise job roles to engender a 

more autonomously motivated workforce.  After advocating this approach with a national 

disability provider, I was invited to develop and deliver a series of workshops to their ECs, 

the frontline staff who worked with jobseekers.  For simplicity, I used Holland’s model of 

vocational interests (Holland, 1959, 1966, 1997; Holland et al., 1993), a typology which 

could be used identify a jobseeker’s work interests, and underpinned the approach with 

self-determination theory, which proposed that when people are more intrinsically or 

autonomously motivated they are more likely to sustain greater effort over time (Ryan & 

Deci, 2017).   

Whist delivering the training, however, I realised there were two key barriers to the 

adoption of this approach.  First, due to large caseloads, ECs believed they didn’t have time 

available for this level of interaction with jobseekers: they were simply too busy.  Second, it 

became clear that ECs were uncomfortable with the idea that a jobseeker should be 

encouraged to consider a particular job or work type that was suited to them.  Several 

reasons emerged for this view: a) the ECs usually had no capacity to place them in jobs 

other than those they had connections to, typically specific entry level roles such as 
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supermarket shelf stacking or cleaning; b) training to move into a particular job is unlikely to 

have been readily or easily approved; or c) there were simply no jobs of that nature 

available in their area.  In other words, what I had failed to consider, and what underpinned 

the attitudes of the ECs, was the strength of the embedded ‘work first’ imperative of the 

system and the remuneration structure that compels them to place an unemployed person 

into a job, any job, as quickly as possible regardless of its suitability or sustainability for that 

person.  So even though many of the ECs who attended these workshops were committed 

to helping unemployed people and saw the value in this longer term approach, it was 

essentially inconsistent with the policy imperative that drives the system, that is, to get 

people into a job and off income support.  

In an attempt to make a contribution to both practice and policy, my thesis was 

originally designed to examine the socio-contextual and individual level factors that 

influenced how ECs motivated jobseekers, and, following the work that had been conducted 

extensively in education, whether a professional development workshop (an intervention) 

could change the motivating styles of ECs to be more need supportive.  I had partnered 

with a large employment services provider (who subsequently supported my current thesis) 

to deliver the intervention but when Covid-19 struck, their capacity to support such a 

program was significantly diminished due to the large influx of newly unemployed people.  

Consequently, shortly after my first project milestone had been presented and approved, 

the study was re-designed to the topic of the study to be presented which instead examines 

the impacts of the system on unemployed people through the lens of self-determination 

theory. 

 I provide this information to the reader as background to the present enquiry, and 

for transparency, to make explicit my personal interest in the field.  Throughout the study, I 

have been aware that my knowledge and experience could be both an asset and a source 

of potential bias, and have, at all times, attempted to approach the study with the utmost 

integrity and commitment to the value of rigorous evidence-based research.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Background to the Research Problem 

Unemployment is viewed as a significant problem for many western societies and 

the cost of providing income support to unemployed people considered an economic 

burden.  Consequently, governments have developed policies and reemployment 

intervention programs to improve both the unemployed person’s capacity and their 

motivation to participate in the workforce.  The policies, known as active labour market 

policies (ALMPs), have increasingly adopted requirements for receipt of payments. Known 

in Australia as mutual obligation requirements, these include mandatory participation in 

employment services programs, prescribed job application numbers, active monitoring of 

job search behaviour, and sanctions (including withdrawal of income support) for non-

compliance with program requirements.   

In Australia, whilst the Commonwealth government sets welfare policy and manages 

income support payments to unemployed people via its agency Centrelink, the provision of 

employment services intended to assist people to find and sustain employment is 

undertaken by contracted providers.  The face-to-face services are delivered to 

unemployed people by the frontline workers, or Employment Consultants (ECs), of a range 

of for-profit and mission-based organisations referred to as Employment Services Providers 

(ESPs).  These organisations are remunerated based on ‘outcomes’, that is, they are paid a 

fee by the government when they place the individual jobseeker into paid employment (if 

that employment is sustained for a prescribed period of time) or when the jobseeker is 

placed into an approved activity, such as a training course.  It might be noted that ESPs, 

and by extension their ECs, are also contractually obligated to monitor the jobseeker’s 

compliance with their mutual obligation requirements and to apply financial sanctions for 

any non-compliance.  
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The Foundational Assumptions of the Employment Services System 

It can be argued that several interrelated, implicit assumptions underpin the current 

employment services system; a set of self-perpetuating arguments which we propose are 

premised on a particular view of human nature.  First is an attribution related to the reasons 

why ‘other’ people are unemployed.  In turn, these attributions prescribe particular solutions 

to the problem.  Following the work of Furnham et al. (1989; 1987; 2016) these lay 

explanations of unemployment can be classified into three groups: individualistic/internal 

attributions, i.e., the unemployed person is unmotivated; fatalistic/chance/involuntary 

attributions, i.e., the unemployed person’s circumstances are outside of their control, as is 

the case with disability or an accident; or societal/external attributions, such as labour 

market conditions or the education levels provided by a society.  As Sheehan (2021) 

argues, remaining unemployed is most often viewed as a function of the jobseekers’ 

‘individual deficiency’, such as poor motivation, lack of skills, or personal barriers rather 

than external factors, such labour market conditions and economic cycles (Sheehan, 2021), 

and consequently unemployment programs, such as the one that is the subject of this 

study, are focused on correcting the deficits of the individual (see also Sol et al., 2011). 

Whilst ‘involuntary’ unemployment (such as forced redundancy or a temporary 

disability) may be a more socially acceptable explanation for becoming unemployed, 

remaining unemployed is often viewed as an indicator that an unemployed person is simply 

not trying hard enough to find work.  This is premised on a further assumption that there are 

jobs ‘out there’ for those who want them; a presumption that is arguably perpetuated by 

media reports of labour shortages in certain labour market sectors such as agriculture or 

aged care and commentary of how hard it is to get workers.  Thus, sustained engagement 

in job search activities is considered a behavioural demonstration that an unemployed 

person wants to work, whilst the converse is also held to be true; that not sustaining high 

job search effort is evidence that a person does not want to work.   Accordingly, the design 
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of a system predicated on these assumptions would naturally include a focus on high and 

sustained levels of job search activities.    

A related assumption is that not finding employment is the result of unemployed 

people being ‘too choosy’ about the type of job they would accept, or in the words of then 

Minister for Employment, Tony Abbott in 1999 that unemployed people were being ‘job 

snobs’ (La Canna, 2000).  More recently, politicians from both sides of the political fence 

have echoed these beliefs that ‘the best form of welfare is a job’ (Morrison, 2015; Peatling, 

2012) and consequently, the current system includes the requirement that a person must 

apply for, and accept, any job they could secure regardless of its suitability to the individual 

and their circumstances.  

Associated with the previous assumption is the ‘work first’ approach of the current 

system in which getting a job is prioritised over training and education.  For context, this 

approach has been contrasted with a human capital development approach, where 

programs are tailored to longer-term skill acquisition and personal development, the social 

and health care needs of the individual are addressed and typically, the services are 

delivered by a professionally qualified adviser (Lindsay et al., 2007).  In the work first 

approach of the current system, however, any training offered is typically short-term and 

job-focused (Lindsay et al., 2007).  

Given the presumption that remaining unemployed likely demonstrates 

incontrovertible evidence of poor motivation on the part of the individual, the system also 

sets out to correct this failing by setting minimum standards of behaviour which must be 

met in order to continue receiving income support, with support withdrawn when they are 

not.  These are the mutual obligation requirements described earlier: a regime of mandatory 

activities and, importantly, a related system of financial sanctions known as ‘the targeted 

compliance framework’, the details of which will be examined in Chapter 3. 

In this thesis, we will argue that these assumptions underpin the design of the 

employment services system and its delivery to unemployed people.  In these self-
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perpetuating arguments about the motivation of unemployed people, the evidence seems 

clear: people are unemployed because they are not sufficiently motivated to work and 

therefore must be compelled to do so.  If they don’t adequately demonstrate their 

willingness to work by meeting the demands of the prescribed requirements, this proves 

that their motivation to work is low and that, therefore, the system’s coercive and punitive 

approach is not only justified but necessary.   

Yet, in the literature that informs such programs (labour market economics) these 

assumptions about human motivation have gone largely unchallenged, raising two 

important questions which are at the heart of this study. Is this view of human behaviour the 

only, or even the best, foundation upon which to design programs intended to assist 

unemployed people to secure work? And, if these assumptions do underpin the current 

system, what are the psychological consequences of participating in such programs for 

unemployed people?    

Taking a Different Perspective 

We propose that the implicit motivational assumptions in ALMPs, and Australia’s 

employment services system, reflect the psychological model of behaviourism, which posits 

that human behaviour is predicted and controlled using positive and negative reinforcers 

such as rewards and incentives, and sanctions and punishments respectively (Delprato & 

Midgley, 1992; Skinner, 1953).  Yet more contemporary psychological perspectives argue 

that rewards and punishments are not the only way people are motivated; that people can 

pursue activities for the sake of enjoyment, and that they can also internalise reasons why 

they might undertake activities they find less enjoyable (Deci et al., 1994).  Furthermore, 

other perspectives propose that motivation does not emanate solely from the individual but 

is inextricably linked to an individual’s perceptions and experience of their social 

environment (Heider, 2013; Ryan & Deci, 2017).   
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A significant body of research has shown that beyond the behaviourist ‘carrots and 

sticks’ approach, more optimal motivational and well-being outcomes can be achieved 

when the social context supports a person’s psychological needs.  Of equal importance, 

studies have also shown that there are ‘dark side’ consequences for both motivation and 

mental health when attempting to influence others into action via coercive, controlling 

means  (Ryan & Deci, 2000a) such as the regime that mutual obligations could be 

presumed to represent.  As we will describe below, the notion that human motivation 

emerges as a consequence of interactions in a particular social context will be central to 

this study. 

Self-Determination Theory 

The purpose of this study is to understand the psychological processes that 

influence job search activities and mental health and therefore requires a robust theoretical 

framework upon which to build. One body of psychological research that views human 

motivation as an emergent of the social context is self-determination theory (SDT).  

Described as a meta-theory, and a comprehensive model of motivation, development and 

wellness (Ryan & Deci, 2017), SDT has been used in motivational research for more than 

40 years (Gagné, 2018) across a number of life domains, including education, sport, health, 

and work, and also across cultures (Chen et al., 2014; Chirkov et al., 2003). It thus provides 

an appropriate foundation for this study.   

SDT posits that humans have three psychological needs which are universal and 

persistent across the life span (Ryan & Deci, 2000b). The first of the psychological needs is 

autonomy, defined as the need to act with a sense of volition and self-endorsement over 

one’s behaviour (Trépanier et al., 2013).  It should be understood, however, that autonomy 

is not synonymous with independence or individualism as some scholars have assumed 

and that, importantly, people can autonomously choose to do something required by others 

or willingly relinquish their choice to other people (Van den Broeck et al., 2016).  The 
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second of the basic psychological needs is competence, and relates to a person’s ability to 

master one’s own environment and to feel effective (Baard et al., 2004).  The third need, 

relatedness, is defined as the extent to which a person feels a sense of belonging or 

connection to others in their social environment (Bartholomew, Ntoumanis, Ryan, Bosch, et 

al., 2011).   

The Importance of Social Context in SDT 

The relationship between the individual and the social context in terms of basic need 

satisfaction is a central tenet of SDT as the three psychological needs are said to influence 

motivation to the extent that they are either supported, or thwarted, by the social context 

(Ryan & Deci, 2017).  Before discussing social contexts further, it is useful to consider them 

as existing at three different levels (Klein & Kozlowski, 2000), and to explicate the relevance 

of these levels to this study.  First, social contexts can be described at the macro level; as a 

set of conditions which collectively constitute cultures, and political and economic systems 

which are simultaneously manifestations of, and influencers of, human behaviour (Ryan & 

Deci, 2017).  Second, a social context can be described at the meso level, for example, a 

school, family, sports team, or a work organisation.  At this level, conditions are created by 

humans to influence behaviour within, and external to, an organisational unit.  Finally, social 

contexts can be considered at the micro, or interpersonal, level; for example, in the dyadic 

relationships between, for instance, the teacher/student, coach/athlete, parent/child, and 

the supervisor/employee.  At this level, the social context is personal (Deci & Ryan, 1987); 

that is, one party in the dyad is a socialising agent for the other (Ryan & Deci, 2000b).  An 

analysis of each level and their interacting nature is necessary to understand how the 

broader system can impact the individual’s experience.  

In the context of the present study, at the macro level, societies, and the 

governments they form create the social (welfare) policy and the consequential employment 

services and income support systems.  At the meso level, employment services 



23 
 

 
 

   

organisations respond to that macro level context (the tenders/contracts for services and 

policy requirements) by developing organisational strategies, goals and objectives which 

seek to influence organisational behaviour within the meso level (the various strata of the 

organisation).  Below, at the micro level (Gagné, 2018; Kanfer, 2008; Vansteenkiste & Van 

den Broeck, 2017) exist the interpersonal interactions between the employment consultants 

and the jobseekers, a significant component of which is to motivate jobseekers and to get 

job outcomes.  Therefore, whether by design, intent, or through unintended consequences, 

it is clear that each of these distinct levels influences human behaviour at the level below, a 

downstream effect (Ryan & Deci, 2017; Sheldon et al., 2003) that has motivational 

consequences.  

At this juncture it is also important to clarify the terms used in the SDT literature 

referring to social contexts and the outcomes of interactions within them.  More generally, 

social environments are characterised in terms of the extent to which they are a) autonomy 

supportive (versus demanding and controlling); b) effectance/competence supportive 

(versus inconsistent, overly challenging, or discouraging); and c) relationally/relatedness 

supportive (versus impersonal or rejecting) (Ryan & Deci, 2017).  At the interpersonal 

(micro) level, ECs would be described as socialising agents who express particular 

motivating styles1 that influence behaviour in both positive and negative downstream 

 

 

1 Following research in the education domain, a motivating style is defined as the 

way a person communicates and acts in order to  influence the behaviour of another 

(Reeve, Jang, & Jang, 2018).  In later sections of the thesis, we will describe two facets of a 

motivating style: the degree to which the behaviours are supportive of, or thwart, the three 

basic psychological needs of the person being influenced. 
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effects (Reeve et al., 1999; Reeve & Jang, 2006; Reeve et al., 2018; Ryan & Deci, 2017).  

This exchange at the interpersonal level is the focus of the present study as it is the 

influence most salient to jobseekers.  Following the education literature (where SDT has 

been extensively applied), the ECs’ interactions with jobseekers will be described through 

the lens of motivating styles, defined as the way a person communicates and acts in order 

to  influence the behaviour of another (Reeve et al., 2018).  Accordingly, motivating styles 

are similarly described as being either need supportive or need thwarting/controlling.   

A further clarification is also instructive; that is, whilst psychological need support or 

thwarting will collectively describe the set of conditions and motivating styles that facilitate 

psychological need support or need thwarting in others, the experience of the social context 

and motivating style for individuals is described in terms of need satisfaction or need 

frustration.  As will be explicated in the following chapters, the present study intends to use 

both constructs when examining the possible impacts of the employment services system 

on the job search activities and mental health of jobseekers in Australia.  That is, it looks at 

both the degree to which jobseekers perceive the employment services context as need 

supportive and need thwarting and how that experience influences the satisfaction and 

frustration of their needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness.  

Significance of the Study  

From a SDT perspective, the interpersonal interactions between ECs and 

unemployed people represent a distinct social context, one that is aimed at influencing or 

modifying the job search behaviour of unemployed people, and if necessary, achieving this 

objective through coercive and punitive measures.  Yet whilst contemporary psychological 

research shows that a person’s perception of their social environment will influence their 

subsequent behaviour and actions (Heider, 2013), there is little to suggest consideration 

has been given to how the coercive and punitive nature of the system might create a social 
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context which could act to undermine job search behaviour and mental health, in turn, 

adversely impacting the very activities these programs are intended to produce. 

It is therefore of importance to examine the degree to which programs of assistance 

are not only effective in delivering services to unemployed people but also that they are not, 

in fact, actively harming their unemployed citizens.  For, beyond the intention to increase 

job search outcomes and to reduce the economic cost of income support, it will be argued 

that the guiding principle of what is, after all, a human services system, must surely be to 

‘first, do no harm’.   

Research Question 

Taking a psychological perspective, this study will seek to answer the following 

research question: to what extent does jobseekers’ engagement with the employment 

services system impact their mental health and job search motivation?  To that end, 

through the lens of SDT, the study will examine the degree to which jobseekers’ experience 

their interactions as need supportive or need thwarting, the consequences of that 

experience for their psychological need satisfaction or frustration, and resultant jobseeker 

mental health (well-being and ill-being) and job search behaviour outcomes.   

Structure of the Thesis 

In Chapters 2, 3 and 4 we will provide a comprehensive description of the Australian 

employment services system.  Chapter 2 will present an overview of the system of welfare 

support and the intersecting roles of the governmental agency, Centrelink, and the 

organisations who are contracted to provide employment services and the implications of 

this structure will be explained.  Finally, it will be proposed that beliefs and attitudes of 

employees within the employment services system are likely to reflect the assumptions of 

the system.  Chapter 3 will then describe the notion of welfare conditionality, followed by a 

detailed discussion of the rationale for mutual obligation requirements, threats and 
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sanctions for non-compliance.  A critical account of the nature of the ‘Job Plan’ and the 

primacy of mutual obligations requirements over job search assistance in the execution of 

employment services system will also be provided.  In Chapter 4, the employment services 

system will be described through two key functions, that of employability improvement and 

a labour exchange.  This chapter will also include a short review of the job search and 

reemployment intervention literatures as they relate to the present study.   

Chapter 5 will provide a review of the SDT literature and present the research 

questions. It will also include a visual representation of the conceptual framework to be 

used, as well as the specification of the hypotheses for each of the outcome variables 

stated.  

Chapter 6 will present the methodology of the study and describe the research 

design and methods and provide details on the measures to be used in the quantitative 

analyses.  In Chapter 7, the results of the quantitative analyses will be provided for both the 

hypothesised model as well as an additional replication analysis, and in Chapter 8, a 

detailed discussion of these results will be provided.   

Chapter 9 present the analysis of a set of qualitative data from this study’s 

participants will be presented and a discussion of how they aligned with the results of the 

quantitative analysis provided.   

In the final chapter, a comprehensive discussion which brings together the results of 

the quantitative and qualitative analyses will be presented, positioning our findings within 

both the context of the current and future employment services system.  We will review the 

study in terms of its contribution to the bodies of knowledge to which it aspired, while its 

limitations will also be discussed.  We will conclude in the hope that the thesis has 

sufficiently met our aim to shed light on the effects of the employment services system for a 

large group in our society and that, in doing so, opportunities to improve the system might 

be found. 
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Chapter 2: From Welfare to ‘Workfare’   

Chapter Overview 

The context of this research is the experience of the mandatory employment 

services system with which unemployed people in Australia must engage in order to receive 

income support and the consequences of this engagement on their mental health and job 

search efforts.  Whilst the system is purported to be aimed at helping unemployed people 

find work, it is also inextricably linked with the delivery of the Federal government’s social 

welfare policy and its system of income support payments.  Therefore, before describing 

the employment services system itself, it may be helpful to the reader to begin with a brief 

overview of the system of social welfare payments in Australia and its evolution to the 

current system; one which we will argue is premised on a set of assumptions about the 

fundamental nature of human behaviour.  

We will also describe how the welfare policy manifests as the current market-based, 

workfare employment services system, a description used to distinguish between stand-

alone welfare support payments and unemployment income support payments, which entail 

the fulfillment of prescribed work-related obligations in order to receive those payments. 

The chapter will conclude with an explanation of the intersecting roles of the governmental 

agency, Centrelink and the contracted providers of employment services. 

The ’Problem’ of Welfare Dependency  

In Australia, welfare payments have been made available to people experiencing 

periods of unemployment, sickness, and special circumstances since 1943 (Parliament of 

Australia, 2012).  In the early 1980’s, Australia, along with other Western nations became 

concerned with what was described as a culture of welfare dependency (Arthur, 2021): the 

notion that the financial support provided to people when unemployed was a problem, not a 

solution, to the poverty associated with being unemployed.  It has been argued that the 
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notion that there was, in fact, a dependency on welfare and therefore a significant problem 

to be solved was the product of conservative political ideologies, such as those espoused 

by George Gilder and by Charles Murray, two influential American conservative 

commentators of the time (O'Connor, 2001).  As Gilder asserted in his 19812 book, Wealth 

and Poverty, welfare is ’a moral hazard’ whereby ‘unemployment compensation promotes 

unemployment’ and ‘disability insurance in all its multiple forms encourages the promotion 

of small ills into temporary disabilities and partial disabilities into total and permanent ones’.  

Moreover, Gilder asserted that providing benefits to single mothers’ made ‘more families 

dependent and fatherless’ and that the means-tested programs ‘promote the value of being 

‘poor’ (the credential of poverty)’ and thus ‘perpetuates it’ (Gilder, 2012).   

Murray’s book, Losing Ground, first published in 1984, championed similar views, 

including the assertion that welfare programs were associated with the ‘increasing 

prevalence of a certain type of family—a young mother with children and no husband 

present3. Such families have historically shown high rates of poverty, whether because the 

single-female head of household is untrained to work at a well-paying job, or because of her 

need to stay home to care for the children, or because of chronic unemployment for other 

reasons’ (Murray, 2008, p. 133).  Both Murray and Gilder’s  arguments were that the 

welfare systems that had been expanded in the previous decades to support marginalised 

groups who made up ‘the poor’ could be shown to encourage anti-work choices, the 

breakdown of the family and to lead to increased social dysfunction.  Accordingly, they 

made a persuasive case that reforms were not just about reducing the economic cost of 

welfare but were, in fact, for the greater good of the poor.  These arguments were readily 

 

 

2 Gilder’s 2012 updated edition contains these same quotes 
3 These comments were predominantly associated with ‘black’ communities. 
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adopted by the conservative governments of President Reagan in the United States and the 

Prime Minister Thatcher in United Kingdom (O'Connor, 2001). 

Following the notion that support for those who were not working or unable to find 

work was a moral hazard, not just an economic cost, the Australian government too began 

to rethink how unemployed people could be moved from this assumed ‘passive’ state of 

welfare receipt and inevitable ‘welfare dependency’ to ‘active’ labour market participation 

(Ramia & Carney, 2001).  In the creation of this new welfare paradigm, unemployed people 

were henceforth recast as jobseekers rather than welfare recipients and programs designed 

to address the problem became known as ‘active labour market programs/policies’ (ALMPs: 

OECD, 2013; OECD, 2018).  Using Australia’s comparatively low unemployment rate as a 

measure, Australia’s system is deemed to be one of the more successful in the world 

(OECD, 2012, 2013). 

From Government to Private Employment Services 

In addition to the change in the focus of the welfare policy during this period, there 

was also a change in the way services were provided to those looking for work, a role that 

had previously been carried out by the governmental agency, the Commonwealth 

Employment Service, or CES as it was known.  By 1998, the provision of services to help 

unemployed people find work were ‘marketised’ (Ramia & Carney, 2001) in a shift to what 

has been described as ‘new public management’ (NPM).  The notion of NPM was that 

public sector bodies should be reorganised to incorporate the business methods, the 

management and the accounting practices of organisations in the private sector (Dunleavy 

& Hood, 1994), and accordingly, market-based competition and outcome-based 

incentivisation were considered to be key components (Dunleavy et al., 2006).   
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The ‘jobactive’4 program in place at the time of this study was contracted out to a 

range of for-profit and mission-based organisations, referred to as Employment Service 

Providers (ESPs) via a competitive tender process.  ESPs were to be remunerated for 

services delivered to unemployed people based on ‘outcomes’, with fees paid by the 

government in one of two ways: when a jobseeker gains paid employment if that 

employment is sustained for a prescribed period of time (e.g., a ‘full outcome’ is 26 weeks), 

or when the jobseeker is placed into an approved training course (Australian Government, 

2019a).  In response to criticisms of previous contracts (Considine et al., 2020), however, 

the previous funding model has changed over each iteration of the system in an attempt to 

moderate the behaviour of ESPs trying to attract ‘easy to place’ jobseekers and neglecting 

those with more complex needs.   

In addition to the funding model change, the government also set a Service 

Guarantee which ESPs providers were required to meet.  This was described as a 

minimum standard of what jobseekers could expect from their jobactive providers 

(Australian Government, 2015b), although as will be discussed in a later section, much of it 

describes a set of mandatory compliance activities.  In addition to agreeing to enact the 

Service Guarantee, prospective ESPs needed to submit a Service Delivery Plan stating the 

‘additional’ services they intended to offer jobseekers and employers over the course of the 

contract period. The Service Delivery Plan was required to be published on each ESP’s 

website and not allowed to be amended without approval.  Notably, it was also required to 

be written in language intended for each respective audience, that is, both jobseekers and 

their prospective employers (Australian Government, 2015a, 2019a), echoing the 

 

 

4 For reasons unknown, the government chose to spell the program name with a lower case ‘j’. 
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promotional behaviour that might be expected in competitive market environments between 

a business and its customers.   

However, critics have argued that the system reflects a quasi-market rather than a 

traditional market (Considine, 2000).  A quasi-market is defined as having multiple 

independent organisations that attend to the provision of public services, and unlike 

traditional markets, these ‘sellers’ of services are a mix of mission-based and for-profit 

organisations with consequentially different economic drivers.  Moreover, the relationship 

between the customer and the service provider is different from that in a traditional market 

as the customer (the jobseeker in this context) does not purchase the employment service 

themselves but rather, services are purchased by the government on their behalf 

(Considine, 2000; Dunleavy & Hood, 1994; Dunleavy et al., 2006).   

Critics of this arrangement have also argued that unintended consequences have 

emerged from this shift.  For non-profit, mission-driven organisations, the economic 

imperative to survive in a competitive market meant they must become more ‘business-like’; 

more efficient, more innovative and more successful at finding sustainable sources of 

income, with the proposed benefit that they are thus able to offer more and better services 

to those they seek to serve (Considine et al., 2014).  However, it may also be the case that 

they become more rule-bound and focused on financial outcomes at the expense of their 

intended mission to help marginalised and vulnerable people (Smith & Lipsky, 1995).   

To that point, research has found evidence that profit-maximising orientations have 

dramatically increased in Australian non-profit employment services providers, yet these 

changes yielded no such significant improvement in job placements.  The financial shift to 

prioritise profitability over people has been described  as ‘mission drift’, and is of real 

concern to the mission-based organisations in the sector (Considine et al., 2014).  

Moreover, longitudinal data has shown that the differences between for-profit and mission-

driven organisations have significantly narrowed over time, and that the sector is 

experiencing ‘organisational convergence’ (Considine et al., 2020), that is, the 
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organisations are becoming more alike in the way they deliver services to jobseekers.  This 

is referred to as isomorphism and organisations which operate in this type of ‘market’ are 

argued to be susceptible to this force as a consequence of their reliance on, and 

accountability to, governments (Considine et al., 2020).  Thus, rather than providing the 

range of service options intended by this market approach, the employment services 

system shows signs of being less responsive to the needs of its ‘customers’.  

The Intersecting Roles of Centrelink and Employment Services Providers  

The Role of Centrelink 

In Australia, the Commonwealth government manages income support payments to 

unemployed people via the governmental agency Centrelink.  Therefore, prior to 

engagement with an ESP, an unemployed person’s application for a payment would be first 

assessed by Centrelink.  Central to this assessment is the legitimacy of an individual’s 

claim to income support in terms of ‘real need’, that is, their capacity to support themselves 

(by drawing on available assets or other income sources before drawing on income 

support), and the level of support required, taking into consideration the costs of supporting 

dependents and paying for accommodation.  

In addition, Centrelink has a role in assessing the unemployed person’s capacity to 

secure work.  This assessment is made via a lengthy questionnaire known as the Job 

Seeker Classification Instrument (JSCI).  The JSCI ‘seeks to identify an individual’s risk of 

becoming long-term unemployed’ by assessing a wide range of factors which might predict 

their likely difficulty of finding a job. In other words, it assesses the person’s relative level of 

employability.  As described by the Australian Law Reform Commission (2011), the JSCI 

uses a system of points which are assigned to the individual for each factor that might 

relate to a barrier to employment.  For example, two points are assigned for a low 

proficiency in English, three points if the person is living in temporary accommodation, and 

up to 12 points if they have been receiving income support for an extended period or live in 
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certain remote Indigenous locations.  The total score is then used to place the jobseeker 

into a particular employment services ‘stream’ according to their level of 

disadvantage/employability.   

At the time of writing, jobseekers are allocated into one of three streams: A, B and 

C.  In the language of the Government, Stream A participants are the most ‘job ready’ 

whereas Stream B participants face some barriers, such as long-term unemployment and 

require assistance from their ESP to become ‘job ready’.  People assigned to Stream C are 

those who have ‘multiple and complex barriers that need to be addressed so that they can 

take up and retain a job.  These may include physical and/or mental health conditions or 

restricted work capacity’ (Department of Education Skills and Employment, 2020a, p. 7).  It 

might be noted that despite participants in Stream C having significant mental and physical 

health conditions, a further separate assessment of them is required in order for them to be 

assigned to the Disability Employment Services (DES)  program, which is administered by 

the Department of Social Services.   

Jobseeker Employability and ESP Remuneration 

The relevance of this system of categorisation, however, is not only to the level of 

service a particular jobseeker could expect to receive from the employment services system 

but also to the fees paid to ESPs for providing that service.  In 2002, an independent review 

of employment services (known then as Job Network) by the Australian Productivity 

Commission (2002) reported how the funding structure at the time had led to what has 

become known as ‘parking’ and ‘creaming’.  That is, perhaps unsurprisingly given the 

competitive market environment that had been created, ESPs made pragmatic decisions to 

allocate business resources where they were most financially effective, and consequently, 

jobseekers who were harder to place were often parked, receiving minimal levels of service 

and essentially left to their own devices.  By contrast, jobseekers who were likely to find 
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work more quickly, and thus produce revenue for the ESP, were given priority, a tactic 

which became known as creaming.  

The changed differential funding model that is currently in place is meant to address 

this issue, particularly regarding harder to place jobseekers being parked, by paying ESPs 

substantially more for Stream C jobseekers than Streams A or B.  However, two decades 

on, some evidence suggests this funding model still influences how ESPs make choices 

that are related to the level and nature of the support services they provide.  One study has 

suggested some efforts to have jobseekers re-categorised by their frontline workers, the 

Employment Consultants (ECs) into higher streams (say from B to C), or to have their work 

capacity requirements reduced, may not necessarily be a function of ensuring appropriate 

support for a jobseeker but a more calculated response to avoid the consequences of 

adverse organisational and related financial performance outcomes by way of removing a 

‘difficult to place’ jobseeker from their caseload (O’Sullivan et al., 2019).   

Thus, the notion of employability and how it is assessed plays a key role in 

employment services, and in a later chapter, we will describe what is actually done to 

enhance the employability of jobseekers, in particular, via the engagement with ECs.  

Importantly, the next chapter will also describe an additional intersecting role between 

Centrelink, the ESPs, and their frontline workers, the ECs.  That is, the ESPs, and by 

implication the ECs, contractual obligation to monitor the mutual obligations requirements of 

jobseekers and to apply financial sanctions to their unemployed clients on behalf of the 

government.     

Beliefs and Attitudes in Employment Services 

In this thesis we argue that the employment services system design is premised 

upon assumptions about unemployed people, particularly with respect to the conclusions 

drawn about they remain so.  Yet a program such as jobactive is delivered through the 

variously named human services departments of the government of the day so it is 
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reasonable to imagine that organisations tendering to services in this sector would be 

driven by a need to assist those in need.  Accordingly, it might also be assumed that they 

might query the validity of such assumptions and would be unlikely to condone the use of 

punitive measures as means of influencing jobseeker behaviour.    

However, some research has found that ECs may hold personal attitudes about 

jobseekers which are of a similar nature to those negative perceptions of jobseekers.   

Based on data from a longitudinal study of ECs by Lewis et al., (2016), it was revealed that, 

on average, ECs believe around 38% of jobseekers would rather be on benefits than work 

to support their family (McGann et al., 2019), and that nearly 40% of ECs indicated that a 

lack of effort on the part of the jobseeker was more often to blame for unemployment than 

circumstances beyond the jobseeker’s control.  This is a somewhat surprising proportion 

given that 65% of the 799 respondents in the study were employed in mission-based, non-

profit ESPs (Lewis et al., 2016) which typically advertise their vision and values as 

encompassing compassion, respect, excellent customer service, and support for diversity 

(see for example, The Salvation Army Employment Plus, 2022; TURSA, 2022).  It is 

notable, however, that the responses of the ECs were not based on specific data, but rather 

reflect the perceptions of ECs about their jobseeker clients. These were attributions: 

inferences drawn about the cause of the jobseeker behaviour, apparently based on the 

jobseekers’ non-compliant behaviour (McGann et al., 2019).  Again, we see the power and 

influence of the implicit assumptions people hold about the behaviour of unemployed 

people and the self-perpetuating nature of assumption and the evidence of its validity.   We 

see how the reference point (to comply with an arbitrarily set of job search requirements or 

appointment attendance) has become a measure of an unemployed person’s ‘motivation’ to 

work rather than simply a measure of their desperation to continue to receive income 

support. 

The beliefs ECs hold about jobseekers may have important implications for the 

motivating styles ECs exhibit and the consequential behavioural and mental health 
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outcomes for jobseekers.  These EC beliefs could be described as managerial 

assumptions, a concept proposed by Douglas McGregor in his seminal book, The Human 

Side of Enterprise (McGregor, 1957, 2006). The theory posits that managers hold 

(sometimes unconscious) beliefs about other people and that these beliefs influence the 

way they manage them.  The beliefs can be said to exist on a spectrum: between cynicism, 

or negative assumptions, which he labelled Theory X managerial assumptions; and 

idealism or positive assumptions, which he labelled Theory Y managerial assumptions 

(McGregor, 2006).  Moreover, assumptions could be characterised on three bipolar 

dimensions: first, whether people are inherently lazy versus industrious; second, whether 

they have either a limited, or a substantial, capacity to make useful contributions in their 

work; and third, whether people are basically untrustworthy and consequently require 

external controls or whether they are capable of responsibility, self-direction and self-control 

(Kopelman & Prottas, 2013).  McGregor theorised that managers who held Theory X 

assumptions would always choose a more controlling style whereas managers who held 

Theory Y assumptions would manage according to the needs of the task, being more 

directive or participative as required (McGregor, 2006; Schein, 2011).   

The relevance of managerial assumptions to the present context is that ECs are 

essentially managing jobseekers; they are attempting to influence behaviour and work 

outcomes and thus, the managerial assumptions they hold will be relevant to the 

perceptions of their role and the way they manage; that is, it will influence their motivating 

style. Thus, if Theory X managerial assumptions are held (that jobseekers are inherently 

lazy, require controlling, and are incapable of self-direction), McGregor’s theory might 

predict they would be more likely to adopt a more control-orientated motivating style; 

behaviour that would be consistent with the compliance requirements of their role 

previously described.  Conversely, if they hold Theory Y managerial assumptions, they are 

likely to adopt more need supportive motivating styles as their beliefs about JS are more 
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aligned with the behaviours of that style, a situation which might also place them in conflict 

with their prescribed job role.   

Whilst measurement of the Theory X and Y managerial assumptions of ECs is 

outside the scope of this study, the assumptions and attitudes revealed in the Lewis et al., 

(2016) study nevertheless provide an important insight into the degree of need thwarting 

jobseekers may be likely to experience, thus further highlighting the importance of the 

examination of employment services in this study.   Moreover, given the present study’s 

intention to undertake research which is of practical significance and thus assist system 

improvement, a deeper understanding of how the implicit assumptions in the system, and 

those of the ECs, impacts the mental health and job search behaviour of unemployed 

people could inform both recruitment and training strategies for ECs. 

Chapter Summary 

In this chapter we provided a background to the employment services system in 

Australia, described its evolution to the current system and its intersection with social 

welfare policy.  Further, we demonstrated how the fundamental assumptions about 

unemployed people described in Chapter 1 can be considered through the lens of Theory X 

and Y managerial assumptions and beliefs, and the justification of the use of penalties and 

sanctions in employment services. 

In the next chapter, we will provide further detail on the role of these sanctions and 

the requirement for compliance embedded in the system, and posit the argument that the 

system may, in fact, be doing harm to those it is intended to help. 
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Chapter 3:  Getting People to Work - The Role of Compliance in Employment 

Services 

Chapter Overview 

In the previous chapter we described the social welfare payments system in 

Australia and briefly outlined its interrelationship with the associated employment services 

system.  We also presented an argument that a number of assumptions inform the design 

of the employment services system; in summary, that people who continue to be 

unemployed are most likely not sufficiently motivated to secure available work and that, 

therefore, they must be compelled to do so through mutual obligation requirements and a 

system of sanctions for non-compliance.  We also outlined how ECs in employment 

services organisations had a role to ensure jobseeker compliance with these requirements.   

In this chapter, we will continue the examination of the regime of mutual obligation 

requirements and associated system of sanctions, and the centrality of the Job Plan for 

unemployed people in the Australian system.  Through the lens labour market economics, 

we will describe the rationale for the use of sanctions and their evident increase in 

strictness over time.  Finally, we will present the counter argument for sanctions and the 

potential implications for the mental health of unemployed people, an issue of central 

importance to the present study. 

Welfare Conditionality and Mutual Obligations Requirements   

Welfare conditionality refers to the idea that recipients of income support should be 

compelled to do things for the taxpayer benefits they receive (Hartwich et al., 2008).  In 

Australia, the central component of this conditionality is what is known as mutual obligation 

requirements, and an associated system of sanctions and financial penalties, the Targeted 

Compliance Framework.   
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Making receipt of income support for unemployed people conditional upon their 

participation in prescribed activities is supported (and arguably founded) on an assumption 

prevalent in labour market economics; that is, absent conditions which serve to compel 

unemployed people to participate in the workforce, the incentive to work, or search for work, 

will be eroded (Immervoll & Knotz, 2018).  In other words, without coercion, people will not 

be ‘motivated’ to search for work; they must, therefore, be activated.  This activation is 

achieved primarily via a framework of mandatory job search and participation requirements 

and subsequent sanctions for non-compliance with the requirements.   

Immervoll and Knotz (2018) described the three types of requirements that make up 

these active labour market policies.  First is the availability for employment, that is, “the 

circumstances under which claimants can restrict their availability for work without losing 

their right to benefits” (p. 22). In other words, the unemployed person’s (in)ability to reject a 

job offered because it is for example, of a lower standard, or pays less, than a past or 

occupationally suitable job, is geographically distant from their home, or of a certain type, 

such as temporary, part-time or shift work.  The second requirement type described was job 

search and monitoring requirements, that is, the required frequency of job search (number 

of job applications per period) and the level of reporting, which range from completing 

diaries to obtaining confirmation of applications from prospective employers.  The third 

group of requirements described was sanctions for non-compliance, such as refusal (or 

repeated refusal of employment), voluntary resignation from employment, and refusal (or 

repeated refusal) of participation in job search related activities.   

Mutual Obligations and the ‘Job Plan’  

As mentioned, the conditions attached to the receipt of income support in Australia 

are known as mutual obligation requirements.  In summary, unless engaged in approved 

training activities, recipients must agree to actively seek work, and to accept any work they 

are capable of doing, regardless of the nature or monetary value of that employment 
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(Australian Government, 2018a, 2018c), and, as we will describe in the next section, 

recipients are also subject to a regime of compliance known as the Targeted Compliance 

Framework. 

Central to the mutual obligation requirements policy is what is known as the Job 

Plan. However, whilst the name might suggest a strategy for assisting an unemployed 

person to secure a job, we suggest it is more realistically described as the compulsory 

agreement to comply with the terms of the mutual obligations requirements in order to 

receive income support.  The Job Plan states what activities the jobseeker will do to 

receive, and continue receiving, income support payments and the consequences of not 

meeting these obligations.  As described on the Australian Government’s Social Security 

Guide on Job Plans (2022a), it is an 'employment pathway plan' for the purposes of social 

security law, and, of relevance to this study, employees of ESPs (the ECs) have delegated 

power from the government to require a jobseeker to enter into a Job Plan, and to approve 

or subsequently update it.  In other words, the government sets the policy of mutual 

obligations and their contracted service providers, the ESPs, are required to enforce the 

conditions as they are set out in the Job Plan. 

Given the Job Plan is fundamental to the nature of the interaction between ECs and 

jobseekers which is the subject of this study, further description of what is entailed in a Job 

Plan, although not easily summarised is warranted.  The relevant government webpage 

(Australian Government, 2022a) states that the Job Plan should ‘meet the needs of an 

individual job seeker and not place unreasonable demands on the job seeker, having 

regard to the job seeker's individual circumstances’.  Furthermore, the jobseeker must be 

deemed ‘capable of meeting all requirements included in a Job Plan, both individually and 

in combination’.   

The guideline also outlines how jobseekers should be ‘encouraged to consult with 

their ESP with regard to identifying the activities they are interested in, or may prefer to 

undertake, to meet their mutual obligation requirements’, but also states that whilst these 
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things may be taken into account, the final decision about what is in the Job Plan rests with 

the EC. Curiously, the guideline published under the jobactive banner by the governing 

department frames this initial interaction between a jobseeker and an ESP as one in which 

a provider ‘negotiates’ a Job Plan with the participant (Australian Goverment, 2018a).  This 

somewhat contradictory construction of the nature of the agreement is echoed in marketing 

language of some ESPs, for example, ‘agreeing upon a Job Plan with you’ and ‘discuss 

activities for inclusion’.  As will be described in a later chapter on the function of labour 

exchange, the apparent inconsistency between the tenor of the marketing materials 

produced by ESPs and the reality of mutual obligation requirements may be, in itself, a 

source of significant adverse impacts for jobseekers.  

The Primacy of Compliance and Work First 

Whilst the description of the policy above might suggest jobseekers will be provided 

with opportunities to receive assistance to find work and have input into the activities on 

offer to improve their employability, closer examination of the policy reveals a different 

reality.  For example, using the explanation of what can be included in a Job Plan provided 

on the Social Security Guide website (2022a), the ‘work first’ principle is clearly evident in 

the priority given to the activities.  The first five items on the list  are to: attend appointments 

with an ESP (frequency determined by the EC); apply for a prescribed number of jobs 

(usually 20 per month but again, set by the EC); after being unemployed for 12 months, 

complete ‘annual activity requirements’ (e.g., for a 49 year old, 50 hours per fortnight of an 

‘approved activity’ such as Work for the Dole and which must be completed in addition to 

maintaining job search requirements); and the requirement to accept part-

time/contract/casual work if it is offered.  It might be noted that failure to comply with any of 

these requirements will result in sanctions and eventual suspension of payments.   

It may be noted that approved activities also encompass other government-funded 

initiatives, which might also be offered by the ESP with whom the jobseeker is engaged.  
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These typically address very specific needs, for example, the adult migrant English 

program, career transition assistance, youth job path internships, or training to become self-

employed.  Approved activities might also include workshops on improving job search and 

job interview skills, or the soft skills needed in the workplace, which are often run by the 

ESP as in-house programs.  Funding for other courses and training, for example, obtaining 

a driver’s license that could improve a jobseekers employment prospects are also 

proclaimed to be available to jobseekers to improve their prospects of finding employment.   

As we will explore in later sections, the clear intent to compel unemployed people to 

undertake prescribed activities regardless of their perceived or real value to the individual, 

and the use of punishments for non-compliance with these demands, may have adverse 

consequences for the mental health of jobseekers.  

The Targeted Compliance Framework 

Since the introduction of conditions on the receipt of welfare, the strictness of these 

mutual obligation requirements have continued to intensify (McGann et al., 2019) with 

engagement in the jobactive program a mandatory requirement of continued receipt of 

income support.  Job search intensity is also prescribed, with unemployed people being 

required to apply for a minimum number of jobs per month (currently 20) and to report this 

activity to the governmental agency Centrelink.  In addition, participation in schemes that 

are characterised as work experience (e.g., Work for the Dole or volunteering in an 

‘approved’ organisation) have also been made mandatory after a certain period of 

unemployment has been reached, either six or twelve months depending on individual 

circumstances.   

In 2018, despite an already rigorous compliance regime, the Australian government 

asserted that a significant number of income support recipients were still failing to comply 

with their mutual obligations (Porter et al., 2017)   and introduced a system of sanctions and 

penalties. Known as the Targeted Compliance Framework, non-compliant behaviours such 
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as failing to attend appointments with an employment services provider, insufficient job 

search activity, not attending a job interview, or inappropriate behaviour at a meeting with 

an EC result in the jobseeker receiving a ‘demerit’.  The jobseeker is penalised financially in 

three worsening stages: at the first demerit, the income support payment is reduced by 

50%; at the second, the income support payment is reduced by 100%; and finally, at the 

third, income support is cancelled and a four week wait to re-apply is enacted.  More 

significant breaches, such as failure to accept a job or voluntarily leaving a job, result in 

immediate payment cancellation and a four week wait to re-apply for income support 

(Australian Government 2018a).  More recently, whilst announcing a modest increase to the 

income support payment for unemployed people, then Prime Minister Scott Morrison (2021) 

announced a further tightening of the mutual obligation requirements.  These changes 

include increased auditing of job applications to ensure applications are ‘genuine’, and the 

establishment of an ‘employer reporting line’ whereby employers would be encouraged to 

inform on jobseekers believed to be ‘not genuine’ about their job applications, or who had 

declined the offer of a job.  Thus, it is clear the government was intent on maintaining the 

focus on activation and the use of coercive means of ‘motivating’ unemployed people to 

search for work. 

How Strict are Australia’s Requirements?  

Analysis of requirement policies in 39 OECD countries reveals a trend toward an 

increase in the strictness of requirements, in particular, a tightening of job search and 

reporting requirements over the past few decades (Immervoll & Knotz, 2018).  The analysis 

revealed that both Australia’s availability and job search requirements were higher than the 

majority of countries, with benefit sanctions assessed as being lower than many countries.  

However, the analysis took place prior to the implementation of the Targeted Compliance 

Framework previously described, as well as the recent inclusion to encourage employers to 

report non-compliant jobseekers directly.  Thus, by this evaluation, it seems reasonable to 
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suggest Australia’s requirements system is now one of the more stringent among OECD 

nations.  Given that the withdrawal of income support has serious consequences for this 

population, placing jobseekers at risk of mounting debt, experiencing disruptions such as 

the disconnection of electricity and telephone services, or even homelessness (Eardley et 

al., 2005), it is a matter which should be of grave concern to both the sector and society at 

large. 

As evidenced by responses to the Commonwealth government’s 2018 discussion 

paper, The Next Generation of Employment Services (Australian Goverment, 2018b), the 

employment services sector does hold concerns about the system. A summary of the 450 

submissions received from the employment services sector revealed the commonly held 

view that contractual obligations to report jobseeker non-compliance were overly punitive, 

and that, in effect, the compliance requirements were demotivating for jobseekers (The 

Qualitative Research Unit, 2018).  Despite these concerns, it seems unlikely that this sector 

will see significant change from the prevailing paradigm with it being stated ‘activation will 

continue to be at the heart of the working-age income support system’ (Australian 

Goverment, 2018b).  Thus, for the many mission-based employment organisations in this 

sector, delivering employment services which support the needs of their clients and are 

congruent with their values represents an organisational challenge with very real 

consequences for their jobseeker clients.  

The Argument for Requirements and Sanctions  

The trend toward more strict requirements can be traced to a significant body of 

research which has evaluated the effectiveness of these requirements, including mandatory 

participation in the active labour market programs, and concluded that, as measured by 

increased employment exits from the system, these policies largely appear to work (Filges 

et al., 2015).  The positive effects are explained through the economic assumption of moral 

hazard; that is, having access to the ‘insurance’ of unemployment benefits decreases a 
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person’s incentive to search for work. Having constraints on the availability of income 

support benefits is argued to lead to a reduction in ‘moral hazard’ and consequentially,  

increased effort to search and exits from benefits (for example, see  Black et al., 2003) 

Mandatory participation in programs has been shown to increase the job finding rate 

(for example, see Graversen & van Ours, 2008). Moreover, it was also concluded that an 

activation program that was both mandatory and difficult for the unemployed person to 

attend (geographically distant) was considered to be effective as ‘a stick to job finding’ 

(Graversen & van Ours, 2011).  A number of studies have also found mandatory work 

search verification and minimum search requirements reduce the likelihood of continuing on 

income support payments (for example, see Borland & Tseng, 2007; McVicar, 2008, 2010), 

thus presenting a cogent case for their use.  Research has also found that delivering both 

warnings about payment suspensions and enforcing suspensions can influence behaviour 

for both those who are being sanctioned and those who were being threatened with a 

sanction.  This effect is referred to as the ‘threat effect’ and a systematic review of ALMPs 

by Filges and Hansen (2017) found a significant positive effect from the use of threats in 

these programs.    

The Downside of Sanctions  

However, whilst sanctions are promoted as offering a cost-effective means of 

activating unemployed workers to accept jobs more quickly, a further, and concerning, ex-

post threat effect of the withdrawal of benefits for non-compliance has been found to predict 

a significant reduction in earnings from work, and reduced stability in ongoing employment.  

One study found that people who accepted lower paid jobs were more likely to leave those 

jobs and return to unemployment, and that the negative effects on earnings could be seen 

up to two years after unemployment had ceased (Arni et al., 2013).  Consequently, rather 

than offering a solution to the problem of unemployment, this approach appears to create 

another problem; that is, a cycle of unemployment.  These cycles, and perhaps the 
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inevitable resignation to a state of long-term unemployment, has been explained in terms of 

a process of psychological adaptation that occurs over periods of unemployment (De Witte 

et al., 2010).   

A more recent study in the Australian context by Gerards and Welters (2021) has 

also revealed some support for the argument against the rationale for mutual obligations.  

Using the Australian Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) data, 

the study examined the extent to which being subject to mutual obligations affected job 

search intensity, time to reemployment, time in new employment, and job quality, measured 

in terms of hourly and weekly gross wage and hours worked.  In contrast to what might be 

expected, the study found that whilst those who are subject to mutual obligations sustain 

their job search intensity, they take longer to secure employment and spend less time in 

employment when they do find work.  Moreover, when compared with other similar  

unemployed people, if they do find a job, it will be in comparatively lower quality jobs.   

It has been further shown that the coercive nature of the programs’ requirements 

framework are experienced as demeaning to participants (Peterie et al., 2019a).  Moreover, 

some scholars have argued that the requirement to train for and accept any job offered 

represents a human rights violation of the basic liberty of ‘free choice of employment’, as 

set out in Article 23 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Raffass, 2014; United 

Nations General Assembly, 1948).   

In addition, recent research has also suggested that beyond a counter view of their 

prospective lack of efficacy and their legitimacy there is the prospect that these programs 

have the potential to do harm to the mental health of participants.  First, examining how 

welfare conditionality impacts those who identify as having existing mental health 

impairments, researchers in the UK have found that welfare-to-work interventions in this 

cohort may in fact trigger negative responses, exacerbating the problem of gaining 

employment (Dwyer et al., 2020).  Moreover, in another recent study in the UK, the 

application of sanctions on recipients of income support during periods of unemployment 
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have been found to be associated with poor mental health outcomes, with increases in 

anxiety and/or depression (Williams, 2021).  Whilst there is a dearth of research into the 

impacts of these programs on participants, particularly in the Australian context, these two 

studies point to the importance of the present enquiry.  

Chapter Summary 

This chapter presented an overview of the welfare and employment services system 

in Australia and argued that the current system is primarily informed by labour market 

economics which dictates punitive measures as necessary to motivate unemployed people 

to search for work.  Active labour market program requirements were described and both 

their argued merits and deficits presented.    

In the following chapter, we will continue our examination of the employment 

services system, describing it through the lens of its purported functions to help 

unemployed people find work. 
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Chapter 4:  Helping People to Secure Work - The Reemployment Intervention 

Chapter Overview 

In Chapter 3 we described the regime of mutual obligation requirements and 

sanctions for non-compliance and argued that the contractual arrangement for services 

between the government and ESPs creates an imperative to prioritise compliance activities.  

However, ESPs are also contracted to deliver two services that would be more recognisably 

associated with the notion of helping people to find work, that is, to improve jobseekers 

prospects of securing employment, and to facilitate connections to job opportunities without 

which a jobseekers might not otherwise be able to find.  From this perspective, the 

jobactive5 program can be considered a reemployment intervention6: Thus, in this chapter 

we will present a description of these additional functions (O'Halloran, 2021), namely, the 

employability function and the labour exchange function.   

The Employability Function 

What do Reemployment Interventions Do? 

In the research literature, programs such as jobactive are known as interventions, 

and variously described in terms of the nature of the intervention (for example, job search 

interventions or vocational interventions or more generally, reemployment interventions) 

and the cohort of interest (for example, long-term unemployed, youth or mature age 

unemployed).  Meta-analysis has found that these types of programs typically focus on two 

key areas: skill development, such as resumé writing, teaching job search and interview 

 

 

5 From July 1, 2022, the program currently known as jobactive will be called Workforce Australia.   

Although some changes are expected, e.g., a move to use technology to make monitoring more 
efficient, the fundamentals of the system remain unchanged. 

6 Following the literature, we will use the term reemployment rather than re-employment 
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skills and improving self-presentation, and encouraging proactivity, described in terms of 

boosting self-efficacy; promoting goal setting; stress management; and enlisting social 

support (Liu et al., 2014, p. 1014), that is, to improve the employability of the jobseeker and 

consequentially, their chances of securing a job.   

The jobactive contract is similarly constructed, with funds being available to assist 

with selected work-related training as well as for work clothes, travel costs, licenses and 

other expenses to help secure a job (Australian Government, 2021a).  Activities such as 

those described are typically delivered (or coordinated) by the frontline workers of these 

organisations, variously known as case managers/workers, employment counsellors.  As 

previously described, in the Australian system these frontline workers are referred to as 

employment consultants.   

These roles might be usefully described as providing employment guidance, which 

has been defined as addressing ‘occupational decision making, skill enhancement, job 

search and employment maintenance (Whelan et al., 2021).  Of interest to this study is that 

research has found that the ability to build and maintain good relationships with jobseekers 

plays an important role in the effective delivery of these services to unemployed jobseekers 

(Noordzij et al., 2013).   

The Dual Role of ECs: Activation in jobactive 

However, in the Australian model, as we described in the previous chapter, in 

addition to delivering support services to jobseekers, a key (and arguably dominant) 

component of an ECs role is to enforce jobseeker compliance with the mutual obligation 

requirements, specifically, the mandatory activities that are prescribed in their Job Plan.  In 

practical terms, this means ECs could be engaged in an employment guidance/counselling 

session with a jobseeker in one appointment, and in the next, or even at the same time, be 

reporting them for non-compliance, triggering sanctions and potential financial penalties.  

Perhaps unsurprisingly, these dual roles of assistance and compliance may result in conflict 
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between employment services staff and their unemployed clients.  Some evidence of this 

tension was provided in a survey by Lewis et al. (2016), finding that nearly 45% of ECs 

reported having experienced threats of physical violence from their jobseeker clients within 

the previous two months.  

It has been argued that the ‘new public management’ paradigm has shifted the role 

of the frontline staff in these organisations who work at the ‘street level’ (Considine & Lewis, 

2010) from one of social assistance and human services to being street level bureaucrats, a 

term coined by Michael Lipsky (2010) in his seminal work on the topic. Extending that 

perspective, rather than being a role of support, ECs have been referred to as ‘activation 

workers’ whose primary role is to enact the intent of active labour market policies (OECD, 

2012), that is, to ‘activate’, motivate, or arguably coerce,  jobseekers to search for and 

obtain work, and to sanction them for non-compliance (Malmberg-Heimonen & Vuori, 

2005).  Consequently, it has been argued that policy developments have sought to limit 

frontline workers’ (the ECs) capacity to use their own discretion with jobseekers in an 

attempt to improve policy outcomes (Considine & Lewis, 2010; Van Parys & Struyven, 

2018), that is, to compel people to meet the requirements and exit benefits as quickly as 

possible.    

In the Australian context, the increasing bureaucratic control on frontline workers’ 

ability to use their own discretion is evident in the governing framework of the employment 

services system called the Performance Framework (McGann et al., 2019), a set of 

stringent set of reporting, compliance, and quality standards which must be met by ESPs.  

‘Surveillance audits’ (Australian Government, 2019b, p. 25) are used to identify 

unsubstantiated claims for job outcomes or non-compliance with quality standards, followed 

by the administration of contract breach remedies on the ESP.  In recent years, ECs 

confirm that their job role has become highly prescribed by the government, with 85% of 

ECs reporting that the extent to which standard program rules and regulations determined 
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the decisions they made about jobseekers was a good deal to a great deal (Lewis et al., 

2016).    

It has also been argued that the system has been designed this way in order to 

increase competition and contestability of service provision, with the aim of driving a higher 

quality service and efficiency in service delivery through ‘carrot and stick’ rewards and 

sanctions (Considine & Lewis, 2010).  A key example of this is the Star Ratings7 

component of the Performance Framework, a system, which “assess[es] the relative 

performance levels of Providers” (Australian Government, 2019b, p. 5).  Using a complex 

set of criteria and a regression analysis of data that predicts how many job outcomes a site 

(a location) should achieve (how many people are placed in jobs) with how many they 

actually did achieve, each ESP site is then awarded a Star Rating between 1 and 5, a rating 

that is published on the government’s website.  The business implications of the Star 

Ratings System are a further example of the policy intent to reward and punish behaviour: 

an ESP whose site/s falls below a 2- or 3-star rating over a period of 18 or 36 months will 

be “in scope for business reallocation” (Australian Government, 2019b, p. 55); a 

euphemism for the cancellation of their contract for services.   

The threat of financial consequences in the employment services system is 

therefore a reality for not only jobseekers but the ESPs and their frontline workers, the ECs 

who will suffer job loss as a result of non-performance.  This has been described as triple 

activation, whereby the state is applying the compliance and sanctions not only to welfare 

recipients, but to the organisations administering the benefits and their frontline staff (van 

Berkel, 2013).  As will be discussed, this ‘pressure from above’ can have important 

 

 

7 It may be noted that the calculation of Star Ratings ended after the release of the September 2020 

data due to ‘due to volatile economic data as a result of the pandemic’  (DESE, 2022) 
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motivational consequences not only for ECs, but for the jobseekers with whom they interact 

(Pelletier et al., 2002). 

The Notion of Employability 

Before moving to discuss the labour market function, it may also be worthwhile to 

consider the notion of employability more broadly, particularly as it relates to how it might 

be addressed.  A systematic review of current understandings of employability in the 

literature by William et al., (2016) suggests that the concept has three key dimensions 

which reflect a person’s (pro)active adaptability (Fugate et al., 2004): first, the human, 

social, cultural and psychological capital possessed by the individual; second, their capacity 

for successful career management over time; and finally, contextual components, that is, 

how each employment opportunity varies as a function of the fit between one jobseeker and 

an employer in comparison with the other jobseekers with whom they compete for the role.  

From this view, employability depends on an individual’s knowledge, skills and attitudes 

possessed, how they deploy these assets, how they present to employers, and, the context 

in which they seek work; that is, the nexus between the individual’s circumstances and the 

existing labour market (Hillage & Pollard, 1998).  Thinking back to the previously described 

assumptions about why a person continues to be unemployed, we find that the problem 

focus, and therefore the solution, is centred on changing the individual. 

However, McQuaid and Lindsay (2005) characterised the primacy of individual 

attributes as being a narrow concept of employability, and proposes a more holistic 

framework which includes a broader range of both supply-side (jobseeker) and demand-

side factors (available jobs) should be used to inform labour market policy.  For example, 

their proposed broad model included consideration of not only personal attributes but also 

the personal circumstances of the individual, such as caring responsibilities, access to 

transport, social support networks and safe and affordable housing.  In terms of the 

demand-side, the model also includes macro-economic factors which might impact 



53 
 

 
 

   

employability such as business cycles and threats to labour markets, and micro-economic 

factors, such as the availability of entry level positions, employer recruitment processes and 

preferences, and discrimination.  As discussed in a previous section, however, for 

jobseekers in the mandatory employment services system in Australia, employability, and 

how it can be improved, is almost exclusively a function of the categorisation of the deficits 

of the individual jobseeker and attempts to address these personal deficits, with little, if any, 

regard to how their attributes and personal circumstances will be accommodated in the 

prevailing labour market.  

The Labour Exchange Function 

As previously described, historically, a key role of the employment services system 

was that of labour exchange, whereby the connection of available workers with available 

jobs was facilitated.  However, as we will argue in the following sections, there seems to be 

a disparity between the stated intention to provide this service and the reality of what is 

offered to jobseekers in the jobactive program.   

The Notion of a ‘Job Board’ 

Before the advent of the internet, information about job vacancies was not as easily 

accessible as it is today, and therefore governments could provide a useful service to both 

employers and unemployed people by providing a centralised repository of available jobs.  

In Australia, this was the role of the Commonwealth Employment Services, an agency that 

was established after World War II as a public labour exchange service but, as previously 

mentioned, later replaced with various (and increasingly privatised) iterations of the current 

system (O'Sullivan et al., 2021).  In those earlier times, in the local offices of the agency, 

job vacancy notices were literally posted on a board/wall by or on behalf of employers, 

hence spawning the term ‘job board’.  This physical access meant that jobseekers could 
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peruse available job vacancies and thus be connected with opportunities that they might not 

otherwise have easily found.   

According to the Department of Education, Skills and Employment (2022), the 

current jobactive website is described as ‘the Australian Government’s job board’.  The site 

promotes a dual offering for jobseekers and employers, asserting that jobactive can ‘help 

you find a job or hire staff’.  A visit to the actual jobactive website (jobsearch.gov.au) 

reveals an online employment marketplace with hundreds of thousands of job vacancies.  

Employers are able to post job vacancies at no cost, a presumably a competitive strategy to 

attract employers toward the Government’s own service and  away from paid services such 

as Seek.com.au8.   

Incentives for Employers 

In addition to facilitating a connection between labour demand and supply, the 

jobactive website also promotes incentives for employers to connect with this ‘supply’ of 

labour; that is, ‘carrots’ for employers to select people who are receiving income support 

payments.  Links are provided to advice on available wage subsidies when employing a 

person from an eligible cohort (Australian Government, 2022b), and to financial assistance 

to employ a person as an intern.  Of relevance to this study, the website also promotes 

engagement with a ‘recruitment provider’, a description of the employment services 

provider organisations of our study.  The recruitment function is promoted as a no cost, 

personalised service to the employer whereby ESPs will ‘work directly with you to find job-

ready candidates. No matter your industry, they'll offer you end-to-end recruitment services, 

 

 

8 It is interesting to note that, at the time of writing, the vast majority of job postings on the jobactive 

website were postings from other online job search engines such as CareerOne, Adzuna and Jora 
and not direct postings by employers.   
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at no cost to you. They can shortlist, screen and recommend candidates based on your 

business needs’ (Australian Goverment, 2022).   

Job Brokerage 

For jobseekers, the system is meant to provide a job brokerage service whereby 

staff of ESPs canvass employers for job vacancies on behalf of unemployed client base 

and assist them to procure one of these jobs (Department Employment Workplace 

Relations and Small Business, 2001).  The proposition that employment services providers 

will act as ‘job brokers’ and actively link jobseeker with employers is reinforced in the 

advertising on the ESPs own websites.  For example, at the time of writing, the website of 

one provider declared ‘you will have access to a wide network of employers across the 

country’ (Appendix A), with another asserting they would ‘… connect you with local 

employers and support you in the workplace to boost your chances of securing long term 

employment’ (Appendix B).  Thus, not only is it a stated intention for employment services 

to connect jobseekers with available jobs, but it is implied that ESPs have the capacity to 

tap into an additional pool of jobs not otherwise accessible to the jobseeker, often referred 

to as the ‘hidden job market’.   

Marketing Employment Services  

Curiously, however, there is a notable inconsistency between how ESPs promote 

their services to jobseekers and the previously described mutual obligation requirements.  

As might be expected in a competitive market context, the promotional language ESPs use 

to advertise their services to jobseekers attempts to distinguish their service from those of 

other providers, and, accordingly, some promoted benefits are akin to those of a private 

recruitment consultancy.  For example, one large provider’s website promotes the idea that 

jobseekers will find a good job match using the headline ‘find a job that works for me’ (APM, 
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2018), whilst others promote the goal of ‘meaningful and sustainable employment’9 (at 

Work Australia, 2021) 

Yet the reality of the contractual obligations between the government and each ESP 

require them to compel jobseekers to apply for, and accept, any available job, and to 

sanction them if they don’t; requirements which seems at odds with the marketing claims of 

some ESPs.  Of course, it must also be recalled that ESPs are remunerated, and their 

overall contract performance assessed, on the number of jobs outcomes they attain; that is, 

the more people they place in jobs, any jobs, the faster, the better.  Thus, one could argue 

these positions are not only inconsistent but fundamentally incompatible, and likely to 

create a context in which significant tensions would arise between what is expected 

(assistance to find a suitable job) and what is delivered (pressure to get a job, any job, as 

quickly as possible).  Of consequence to this study, it is also plausible to imagine that 

tensions in the interactions between jobseekers and ECS will have some effect on the 

emotional state of jobseekers and consequently on their mental health.  

The Job Search and Reemployment Literature   

In previous chapters it has been argued that research from the domain of labour 

market economics strongly influences the policies underpinning the welfare and 

employment services systems.  However, another body of research also has some 

relevance to the present enquiry; that is, the study of job search behaviour and models of 

job search success.  In this short section, we will briefly describe the pertinent aspects of 

this extensive body of work and relevance to the present study.  

 

 

9 We note that the webpage has since been updated and the term ‘meaningful’ has been removed 
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Given the breadth of the literature, it is helpful to narrow the scope by considering 

the three categories of the job search literature identified by Boswell et al., (2012), which 

are identified by both the contexts in which they occur and the related objectives of the job 

search.  First, there are new entrants to the labour market, that is, school or higher 

education leavers. Second, there are employed jobseekers, that is, those who are currently 

in work but are searching for alternative jobs, and finally, unemployed jobseekers (Boswell 

et al., 2012).  Whilst the latter category is clearly the population of interest to this study, it 

can be further narrowed to unemployed jobseekers who are mandatorily engaged in a 

reemployment intervention.  This is to highlight that the objectives of the job search are both 

personally derived and externally (and mandatorily) imposed; a contrast of importance that 

will be explored in later discussions as we propose a distinction between voluntary job 

search and mandatory job search activities for this study.   

Models of Job Search Success 

Psychological theories of self-regulation (Kanfer et al., 2001) and the theory of 

planned behaviour (Ajzen, 1985, 1991, 2002) have played a central role in the unemployed 

job search literature (Boswell et al., 2012) with both streams seeking to predict the 

antecedents of job search activities as well as consequential job search outcomes using a 

broad range of variables.  Acknowledging the complex nature of job search, some eminent 

authors have proposed multi-disciplinary and multi-factorial models of job search success 

which combine the numerous predictor variables that have emerged from the economics, 

sociology, and psychology disciplines (Wanberg et al., 2002).  

For example, Manroop and Richardson (2016) offered a comprehensive model of 

job search success which included 12 categories of factors (each with multiple variables) 

which are proposed to influence job search outcomes.  The categories of predictors 

included those that have been widely studied, such as demographics (e.g., gender, age, 

education, ethnicity), psychological factors (e.g., self-efficacy, commitment, motivation), 
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labour market characteristics (jobseeker employability, labour demand), and emotional 

experience (stress, frustration/depression, loss of identity, mental health). The model also 

includes job search interventions, such as the one at the centre of this study, positing that, 

when successful, programs that deliver skill training, job search coaching and goal setting 

improve job search learning and consequently job search behaviour.  Interventions are also 

proposed to influence job search behaviours by moderating the relationship with job search 

goals and expectations, such that participants of the interventions have greater job search 

clarity and use higher quality job search strategies. 

Despite the value of the model, however, it has several gaps, some of which have 

been acknowledged in the authors’ calls for future research. First, jobseeker motivation is 

construed as a predictor at the individual difference level, but not as an outcome of the 

interaction with reemployment interventions. Furthermore, the model proposes that whilst 

the emotional experiences (e.g., frustration, depression, mental health) of jobseekers have 

a reciprocal relationship with job search behaviours, there is no proposed relationship 

between the emotional experiences of the jobseeker and the reemployment intervention 

itself.  In examining how the experience of the employment services intervention (known as 

jobactive) impacts both the mental health and job seeking behaviour of unemployed people, 

this study intends to contribute to this knowledge gap. 

Chapter Summary 

In this chapter we have described the delivery of employment services through the 

lens of two key functions which are purportedly aimed at helping unemployed people to 

secure work: improving employability and providing a job brokerage service or labour 

exchange.  We also provided an overview of the relevant aspects of the job search and 

reemployment literature. 

In the following chapter, we will describe the theoretical lens of the study, self-

determination theory, and present the research questions that will guide the study.  
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Chapter 5:  Literature Review - Employment Services from the Perspective of  

Self-determination Theory 

Chapter Overview 

This literature review begins with an overview of SDT and its perspective on 

motivation , an approach which stands in contrast to that of the behaviourist perspective 

which we argue currently underpins the employment services system.  This is followed by a 

discussion of the domains in which SDT has been researched and argues for the relevance 

of SDT to the employment services context.  The concepts of psychological need support 

and need thwarting are described, empirical studies relevant to the present study 

examined.  Finally, the research question and the related hypotheses will be explicated.  

Quality of Motivation in SDT  

Early research in SDT explored intrinsic motivation, examining the conditions under 

which people would engage in an activity that they found inherently interesting and 

satisfying for its own sake (Ryan & Deci, 2000b).  Subsequent research found people’s 

intrinsic motivation could be negatively affected not only by rewards, but also by deadlines, 

surveillance, evaluation, and disrespectful treatment (Deci & Ryan, 1985).  Further SDT 

research then examined extrinsic motivation, which, in contrast to intrinsic motivation, 

describes behaviours done for instrumental reasons or for a separable outcome or 

consequence (Deci & Ryan, 2008). Organismic Integration Theory (OIT), one of SDT’s 

mini-theories, was developed from the investigation of how extrinsic factors were 

internalised; that is, how a set of social values, norms, behaviours, and beliefs are ‘taken in’ 

by the individual and made their own (Gagné & Deci, 2014; Ryan & Connell, 1989).   

From this perspective, two different types of motivational outcomes from the 

internalisation of extrinsic factors in the environment are proposed to occur: autonomous 

motivation and controlled motivation, which are described as existing on a continuum (Deci 



60 
 

 
 

   

& Ryan, 1987; Howard, 2020).  Autonomously motivated behaviour is driven out of interest 

or importance whereas controlled motivation is related to obtaining a reward or avoiding a 

punishment or out of ego-involvement and the maintenance of self-worth (Gagné & Forest, 

2008). A third construct, amotivation, describes a state where people feel no sense of 

purpose or no interest in pursuing a particular goal or activity, manifesting in a complete 

lack of intentionality to act (Howard, 2020; Howard et al., 2017).  Additionally, amotivation 

can also be a consequence of feeling a lack of competence for carrying out an activity or 

achieving an outcome (Deci & Ryan, 2000), such as might be the case of an unemployed 

person facing a difficult labour market. 

This conceptualisation of motivational quality has important implications for the 

employment/work domain, for not all work-related activities are intrinsically interesting or 

can be made so.  In the employment services context, it is unlikely that jobseekers would 

find all job search activities inherently interesting but rather experience the repeated 

rejections and emotional effort required to sustain the search over time  as a ‘grind’ 

(Wanberg, 2012; Wanberg et al., 2010).  Moreover, as opposed to an intrinsically 

motivating environment, the requirements set for jobseekers, that is, their prescribed job 

search numbers, are by definition, extrinsic; they are determined by the government and 

enforced by the EC, not the jobseeker and therefore may be experienced as controlling 

(Gagné & Deci, 2005). 

Yet, despite the imposed nature of these requirements, SDT posits that a higher 

quality motivation - autonomous motivation - may still be facilitated when the social context 

satisfies the individual’s three basic psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness.   The following sections will describe how SDT posits the three needs can be 

either supported, or thwarted, by the social contexts and evidence from empirical studies 

across domains of relevance to employment services and the current study’s outcomes of 

interest: job search behaviour and mental health. 
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Cross Domain Studies in SDT 

Whilst there is a dearth of research exploring the impact of reemployment 

interventions as a social context, and ECs as motivators of jobseekers, a significant body of 

work has examined need supportive and controlling motivating styles in comparable dyads 

in other domains.  SDT researchers have studied the motivational dynamics of the dyadic 

relationships of the teacher/student, coach/athlete, parent/child, clinician/patient, and 

manager/subordinate (Milyavskaya & Koestner, 2011; Slemp et al., 2018; Su & Reeve, 

2011).  It will be argued that the EC in the employment services context shares much in 

common with these roles and that the present study can be informed by SDT research from 

a variety of analogous domains.   

For example, whilst research in the education domain might seem remote from the 

context of unemployed job search, at the meso level, it is observed that both teachers and 

ECs operate within highly prescribed and mandatory systems over which they have little to 

no influence; for teachers, with respect to the policies and curriculum at the macro level, 

and at the micro level, the  individual school’s interpretation of the policies and curriculum 

(ACARA, 2016; Australian Government, 2018b; Martinek, 2018; Ryan & Deci, 2017).  

Similarly, for ECs, the welfare system determines the rules under which the employment 

services organisation must execute their contractual obligations (Australian Government, 

2015b, 2018c), and in turn, the employment services organisation determines the service 

parameters which are offered to the jobseeker (Australian Government, 2015a, 2015b) and 

therefore determine the ECs job role.  Thus, for both the teacher and the EC, there are 

significant elements of control in the workplace.  Second, as is the case with 

parents/children and manager/subordinate dyads, these can be considered non-reciprocal 

relationships (Niemiec et al., 2014); that is, within each dyad (the teacher/student and 

EC/jobseeker) there is a comparable hierarchical relationship, and therefore a significant 

power differential (Reeve, 2009).  The teacher and the EC have a role to direct the activities 
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of the student and jobseeker (respectively), and the capacity to reprimand or punish for 

non-compliant behaviour, with the latter being a requirement of the role for an EC 

(Parliament of Australia, 2018). 

Thus, using SDT research from across domains provides a rich and credible 

theoretical underpinning for exploration of the present research question.  

What is Autonomy Support?   

Recalling that a motivating style is defined as the way a person communicates and 

acts in order to  influence the behaviour of another (Reeve et al., 2018), it is useful to 

provide an overview of the operational definitions of autonomy supportive behaviours that 

have been used across domains and to contrast them with those that might be experienced 

in employment services.  Autonomy supportive behaviours are summarised in Table 1 (Su 

& Reeve, 2011).   

Table 1    Operational Definitions of Autonomy Supportive Behaviours 
 

Operational Definitions of Autonomy Supportive Behaviours 

1. Provide meaningful rationales: Verbal explanations that help the other person 
understand why self-regulation of an activity would have personal utility 

2. Acknowledge negative feelings: Tension-alleviating acknowledgements that the request 
one is making of the other is in conflict with his or her personal inclinations and that his or 
her feelings of conflict are legitimate (yet not necessarily inconsistent with activity 
engagement) 

3. Use non-controlling language: Communications that minimise pressure (absence of 
“should”, “must”, and “have to”) and convey a sense of choice and flexibility in the locution 
of behaviour 

4. Offer choices: Provide information about options, encouragement of choice-making, and 
encouragement of the initiation of one’s own action 

5. Nurture inner motivational resources: Vitalisation of the other’s interest, enjoyment, 
psychological need satisfaction relatedness, or sense of challenge or curiosity during the 
engagement of a requested activity 

 

Note. Adapted from “A Meta-Analysis of the Effectiveness of Intervention Programs Designed to 

Support Autonomy” by Su & Reeve, 2011, Educational Psychology Review, 23(1) 
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What Autonomy Support is Not 

Before turning to the empirical studies, however, it is important to underscore the 

theoretical distinction between what autonomy is and is not, and the consequential effects 

of both supporting and thwarting autonomy.  For whilst a central tenet of SDT is that optimal 

motivation occurs when a person acts with volition, or autonomy, this should not be 

misunderstood to imply a world where a person will only be motivated when they can do as 

they please, that autonomy is synonymous with permissiveness, and therefore, that 

behavioural boundaries and expectations cannot be set.  Rather SDT proposes that it is the 

way that these limits and expectations are communicated and perceived that matters 

(Koestner et al., 1984; Ryan & Deci, 2017), and that optimal motivation can be facilitated in 

an autonomy-supportive setting (Aelterman et al., 2018).  Research has also shown that 

even in deliberately regulated environments like prisons, autonomy-support can be effective 

in enhancing psychological well-being and quality of life (Van Der Kaap-Deeder et al., 

2017).   

As will be shown in later sections, motivational styles that are need supportive (as 

opposed to demotivating or controlling) have demonstrated a wide range of positive 

performance, learning, motivational and well-being outcomes (Ryan & Deci, 2017) of 

relevance to the employment services context. 

Autonomy Support and Job Search 

A meta-analysis of autonomy support in the work domain by Slemp et al. (2018) 

provides a breadth of evidence of the beneficial outcomes of autonomy support of 

relevance to this study.  Key to their findings is that autonomy support was shown to be 

positively correlated with autonomous motivation, and negatively correlated with controlled 

motivation – a finding that is supported by the limited body of SDT research that has been 

conducted in the unemployment domain.   
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For example, in a comparable context to the present study, Vansteenkiste et al. 

(2004) examined the relationship between the autonomous and controlled reasons people 

were searching for work (as well as not searching for work) in a study with unemployed 

adults who were participating in a Belgian welfare program.  The study’s outcomes were the 

(positive vs negative) experience of unemployment, well-being, and job search intensity 

(measured as frequency of job search activities).  In this study, autonomous motivation to 

search was measured by items that reflected both intrinsic motivation (e.g., enjoyment of 

the job search process) and identified regulation (e.g., the value of work), whereas 

controlled motivation to search was captured by items measuring external regulation (e.g., 

needing money) and introjected regulation (e.g., feeling obligated to search).  Amotivation 

was measured in terms of the individual’s perceived competence to find employment.  

Results from the study’s two samples revealed that autonomous reasons for searching for 

work were positively related to job search intensity, but when unable to find a job, 

autonomous motivation was negatively related to a positive experience of unemployment.  

Controlled motivation to search did not predict job search intensity, but both controlled 

motivation and amotivation positively predicted negative feelings about unemployment, and 

negatively predicted life satisfaction and general health (Vansteenkiste et al., 2004).   

Further research examined these motivational variables in a similar sample of 446 

unemployed people in Belgium (Vansteenkiste et al., 2005).  In this study, autonomous, but 

not controlled, motivation was found to be positively correlated with job search intensity. 

Again, autonomous motivation was a positive predictor of negative unemployment 

experience, defined in terms of participant’s feelings of worthlessness and 

meaninglessness and of social isolation, as well as a negative predictor of psychological 

well-being (Vansteenkiste et al., 2005).   

In a more recent study of these psychological mechanisms in the context of 

reemployment interventions in the Netherlands, Koen et al. (2016) found that the more 

jobseekers experienced autonomy, operationalised as the extent to which they felt a sense 
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of choice and volition in job search activities, the more autonomously motivated the 

participants were to search for a job, which in turn led to the use of higher quality job search 

strategies, and increased chances of finding employment.  Similarly, in a study with school 

leavers, autonomous motivation to search for work in the future was predicted by autonomy 

support from their teachers (Soenens & Vansteenkiste, 2005), 

Thus, facilitating autonomous motivation in unemployed people through the 

provision of autonomy supportive employment services would be of benefit to both the 

jobseeker and the ESP as being autonomously motivated to search for work predicts higher 

job search intensity, that is, more effort is expended on job search activities. Consequently, 

high levels of job search should equate to meeting job application requirements, which is 

said to increase the jobseekers’ likelihood of obtaining a job (Kanfer et al., 2001; Wanberg 

et al., 2015), and for the EC and ESP, a job outcome.   

However, being autonomously motivated to search for work yet being unable to find 

suitable employment is expected to result in decreased well-being/increased ill-being   

(Vansteenkiste et al., 2004).  Given ECs have reported a high proportion of their jobseeker 

clients already experience mental health issues (Lewis et al., 2016), evidence that suggests 

the system itself might be compounding this problem should be of grave concern to policy 

makers and providers alike. 

Compliance and the Thwarting of Autonomy  

In contrast to an autonomy supportive motivating context, a need thwarting context 

or demotivating interpersonal style is authoritarian in nature, and characterised by the use 

of controlling language and directive behaviour, and the application of verbal pressures, 

such as ‘must’ and ‘should’ to influence behaviour (Bartholomew et al., 2018).  SDT 

research has shown that there can be unintended consequences when people experience 

the types of controls common in institutional and bureaucratic settings, a factor which is of 

relevance to the employment services setting.   
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Recalling the compliance environment of the employment services system, a strong 

argument can be made that it is likely to be construed as need thwarting.  ECs are 

compelled to remind jobseekers of their mutual obligations requirements to apply for a 

prescribed number of jobs, to compel them to attend meetings, and to penalise them for 

non-compliance with these requirements.  To meet the jobseeker’s obligations – and their 

own organisational job outcome targets – ECs will also be attempting to influence the 

jobseeker to apply for, and accept, jobs that may not be agreeable to the jobseeker.  At the 

same time, ESP and EC behaviour is also being audited for compliance with the 

Performance Framework, to identify whether the ECs are holding jobseekers to their mutual 

obligation requirements by reporting them and initiating sanctions and penalties; a situation 

previously described as a source of potential conflict with jobseekers.   

Examining similar scenarios in the education domain, a study with 254 teachers, 

Pelletier et al. (2002) found that a controlling environment, where teachers felt ‘pressure 

from above and below’, had motivational consequences for both teacher and student.  They 

found the more teachers perceived that the school’s administration standards were 

controlling (that teachers had to comply with the curriculum, with colleagues’ ways of 

teaching, and with performance standards), the less autonomous motivation the teachers 

had toward teaching.  In another study of 732 secondary teachers, perceived 

organisational, job-related pressure was found to be correlated with less self-determination 

for teaching (being autonomously motivated), which in turn predicted more controlling 

behaviour towards students (Martinek, 2018).   

SDT research has shown that the use of controlling motivating styles has important 

downstream effects (Ryan & Deci, 2017), with studies, particularly in the education and 

sport domain finding that controlling environments are associated with both poorer quality 

motivational outcomes and maladaptive social-psychological factors of relevance to this 

study (Gillison et al., 2019; Slemp et al., 2020).  For example, Jang et al (2016) examined 

engagement and disengagement in a sample of Korean high school students, finding that 
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perceived controlling teaching predicted disengagement in compulsory curriculum subjects, 

a relationship that was mediated by need frustration.  The study also showed that perceived 

controlling teaching related negatively to autonomous motivation and positively to controlled 

motivation and amotivation, as well an increased fear of failure and challenge avoidance, 

factors which it might be predicted would negatively influence proactive job search 

behaviours.   

Similarly, in a study of university students who were nearing graduation, being non-

self-determined, that is, experiencing controlled motivation in response to pressure and 

control, was found to be positively related to job search procrastination, which in turn 

positively predicted an increase in hopelessness toward job-seeking (Senécal & Guay, 

2000), outcomes of significance for many unemployed people faced with trying to find a 

new career path due to industry closures and geographic labour market constraints.   

In summary, SDT proposes that when needs are thwarted, people pay an 

immediate psychological cost by way of increased ill-being (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013).  

Many studies have shown that need frustration arising from control is related to ill-being, for 

example, in athletes (Bartholomew, Ntoumanis, Ryan, & Thogersen-Ntoumani, 2011) and 

sport coaches (Stebbings et al., 2012), including burnout, depression and negative affect 

(Bartholomew, Ntoumanis, Ryan, Bosch, et al., 2011).   

The Unintended Consequences of Control 

‘Poor’ job search behaviour, appointment non-attendance and other non-compliant 

behaviours are frequently attributed to poor work commitment, laziness and a lack of 

motivation (Schofield & Butterworth, 2015)  Ye, it may be the case that when a jobseeker 

perceives their autonomy has been thwarted (by the interaction with the EC and/or the job 

search environment itself), they would experience need frustration which would, in turn, 

predict controlled motivation and amotivation, the latter a state in which the jobseekers 

have given up, feeling helpless to achieve their goal.  Need frustration would also increase 
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the likelihood of disengagement with the reemployment intervention, and avoidance of the 

required and onerous job search activities which would inevitably lead to more controlling 

behaviour from ECs as they initiate sanctions and penalties in an ever-increasing spiral of 

control. 

SDT studies have also found that students who experienced their teacher as 

controlling have been shown to adopt a more controlled motivation orientation themselves 

(Pelletier & Sharp, 2009), the consequences of which have been found to promote 

compensatory behaviours (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013) such as oppositional defiance (De 

Meyer et al., 2016; Haerens et al., 2015), that is, the display of disobedient, negative or 

hostile behaviours toward authority figures (APA, 2015).  Thus, the previously mentioned 

issue of conflict between jobseekers and ECs might be explained as a consequence of the 

controlling system itself. 

Therefore, the policy intention to activate jobseekers through the various means of 

control and coercion, such as mandatory requirements, job search monitoring and 

sanctions may well have unintended consequences which will not be addressed by the 

application of more control.   

Competence and Competence Support 

As has been widely shown across many studies in psychology, competence 

provides the energetic drive to pursue both personal and professional goals (Ryan & Deci, 

2017).  In SDT, it is posited that humans have an inherent need to feel effective as they 

navigate the world, engage in challenging tasks, and expand their skills in the same domain 

(Van den Broeck et al., 2010).  In the job search literature, job search self-efficacy, defined 

as a jobseeker’s confidence that they can successfully accomplish job search activities and 

obtain employment (Kanfer & Hulin, 1985), has been identified as an antecedent of 

differential levels of job search behaviour (Côté et al., 2006; Kanfer et al., 2001). A meta-

analysis by Kanfer et al. (2001) found that self-efficacy both positively predicted job offers 
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received and the probability of obtaining a job and is thus a key variable of interest in the 

reemployment literature.   

Yet whilst the job search literature has examined job search self-efficacy from the 

perspective of individual differences, from an SDT perspective, competence can also be 

viewed in terms of the social context in which it is either supported or thwarted.  From this 

view, competence support would include: the provision of feedback that is informational; 

setting ‘optimal’ challenges (i.e., not beyond the individual’s achievement level); providing 

useful help and guidance during the execution of a task; and a foundation of clear 

guidelines and expectations to guide task execution (Fransen et al., 2018).   

An early experimental study in  SDT showed that positive verbal feedback by the 

researcher increased intrinsic motivation on a motor skills task while negative verbal 

feedback decreased it, with each effect being mediated by perceived changes to 

competence (Vallerand & Reid, 1984).  In an experimental study in the sports domain, 

feedback from the coach was manipulated (as positive or neutral feedback) during a ball-

skill related task in a group of basketball players.  The study found that positive feedback 

from the coach increased competence satisfaction in the experimental group, with a direct 

effect being observed on objective performance, that is, the athlete’s speed and accuracy 

on the task improved across time.  Intrinsic motivation for the activity was also found to 

increase in the control group, also explained by an increase in competence satisfaction 

(Fransen et al., 2018).   

Supporting Autonomy and Competence 

As discussed, a significant body of literature has emerged from the education and 

sport domains that examines the motivating/demotivating styles of teachers and the 

motivational, behavioural and performance consequences for students and athletes.  

Adding to this work, a recent contribution by Aelterman et al. (2018) has described teaching 

styles in terms of the degree to which both autonomy and competence are supported or 



70 
 

 
 

   

thwarted synergistically. The model presents four overarching styles and two practices 

within each of those styles. In this domain, competence support is primarily construed in 

terms of structure (Reeve et al., 1999), which includes the provision of clear and helpful 

directions about ‘what’ to do to achieve the student’s learning goals, assistance to establish 

clear actions plans, and constructive and informative feedback relevant to the student’s 

current level of competence (Jang et al., 2010). The opposite of structure is referred to as 

chaos, and is characterised by a motivating style that is laissez faire, leaving students on 

their own to try and work out how and what should be done (Aelterman et al., 2018).   

As might be predicted from SDT, the two practices found by students to be the most 

motivational were attuning and guiding, the two teaching practices that were need 

supportive of both autonomy and competence.  The first, attuning, is a style in which the 

teacher found ways to support the students’ own interests, accepted their expressions of 

negative affect, and showed empathy with the student’s viewpoint.  They provided student-

relevant explanatory rationales for what needed to be done and allowed the student to work 

at their own pace.  These are what would be described as autonomy supportive behaviours. 

The other motivational practice was guiding, which is a competence supportive teaching 

practice, noting that support for competence is described in the education domain as 

structure.  In the guiding practice, the teacher provided help and assistance that was useful 

to the student and gave feedback that was informational and communicated how they could 

improve.  Both attuning and guiding styles were found to be significantly and positively 

correlated with autonomous motivation and persistence, and negatively with amotivation 

and oppositional defiance (Aelterman et al., 2018).   

Together, autonomy support and competence support have also been found to 

predict classroom engagement (Jang et al., 2010), suggesting that a supportive 

environment should accommodate both needs.  Autonomy and competence (structure) 

have also been found to be related to self-regulated learning (SRL) strategies, defined as a 

goal-directed process whereby students engage in self-reflective and self-evaluative 
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behaviours enabling them to achieve their learning goals (Sierens et al., 2009). These 

findings have recently been further tested in a quasi-experimental longitudinal study. In this 

research, teachers were trained in how to support autonomy and provide structure in an 

autonomy-supportive way.  Results showed that the training increased autonomy and 

competence support, which were both positively and significantly related to the four 

outcome variables (classroom engagement, skill development, anticipated performance in 

physical education and future intentions to exercise), with large effect sizes (Cheon et al., 

2020).   

These findings are not only of relevance to the education environment, as it may be 

recalled that ESPs have a role to provide services such as job search coaching, training in 

presentation and interview skills, much of which is conducted in a classroom setting.  ESPs 

are also attempting to maintain the jobseekers’ engagement with their program, to attend 

these classes, and put effort into the learning opportunities.  Therefore, the capacity to 

increase engagement, autonomous motivation, and learning outcomes and to reduce 

amotivation and oppositional defiance by enacting a need supportive motivating style 

should be of interest to ESPs and ECs alike.  

Thwarting Competence 

Despite the acknowledged importance of competence, SDT proposes that it can be 

easily thwarted by social contexts in which challenges are perceived to be unachievable 

and negative feedback is prevalent, and where circumstances conspire to undermine 

feelings of personal effectiveness and mastery (Ryan & Deci, 2017).  Moreover, 

environments that are unpredictable and chaotic can also be construed as competence 

thwarting (Ryan et al., 2018).    

In the context of this study, negative feedback can be said to dominate the 

experience of unemployment and job search.  Jobseekers experience frequent, negative 

feedback in the form or rejections from the multiple job applications they are required to 
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submit and face sustained challenges over which they often have little or no control due to 

tight labour markets or unalterable personal employment barriers.  In a recent meta-

analysis on negative feedback, conducted with studies in the education domain, the 

proposition that negative feedback was related to decreased intrinsic motivation was 

supported (Fong et al., 2018).  Importantly, however, in moderator analyses, the authors 

also found that negative feedback was less demotivating when presented in particular 

ways: that is, when the feedback contained details on how to improve, when it was 

objectively related to the activity (e.g., “5 out of 10 of your answers were not correct”), and 

when the feedback was delivered in-person.  Again, SDT provides evidence that it is not 

necessarily what is done but how it is done that matters and that feedback for improvement, 

even negative feedback that ECs need to deliver to jobseekers, for example, on the way 

their resumé is written, can be either supportive or thwarting of psychological needs. 

In addition, competence might be thwarted in situations where resources, such as 

training and funding for training to assist jobseekers to become more employable, are not 

readily or easily accessed.  Similarly, jobseekers’ competence might be thwarted as a 

consequence of the work first principle that any job is better than no job, finding themselves 

faced with accepting a job that is of a significantly lower capacity or level than their previous 

employment.   

Competence can also be readily thwarted in online environments, a finding which 

should be of concern to policy makers given the increasingly digitised nature of employment 

services10.  For example, in a 2014 study, the competence of players in a video game was 

manipulated by increasing the game’s learning curve and supplying less effective or less 

intuitive means of playing.  After controlling for the aggressive nature of the game itself, the 

 

 

10 In July 2022, jobseekers who are categorised as Stream A will be moved to online delivery of 

services. 
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results showed that these  competence thwarts were associated with short-term shifts in 

feelings of aggression and aggressive thoughts and behaviours (Przybylski et al., 2014).  

Given the mental health challenges already experienced by some jobseekers, the potential 

for additional stressors from these types of changes is of concern. 

Relatedness  

From an SDT perspective, the need to be connected to others and to feel a sense of 

belonging (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) and of significance in social groups (Ryan & Deci, 

2017) is the third core need to facilitate human flourishing (Vansteenkiste et al., 2010).  As 

is the case for the need for autonomy and competence, social contexts can either support 

relatedness, by showing interest in a person, getting to know them and their particular 

needs and being accepting of them as an individual, or thwart the need by being impersonal 

and rejecting (Ryan & Deci, 2017) and thus denying the opportunity for close and mutual 

connection with others (Olafsen et al., 2017).   

Whilst many SDT studies have found strong correlations between all three 

psychological needs and well-being outcomes, studies have also confirmed that 

relatedness independently positively predicts well-being over and above autonomy and 

competence (Ryan & Deci, 2017).  For example, Gagné et al. (2003) found that relatedness 

support predicted positive affect, vitality and self-esteem in gymnasts across a 4 week 

period, with outcomes fluctuating according to the degree to which relatedness was 

supported in individual practice sessions across the weeks.  Outcomes have also been 

found to vary by days of the week in working adults, such that vitality and positive affect 

were greater on weekends than weekdays, explained as a consequence of people 

spending time with those who were most likely to satisfy their relatedness need (Ryan et al., 

2010). 

In contrast, contexts that are experienced as relatedness thwarting are directly 

related to ill-being and psychological distress (Ryan & Deci, 2017) , the latter of which has 
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been associated with non-optimal coping behaviours such as withdrawal from others, 

attacking the self, attacking others, and avoidance behaviours (Elison et al., 2006; 

Nathanson, 1994).  Accordingly, contexts that thwart relatedness, increase feelings of 

isolation and rejection, can be expected to have important ramifications for both the 

individual and societies by not only undermining well-being but also actively increasing ill-

being.   

Thwarting Relatedness and the Pain of Unsuccessful Job Search   

Across many studies, scholars have found that the experience of rejection and 

ostracism has consequences for both behaviour and mental health. When experienced over 

long periods, ostracism has been found to deplete the individual’s coping resources leading 

to feelings of alienation, helplessness, unworthiness and depression (Williams & Nida, 

2011), and reduce self-regulation (Richman & Leary, 2009).  In proposing a model of 

reactions to rejection experiences, Richman and Leary (2009) posit that responses to 

rejection are aimed at attempts to restore a sense of acceptance.  In the first instance, 

however, the rejection experience is proposed to have an immediate response of negative 

affect and lowered self-esteem, as well as anger, sadness, and anxiety.  People are then 

proposed to reflect on the rejection and respond depending on one of six possible 

construals of the rejection event; that is, on the value of the relationship to the rejectee, the 

perceived cost of the rejection (e.g., time, money, effort), the expectation that the 

relationship can be repaired, the possibility of alternative relationships, the unfairness of the 

rejection, and how chronic or pervasive the rejection is.  The resultant behaviour is then 

proposed to be dominated by one of three motivated response types: prosocial responses, 

withdrawal and avoidance responses, and antisocial responses, each of which has 

consequences for jobseekers and ECs alike. 

For example, withdrawal behaviour is a problem in the employment services context 

because withdrawing from social contact, such as not attending meetings with ECs or 
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attending job interviews constitutes a non-compliant behaviour that will lead to income 

support being stopped.  Networking, a key element of successful job search, would also be 

affected when people withdraw from social contact, a response that has also been noted as 

a response to the perceived stigma of being unemployed (Peterie et al., 2019b).  Moreover, 

withdrawal from job search and displays of avoidant behaviours in jobseekers have been 

found to increase over time (Manroop & Richardson, 2016; Saks, 2005), although 

explanations for these behaviours have typically omitted the potential psychological impact 

of sustained rejections that occur as a consequence of the reemployment context itself.  It 

is therefore useful to consider the degree to which relatedness thwarting and rejection 

might be a factor in the present job search context.  

As previously discussed, research has confirmed the positive relationship between 

job search behaviour and job search success; active job search leads to interviews and the 

receipt of job offers (Kanfer et al., 2001), thus laying the foundation for the assumption that 

more is better.  However, it is also acknowledged in both the job search and unemployment 

literature that there are significant negative psychological consequences of unsuccessful 

job search for unemployed jobseekers (McKee-Ryan et al., 2005; Paul et al., 2009; 

Wanberg, 2012; Wanberg et al., 2001).  The repeated and sustained rejections of job 

applications inherent in the process have been described as a significant stressor for 

jobseekers (Wanberg, 2012), with the continued discouragement being found to lead to 

decreased well-being (McKee-Ryan et al., 2005; Wanberg, 1997).   

To fully appreciate the impact of rejection, it is useful to quantify the potential 

rejection experiences of a jobseeker in the Australian employment services system.  

According to the Reserve Bank of Australia, in 2020, the average duration of unemployment 

is close to one year, with 20% of jobseekers being unemployed for more than one year 

(Cassidy et al., 2020).  At the time of this study, the job search requirement to sustain the 

income support payment whilst searching for work was twenty job applications per month, 

therefore a ‘compliant’ jobseeker (one who has applied for twenty jobs) would experience 
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rejection a minimum of 240 times in the average period of unemployment.  For those 

assessed as having significant barriers to employment, the length of unemployment 

extends to approximately five years (O’Sullivan et al., 2019) thus compounding the effect of 

rejection.  Accordingly, it seems plausible to conclude that the job search requirements 

intended to improve jobseekers’ prospects of finding work are likely to be actively 

contributing to significant and ongoing rejection experiences and therefore serious 

psychological consequences for unemployed people, particularly those who are long-term 

unemployed.  

Supporting All Three Needs 

So far, as much of the past SDT research has done, we have reviewed SDT’s 

literature of the three psychological needs separately.  However, SDT also proposes that 

the needs act in concert with each other to support psychological health (Sheldon & 

Niemiec, 2006), with additive effects for each need predicting positive outcomes (Sheldon 

et al., 2003).  Adding to the research from the education domain which proposes teachers’ 

motivating styles may support or thwart both autonomy and competence, other scholars 

have begun to examine how all three needs are supported or thwarted in social contexts.    

One such stream of research has examined the support of all three needs in the 

context of managerial need support, that is, how leaders and managers support all three 

psychological needs in the workplace in distinct ways.  In the development of a scale to 

measure need-supportive management, Parfyonova et al. (2019) found support for a three-

factor model in which managerial support for autonomy consisted of providing employees 

with choices and accompanying requests with a meaningful rationale; support for 

competence involved setting clear performance expectations and providing feedback; and 

finally, managerial support for relatedness involved acknowledging employees’ feelings and 

perspectives and expressing care and concern regarding their needs.  Preliminary analysis 

of the factor structure, however, found that providing a rationale loaded more strongly onto 
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competence support, perhaps supporting previous findings from the educational literature, 

for example, by Jang et al. (2010) that a supportive environment may provide overlapping 

support for both autonomy and competence. 

Extending this research, a recent unpublished dissertation by Paiement (2019) 

proposed a variation on the three factor model, proposing that managerial need support 

was expressed through five need-supportive practices: acknowledging employees’ 

contributions and areas of skills at work; giving leeway to employees in choosing how they 

manage their time and complete their work; showing care about employees’ interests and 

well-being;  guiding employees in completing their work adequately; and promoting 

employees’ learning and development through on-the-job opportunities and discussions. 

The study’s findings suggest that the practices collectively support the three needs, offering 

further support for the importance of creating social contexts in which all three 

psychological needs are considered, and included in future studies of this nature. 

Thwarting All Three Needs 

By contrast, research has also shown that frustration of the needs for autonomy, 

competence and relatedness have important ‘dark side’ effects.  For example, Olafsen et al. 

(2017) found that contexts in which workers experienced need frustration were associated 

with higher levels of work-related stress.  In turn, stress was found to be positively 

correlated with somatic symptom burden, that is, the experience of physical symptoms such 

as headaches, stomach or back pain which did not have an apparent physical cause.  

These physical manifestations of illness were then found to be related to higher turnover 

intentions, emotional exhaustion, and absenteeism.  Whilst this study was conducted in the 

work domain, parallels with the context of employment services can be drawn, as 

jobseekers experiencing the frustration of their psychological needs could similarly suffer 

stress and the consequential impacts of somatic symptom burden and emotional 

exhaustion and withdrawal from the effort required to face the ongoing challenge of job 
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search activities.  Accordingly, it will be important to understand not only whether the 

psychological needs of jobseekers are being satisfied by the employment services system 

but also the degree to which they might be frustrated. 

It might also be argued that the extant SDT research has been more focused on 

need supportive behaviours than those that would be described as thwarting and 

consequently, there are gaps in our understanding of need thwarting contexts.  By 

separately measuring need thwarting in this study, we hope to contribute knowledge about 

how each (and which) of the three psychological needs might be frustrated in a particular 

context thus informing future research.  

Support Versus Thwarting Psychological Needs 

Whilst some research in the education domain has examined both need support and 

need thwarting (for example, see Van den Berghe et al., 2013) relatively little research has 

comprehensively assessed both psychological need support and need thwarting of the 

three psychological needs.  Consequently, many unanswered questions remain about how 

need support and need thwarting might differentially impact individuals; a knowledge deficit 

which is of particular relevance to the present study given our proposition that the 

environment may be a significantly need thwarting one.  Accordingly, in this study, the 

parallel pathways of need support and need thwarting, and the related mediating effect of 

need satisfaction and frustration, will be examined separately (Longo et al., 2016).  

Following the central tenet of SDT that need support leads inexorably to well-being whilst 

need thwarting leads to ill-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000), the study will also examine these two 

outcome variables separately.  

Dissatisfaction Versus Frustration of the Psychological Needs 

As previously outlined, psychological need support or need thwarting may describe 

either a  set of conditions in an environment more generally (e.g., the employment services 
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system), or the interpersonal motivating styles that an individual uses in their role as a 

socialising agent (e.g., the EC) which facilitate the support or thwarting of the needs of 

others(e.g., jobseekers).  The experience of the social context and motivating style of the 

socialising agent is described in terms of need satisfaction or need frustration.  SDT 

proposes that there are parallel pathways between need support, need satisfaction, and 

well-being, and need thwarting, need frustration and ill-being (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013).  

However, many previous studies have focused on examining the satisfaction of 

needs alone; that is, frustration was not measured, or if it was measured, frustration items 

were reverse-scored to represent low levels of satisfaction (Van den Broeck et al., 2016). 

Yet there is an important distinction to be made between the absence, or lack of, need 

satisfaction (dissatisfaction) and the presence of need frustration. That is, they are not ends 

of a spectrum (Van den Broeck et al., 2016), and can, in reality, co-occur (Aelterman et al., 

2018; Bartholomew, Ntoumanis, Ryan, & Thogersen-Ntoumani, 2011; Longo et al., 2016; 

Tóth-Király et al., 2018).  For example, we could consider the spectrum of the need for 

relatedness and the need to feel cared for by others.  If a person experienced high need 

satisfaction, they would feel cared for whereas not feeling cared for would be related to low 

satisfaction.  The high frustration of the need to feel cared for by others, however, is more 

likely to emerge as a feeling of being ostracised or excluded, which is a markedly different 

emotional experience. Thus, it is important to be able to distinguish these two experiences, 

particularly, as need frustration has been shown to be a better predictor of negative 

outcomes than dissatisfaction (Bartholomew, Ntoumanis, Ryan, Bosch, et al., 2011) .  

Scholars have argued that the lack of research in this direction leaves knowledge gaps 

about the maladaptive processes which relate to negative outcomes (Olafsen et al., 2017)., 

a contribution that this study hopes to make. 
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Testing Labour Market Assumptions 

The reader may recall that this thesis argues that the assumptions underpinning the 

employment services system are premised on the labour market economics assumptions 

that people must be coerced to search for work.  Therefore, it is notable that some research 

in that domain has also begun to investigate alternate perspectives.  In a recent study, 

Verlaat et al. (2020) conducted a 19-month long field experiment with three groups of long-

term unemployed people in the Netherlands to determine whether providing jobseekers with 

autonomy influenced reemployment outcomes. This is of interest to the present study as 

the Dutch system is comparable with the Australian system: there are mandatory job search 

requirements, sanctions, and obligations to engage with employment services (Immervoll & 

Knotz, 2018).   

The study had two treatment groups and a control group. The first group (n = 189), 

referred to as the exempt treatment, were supposed to continue to search for paid work but 

their search behaviour was not monitored, nor were they obliged to engage with 

employment services.  In the second group (n = 188), referred to as the counselling 

treatment, participants were asked to participate in an intensive one-on-one counselling 

program which was intended to provide the participants with autonomy by allowing them to 

choose the assistance they wanted, however the formal monitoring and search 

requirements remained in place.  Participants in the control group (n = 188) received no 

treatment and continued under the existing compliance regime.  For each group, the job 

search behaviour, reemployment quality (type of employment – permanent versus 

temporary), well-being and social participation of the participants were compared. 

Compared to the control group, the counselling treatment was found to have only a 

temporary beneficial effect, measured in terms of whether the level of wages received by 

the participant was above the unemployment benefit rate and it could therefore be assumed 

the participant had exited the system.  This result was explained in terms of the likelihood 
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that short-term, low-wage work was taken up, perhaps as a consequence of the 

requirements regime that was still in place for this group.  In other words, despite being 

provided autonomy in terms of the additional services, the requirement to accept any job 

was likely to have eventually been invoked resulting in the acceptance of temporary, low 

paid work.  However, to consider this treatment in terms of autonomy support, it is also 

important to examine the nature of the intervention itself.   

The study states that the six caseworkers (ECs) selected from a group of applicants 

for the trial were trained in advance of the treatment (although it is unclear what that training 

might have entailed) and received peer-to-peer coaching throughout the trial, although 

again, the nature and objective of the coaching is not clear. Four aspects of the treatment 

were described as follows, noting that it was not explicitly stated how these aspects differed 

from the way the engagement normally occurred.  First, the number of jobseekers each 

caseworker worked with (known as their caseload) was roughly halved to around 40-50 

jobseekers, presumably to allow them more time for the one-on-one counselling.  Second, 

jobseekers were assigned to an individual caseworker, although it is unclear whether 

jobseekers normally interacted with the same caseworker over time; and third, the 

frequency of contact between them was increased to at least twice as much as the usual 

regime.  Finally, the jobseeker and caseworker were to jointly determine the additional 

services that would be provided, which included additional meetings, training, or other 

programs (Verlaat et al., 2020). It was unclear whether there was any compulsory element 

to selecting an additional service, although it should be recalled that the mandatory 

requirements were still in place for this group.   

From an SDT perspective, however, whilst there might be the suggestion of choice 

being offered in terms of the additional services, it is difficult to conclude this would be 

considered autonomy supportive as it would depend on how that choice was offered, for, as 

demonstrated by the Aelterman et al. (2018) model of teachers motivating styles discussed 

earlier, the interpersonal interaction – and the effects of that interaction – can vary greatly.  
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Moreover, it may have been the case that, in practice, increasing the frequency and 

intensity of meetings on top of the requirements regime already in place may even have 

been experienced as controlling rather than need supportive. 

Interestingly, the exemption group findings stand in stark contrast to what might be 

expected from the labour market econometric perspective. The study found no evidence 

that suspending job search monitoring led to decreased effort to find paid work, with the 

authors confidently asserting that there was no support for the ‘free-riding’ assumption that 

typically drives compliance requirements (Verlaat et al., 2020).  In addition, the exempt 

group were 100 per cent more likely than the control group to be earning 7-8% more than 

the unemployment benefit after nearly two years, and were not more, or less, likely to still 

be on benefits at the end of the trial.  The authors concluded that the exempt treatment, 

which gave people full autonomy, performed only slightly better, yet not worse, than the 

treatment in which people were subjected to the full regime of requirements, monitoring and 

sanctions. This study, therefore, provides an interesting insight into the validity of the 

assumption that controls and punishment are necessary to motivate job search behaviour.  

Moreover, combined with evidence from SDT research that need frustration is related to 

adverse impacts on mental health, we begin to see how a more nuanced approach to 

welfare policy and employment services could be not only a valid consideration, but rather a 

socially responsible and ethical imperative. 

Presenting the Research Questions and Conceptual Framework 

From the previous analysis, jobseekers in the mandatory employment services 

system could be construed as being at the end of a motivational chain; one predicated upon 

the assumption that punitive measures or behavioural sticks are required to ‘activate’ them 

to search for work.  By contrast, at its core, SDT reframes the question about how to 

motivate others to instead ask, “how can people create the conditions within which others 

will motivate themselves?” (Deci, 1995, p. 10).  Moreover, SDT research shows that there 
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are both positive and negative motivational outcomes depending on whether the social 

contexts support, and/or thwart, an individual’s basic psychological needs.   

However, beyond the punitive approach from the labour market econometric 

perspective, there is little research in the employment services context upon which to draw 

to inform how reemployment interventions might support better motivational outcomes, and 

consequently scholars have called for studies to examine the motivational dynamics in this 

domain (Vansteenkiste & Van den Broeck, 2017).  In addition, whilst a vast body of 

literature has provided evidence of the mental health impacts of unemployment per se, 

there is a dearth of research which has examined how the intervention meant to assist 

people back into employment might be exacerbating this problem. 

Thus, it is proposed that drawing on the depth of empirical research in comparable 

contexts (Aelterman et al., 2018; Cheon, Reeve, Lee, et al., 2018; Cheon, Reeve, & 

Ntoumanis, 2018; Gagné et al., 2003; Hardre & Reeve, 2009; Reeve et al., 2014), SDT will 

provide a strong theoretical base from which to scrutinise the motivational dynamics of this 

context as well as add to the job search and reemployment literature.  Equally, this cross-

contextual study will deliver further empirical evidence of the potential generalisability of the 

influence of need supportive and controlling motivating styles, thus contributing to the SDT 

literature.    

The next section will present the aims of the research and research questions in two 

parts. Two conceptual frameworks will be presented, noting that they are offered separately 

only for clarity of the proposed relationships between the numerous variables of interest.   

Research Questions and Study Outcomes 

The aim of this study is to examine the Australian employment services system 

through a new lens: a contemporary psychological perspective which, we argue, stands in 

contrast to the ‘carrots and sticks’ approach that underpins the current system.  

Accordingly, through the lens of SDT, the study will examine the degree to which 
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jobseekers’ experience their interactions as need supportive or need thwarting, the 

consequences of that experience for their psychological need satisfaction or frustration, and 

resultant jobseeker mental health (well-being and ill-being) and job search behaviour 

outcomes.   

For clarity, the outcome variables, namely Jobseeker Well-Being, Jobseeker Ill-

being, job search intentions and voluntary job search activities, will be discussed 

separately.   

Research Question Part One: Employment Services and Mental Health    

Research has clearly shown that being unemployed is detrimental to the 

psychological well-being of the unemployed person (Creed & Bartrum, 2006; Feather, 1982; 

McKee-Ryan et al., 2005; Song et al., 2009; Wanberg, 1995; Wanberg et al., 2012), and 

particularly for those in marginalised groups (Feather, 2018).  One model that explains the 

psychological impact of unemployment comes from research in the field of sociology, the 

seminal Latent Deprivation Model of unemployment (Jahoda, 1981). The model was 

developed in the post-depression era from an extension field experiment in Marienthal, a 

small German town in which employment had been decimated by the closure of the town’s 

factory.  Jahoda’s theory posits that being employed provides both manifest (income-

related) and latent (psychological need fulfilling) benefits.  Employment is said to meet the 

human needs for time structure, sharing of common goals, social contact, activity, and 

status (Creed & Bartrum, 2006).  Therefore, when unemployed, it is not only income that is 

lost but also the latent benefits of work (the deprivation), leading to negative impacts on 

psychological well-being.  A number of studies have examined the latent benefits, both in 

concert with each other and individually, and found broad (but not complete) support for 

many of the model’s propositions (see Creed & Bartrum, 2006 for a review).   

Given that mental health challenges are likely to be experienced as a function of 

being unemployed (Feather & Davenport, 1981), it is therefore important to understand the 
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degree to which the reemployment interventions intended to assist unemployed people to 

find work may be further exacerbating psychological distress during unemployment.  As will 

be discussed in later sections, SDT would predict that social contexts in which people 

experience thwarting of their psychological needs have real consequences for diminished 

well-being and increased ill-being.  These two variables will therefore be outcomes of 

interest to this study.  The conceptual framework for the two mental health outcomes is 

presented in Figure 1. 

Figure 1    Conceptual Framework  for the Mental Health Outcome Variables 

Conceptual Framework  for the Mental Health Outcome Variables 

 

 

 

Hypotheses for Mental Health Outcomes 

The following section will present the hypotheses related to need support and 

thwarting and the mental health outcomes for this study, namely, well-being and ill-being.   

Following SDT, it is predicted that experiencing the employment services context 

(via ECs motivating style toward them) as need supportive would satisfy the jobseeker need 

for autonomy, competence, and relatedness, and consequently predict higher well-being 

and lower ill-being. 



86 
 

 
 

   

H1 (a) ESP need support will be positively correlated with well-being, mediated 

by jobseekers’ experienced higher need satisfaction.  

H1 (b) ESP need support will be negatively correlated with ill-being, mediated by 

jobseekers’ experienced higher need satisfaction.  

Conversely, it is predicted that experiencing the employment services context (via 

ECs motivating style toward them) as need thwarting would frustrate the jobseeker need for 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness, and consequently predict lower well-being and 

higher ill-being. 

H2 (a) ESP need thwarting will be negatively correlated with well-being, 

mediated by jobseekers’ experienced higher need frustration. 

H2 (b) ESP need thwarting will be positively correlated with ill-being, mediated 

by jobseekers’ experienced higher need frustration. 

 

Research Question Part Two: Employment Services and Job Search Activities  

In addition to mental health outcomes, need supportive or thwarting environments 

also have behavioural consequences and therefore it is expected that the experience of 

employment services could impact the degree to which jobseekers engage in job search 

activities.  As discussed, however, certain job search activities (a prescribed number of job 

applications) are a mandatory requirement of the system.  Therefore, rather than using the 

application numbers to measure the motivational and behavioural outcome, which is likely 

to be influenced by mutual obligation requirements, and therefore create a lack of variability 

in the outcome measure, the study will examine the degree to which need support or 

thwarting might influence two commonly measured outcomes: job search intentions and job 

search activities.   
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Job Search Intentions 

The extant job search literature has been largely informed by cognitive and self-

regulatory theories, with the theoretical perspectives such as the Theory of Planned 

Behaviour (TPB) (Ajzen, 1985, 1991, 2002), Social Cognitive Career Theory (Lent et al., 

1994), the goal setting approach of Locke and Latham (2002) and Feather’s Expectancy-

Value Theory (1992) playing foundational roles in the way job search behaviour in both 

conceived and studied.  From these cognitive perspectives, job search is viewed as a 

conscious process, the outcome of decisions or value judgements by the individual.  For 

example, from the TPB perspective, job search intentions are described as the effort that a 

jobseeker plans to exert, and the willingness to ‘try hard’ to perform job search activities, 

and behaviour is considered to arise as a function of the conscious transformation of 

intentions into goals and plans to carry out activities (van Hooft et al., 2021).  That is, in this 

context, a person’s intention to engage in job search activities is the precursor to that 

behaviour and therefore, considered to be a motivational factor whereby the stronger the 

intention, the more likely it is that the behaviour will be enacted (Wanberg et al., 2005) 

Research has found strong support for the positive relationship between job search 

intentions and search behaviour (e.g. van Hooft et al., 2004; van Ryn & Vinokur, 1992; 

Wanberg et al., 2005) and it is therefore considered an important outcome variable of 

interest to this study. 

Job Search Behaviour 

In terms of the individual predictors of job search success, job search behaviour has 

been widely studied, with research focused primarily on measuring job search intensity, that 

is, the frequency of job search activities.  As shown in Table 2, a refinement of the job 

search intensity construct was offered by Blau (1994), distinguishing between activities that 

are preparatory job search behaviours, such as seeking information about jobs, looking for 

opportunities and resumé writing, and active job search behaviours, such as contacting 
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prospective employers, sending out résumés, and making job applications (see also Saks, 

2005).  As might be expected, meta-analyses suggest that those who expend more time 

and effort on job search receive more offers of employment and have shorter periods of 

unemployment (Kanfer et al., 2001; Wanberg et al., 2015).  However, in seeking to examine 

the extent to which the employment services system itself influences the job search 

behaviours of unemployed people, we must consider the context in which job search occurs 

in mandatory employment services, and the degree to which Blau’s model will adequately 

assist the study.   
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Table 2    Adapted Preparatory and Active Job Search Behaviour Items 

Adapted Preparatory and Active Job Search Behaviour Items 

Blau's Dimensions Adapted Items 

Preparatory 1 Talked to family, friends, or people you know for job leads? 

Preparatory 2 Prepared or revised your resumé? 

Preparatory 3 
Voluntarily accessed additional services from your employment service 
provider, e.g., resumé help, interview coaching? 

Preparatory 4 Contacted previous employers about job availability? 

Preparatory 5 
Considered your work interests and abilities to determine the best job for 
you? 

Active 1 
Contacted a prospective employer to enquire about job availability (either 
by phone, face-to-face or online)? 

Active 2 
Sent out résumés to potential employers (even though the employer didn't 
have a job advertised)? 

Active 3 
In the past 2 weeks, how many jobs have you applied for (either online or 
through other means)? 

 

Note:  Items adapted from “Testing a Two-Dimensional Measure of Job Search Behavior” by G. Blau, 1994. 

Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 59(2), 288-312. 

https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1006/obhd.1994.1061  

 
 

It will be argued that, given the dominance of the mutual obligation requirements 

and compliance regime, the conceptualisation of job search intensity should be further 

examined by distinguishing between job search activities that are mandatory job search 

behaviours and those that are voluntary job search behaviours.  Referring again to Table 1, 

preparatory job search activities (items 1 - 4), and two of the active job search activities (1 

and 2) would be considered in the employment services context to be voluntary job search 

behaviours; that is, whilst they might be encouraged, or advised, or even taught in classes, 

they are not mandatory and a failure to do them does not result in a sanction.  In contrast, 

unemployed people must apply for a prescribed number of jobs (an active job search 

behaviour); it is compulsory and failure to comply will result in a sanction and potential 

https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.1006/obhd.1994.1061
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suspension of their income support payment.  Recalling that the aim of the study is to 

examine the influence of the system itself on job search behaviour, it is argued that 

measuring the number of job applications made would not accurately reflect the influence of 

the system on the jobseekers search behaviour but instead, measure their level of 

compliance with the mandatory requirements.  The extent to which unemployed people 

experience the system as either supportive or thwarting of their psychological needs and 

the potential consequences of that experience on job search behaviour will therefore be 

better reflected by measuring those activities described as voluntary job search behaviours. 

The conceptual framework for these two outcomes is presented in Figure 2. 

Figure 2    Conceptual Framework for the Job Search Behaviour Outcome Variables 

Conceptual Framework for the Job Search Behaviour Outcome Variables 

 

Hypotheses for Voluntary Job Search Activities Outcome  

As previously discussed, mutual obligation requirements monitors the number of job 

applications made and therefore would not reflect motivated engagement in job search.  

Accordingly, we will instead use the voluntary job search activities undertaken by a 

jobseeker as the outcome variable.  

Following SDT, jobseekers’ experience of the employment services context (via the 

ECs motivating style toward them) as need supportive and hence satisfying their need for 
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autonomy, competence and relatedness will predict higher job search intentions, which will 

in turn predict higher number of voluntary job search activities.  Conversely, those who 

perceive the employment services context as need thwarting and hence frustrating the 

need for autonomy, competence, and relatedness will report lower job search intentions, 

which will in turn predict lower job search activities.  

H3 (a) ESP need support will be positively correlated with voluntary job search 

activities, mediated sequentially by jobseekers’ experienced higher need 

satisfaction and job search intentions.   

H3 (b) ESP need thwarting will be negatively correlated with voluntary job search 

activities, mediated sequentially by jobseekers’ experienced higher need 

frustration and job search intentions. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter presented a review of SDT and its perspective that motivation 

emanates as a consequence of interactions within social contexts, and evidence was 

offered to support the proposition that SDT represents a theoretically sound foundation 

upon which to examine the motivational dynamics of employment services.  SDT’s concept 

of psychological need support/thwarting and need satisfaction/frustration were described 

and empirical studies relevant to the present study examined.  Finally, the research 

questions were stated and the hypotheses for each of the relationships presented. 

In the following chapter, we will present the methodology of the study, including a 

discussion of the research paradigm in which the study will be situated.   
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Chapter 6:  Methodology 

The Research Approach  

Previous chapters have presented a review of relevant SDT literature and argued 

for the theory’s relevance in the context of employment services and the current study’s 

research questions and hypotheses.  In this chapter, we will present a description of the 

methods utilised in the study.  However, before turning to these practical matters, it is 

important to present the research perspective in which the present study is situated.   

Any discussion of philosophical perspectives and research paradigms will be 

assisted by a short description of what is meant by two important terms: ontology and 

epistemology, each of which can be understood on a continuum.  Ontology refers to the 

perspective taken with regard to the enquiry of what is; the nature of being and of existence 

(Ackroyd & Fleetwood, 2000).  In other words, ontology considers the question of the nature 

of reality and what can be known about it (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).  Epistemology then refers 

to the relationship between the enquirer (or knower) of knowledge and what it is possible to 

know, or ‘how we know what we know’ (Creswell, 2014).    

Considering ontological terms a continuum, we could say positivism, a perspective 

in which reality is understood to be straightforward and therefore eminently knowable if we 

use the right tools in the discovery process (Sullivan, 2010), is on one end.  This is the 

realm of the scientific method and null-hypothesis testing, whereby it is assumed if an 

experiment is constructed robustly, it is likely to find ‘truth’.  At the other end of the 

continuum is relativism, a perspective in which the world is socially constructed, and 

therefore how we view it, and how we research it, cannot necessarily be objectively known, 

or separated from the constructor of the reality (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009).  This is the 

realm of qualitative research methodologies in which much importance is given to the 

interpretation of data through the lens of language and context, and the consideration of the 
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perceptions of participants through such as aspects as power, culture, values, and morals 

(Sullivan, 2010).   

Scholars have recommended that the research paradigm underpinning a study be 

made explicit, and that the methodology, methods and analyses are both appropriate for 

the study and consistent with the chosen research perspective (Crotty, 1998; Edwards et 

al., 2014).  Following this view, the present study, which is posed in terms of theoretically-

grounded hypothesis tests, would necessarily take a realist approach (Creswell, 2014), 

collecting and analysing quantitative data via statistical means in similar methods to those 

of the aforementioned research literature.  This would be further justified by the intention to 

contribute to the body of knowledge in both SDT and labour market economics, both of 

which are predominantly grounded in statistical positivism (Chirkov & Anderson, 2018). 

However, from a constructivist perspective, the study is concerned with unemployed 

people’s experience of the employment services system and therefore a qualitative 

methodology, whereby the subjective experiences of participants might emerge, would be 

considered to be best suited to answer the research question.  Yet, as outlined in previous 

descriptions of the macro and meso system level influences on individuals, the present 

study may be construed as resting at the nexus between these individuals and a complex, 

socially constructed, open system (the employment services system) which is itself 

embedded within other social systems (Elder-Vass, 2010).   

There are several points that should be noted about the choice the research 

methods that will be used in the study.  As described by Teddlie and Tashakkori (2009), 

studies may be characterised in terms of the extent to which they fall on various continua 

between, for example, objective versus subjective purposes and inferences, 

structured/close-ended versus open-ended questions, and probability versus purposive 

samples.  In turn, depending on the position on each continuum, the methods would 

typically employ more quantitative versus qualitative data (respectively).  Studies which use 

both quantitative and qualitative data (as this study intends to do) may be viewed as in the 
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middle ground, but further distinguished in terms of the emphasis (or dominance) of the 

methods employed.  That is, studies in which the quantitative and qualitative data are given 

equal emphasis would be referred to as a QUAN-QUAL project, whereas a study in which 

the qualitative data were afforded more emphasis would be referred to as a QUAL-quant 

project.  This study, which will take a predominantly quantitative approach and use 

qualitative data as supplementary and exploratory, would thus be referred to as a QUAN-

qual study rather than a mixed methods design.  

Research Methods 

In the following sections of this chapter, the research methods will be described. 

First, we will define the population of interest and the recruitment strategy used to 

encourage participation in the study, with a discussion on the ethical considerations of 

gathering data from a vulnerable cohort.  Demographics of the sample obtained for the 

study will be presented, along with comparisons to the population of interest.  The choices 

made in the design of the research will be discussed, and the data collection procedure 

described including a detailed discussion of the measures used in the study. 

Population of Interest 

A target population, or sample universe, is the total group from which data might be 

legitimately drawn for a study, and which share some common characteristic (Zikmund et 

al., 2013). The population of interest for this study is unemployed people who receive the 

income support payment from the Australian federal government known as the JobSeeker 

allowance, and who were consequently engaged in the mandatory employment services 

program known as ‘jobactive’.  On 30th September 2020 (two weeks prior to the data 

collection), the total population was 1,488,462 (Australian Government, 2021b).  Females 

made up 47.9% of the population (N = 713,538), and there were 375,975 people over 50 

years of age (25.3%).   
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Recruitment Strategy 

To mitigate against the barrier of low literacy levels and improve the prospects of 

participation in the study, a 90-second animated video which explained the study was 

developed and hosted on a web page of the university’s website, and a link to the video 

was included in all email invitations and Facebook posts.  The transcript of the video and 

sample slides from the video are shown in Appendix C.  The video may also be viewed 

here: https://www.futureofworkinstitute.com.au/navigating-job-search-survey 

Participants for the study were recruited via two means.  First, a large employment 

services provider that had a client base which was representative of the population agreed 

to participate in the study by sending electronic invitations to their client base.  

Approximately 16,000 emails were sent to their jobseeker clients, followed up with a 

reminder invitation one week later.  The email is shown in Appendix D.   As it had been 

noted by the ESP that jobseekers were disinclined to engage with the provider via email, a 

further 5390 invitations were also sent by SMS.  Based on the high number of invitations to 

participate sent, it was hoped that even a small response rate, for example, between 2 and 

5%, would have resulted in a good sample for the study.  Unfortunately, however, the 

ESP’s prediction of a lack of engagement proved to be accurate and, as will be described in 

a following section, response numbers were very disappointing.   

Given this outcome, a second recruitment strategy using social media was quickly 

developed.  First, a Facebook page for the study was created and the researcher identified 

and joined 196 separate groups that were likely to have people who were unemployed as 

members.  These job board groups included, for example, large groups such as Job 

Vacancies Australia, industry specific groups, such as ‘Melbourne Hospitality Jobs’, and 

both large and small regionally based groups, such as ‘Jobs in the Illawarra’ and ‘Sunshine 

Coast Jobs’. Invitations to participate were posted to most of the groups and a sample of 

the posts is shown in Appendix E.  Further social media engagement was sought via 

https://www.futureofworkinstitute.com.au/navigating-job-search-survey


96 
 

 
 

   

Twitter, and contact was made with several prominent journalists who tweeted an invitation 

to the study. The tweets are displayed in Appendix F.   

Ethical Considerations  

An application was made to the Human Research Office of Curtin University.  The 

project was assessed through the low risk review process and approval obtained (Approval 

number HRE2020-0551).   

A participant information statement (PIS) which described how data would be 

collected and stored and confidentiality would be protected is shown in the PIS v4 

document in Appendix G.  Care was taken to ensure that participants were not 

inappropriately incentivised to take part in the study, and accordingly were offered entries 

into a draw for a $100 voucher/gift card from a retail store of their choice for each survey 

completed, with an entry into a final draw for a $250 gift voucher for those who completed 

all surveys.  At five points during data collection, entries were randomly drawn from the 

sample and the participants were emailed to advise them of their prize and ascertain their 

nominated retailer.  All participants were successfully contacted and received the online gift 

cards.   

Study Participants 

739 online registrations to participate were received, with 437 participants 

completing the Time 1 Survey, 31 of whom only partially completed the survey.  As it was 

known that a participant could have understood the survey to be complete but just not hit 

the online ‘submit’ button, it was deemed ethically responsible to include all survey 

responses into the sample and allow those who chose not to continue with study to self-

exclude at Time 2 (this decision was applied to all subsequent surveys). Of the 437 

participants who completed the Time 1 survey, 233 completed the survey at Time 2 (7 

partial completions) and at Time 3, 160 participants completed the survey (2 partial 
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completions).   At Time 4, 130 participants fully completed the survey, as did 119 

participants at Time 5.  

Responses to the surveys from Time 1, Time 2 and Time 4 were merged with a total 

of 437 participants in the merged dataset.  15 cases were removed due to missing data on 

the variables of interest and more generally across the 3 surveys (for example, cases 

where the respondent had completed 3% of Time 1 and no subsequent surveys) leaving 

422 observations available for the analysis.  There were also 49 cases where data was 

missing on the variables of interest (those shown in the model) but which did contain data 

on other variables that may be related to missingness, such as financial strain and 

perceived future job prospects.  As will be described in a later section, scholars have 

argued that non-response bias may be reduced and power increased by the inclusion of 

variables that may either be correlates of the missing values or correlates of an incomplete 

variable (Enders, 2010).  Therefore, these cases were retained. 

A comparison of the demographic composition of the final sample (n = 422) with the 

population of interest (represented by the client base of the ESP) is presented in Table 3.   

The age of the sample was between 18 and 65 years, with an average age of 44.8 years 

(SD 12.9).  Participants over the age of 60 were slightly over-represented in the sample 

(17%) compared with 7.6% in the population. There were fewer male participants, with 

57.7% females in the sample and women were slightly over-represented (48.7% in the 

population).  Participants with lower levels of education, for example, those who did not go 

beyond a year 10 education (18.5%) were under-represented in the sample, and those with 

tertiary qualifications over-represented (31.3%). 

Sixty-six percent of participants were clients of the ESP with the remainder being 

the product of the Facebook group recruitment strategy, the latter therefore likely to have 

been clients of other ESPs.  Participants were asked about whether they had been with 

their current ESP for the entirety of their period of unemployment and 124 (29.4%) reported 

they had not.   Some states are over-represented in the sample, for example, Queensland 
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(52.7%) which is a result of the ESP that sent the electronic invitations to participate being 

predominantly Queensland-based.  Of the sample, 29.9% (n = 123) reported they resided in 

a rural or remote area.  

In terms of ethnicity, a large majority of the sample identified as ‘white Caucasian’ 

(73.6%), with a minority of participants identifying as First Nations People (8.6%), which is 

presentative of the population of interest.  Participants were also asked to describe whether 

they had caring responsibilities, and for whom, and these results are also reported in Table 

3.   In summary, approximately 29% of the sample reported having caring responsibilities, 

noting that participants could select more than one category. 
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Table 3    Demographics for Sample and Population of Interest 

Demographics for Sample and Comparison with the Population of Interest 

  

Merged Dataset 

(n = 422) 

 
Population  

Estimates 

 
n Valid %  n Valid % 

Age by Cohort Sample   ESP Data* 

<20 5 1.2%  1427 5.4% 

20 - 39 137 33.3%  12832 48.7% 

40 - 59 199 48.4%  10077 38.3% 

60+ 70 17.0%  1988 7.6% 

Total Valid 411        

Missing 11 2.6%      

Total Sample 422    26324   

 Mean age (SD)  
44.9 (12.9) 

Range 

18-65 

 
 

 

      

Gender Sample  Government Data** 

Male 162 39.4%    

Female 237 57.7%  645600 48.7% 

Prefer not to say 5 1.2%    

Prefer to self-describe 7 1.7%    

Total Valid 411     

Missing 11     

Total Sample 422     

      

Education Level Sample  ESP Data* 

Postgraduate Degree (Masters, Doctorate) 24 5.9%  505 2.0% 

Bachelors degree/Grad Cert./Grad Dip. 104 25.4%  2490 9.7% 

Trade Certificate or Diploma  153 37.3%  8901 34.5% 

Finished high school (Year 12) 46 11.2%  4986 19.3% 

Primary, some high school or finished year 10 76 18.5%  8900 34.5% 

Other & Prefer Not to Say  7 1.7%    

Total Valid 410     

Missing 12     

Total Sample 422   25782  

 

 

Note. *  denotes population estimates sourced from a large ESP  

** denotes population estimates sourced from the Australian Government 
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Table 3 (continued) 

 

Note. *  denotes population estimates sourced from a large ESP  

** denotes population estimates sourced from the Australian Government 

  

  

Merged Dataset 

(n = 422) 

Population 

Estimates 

 N Valid % N Valid % 

State Sample Government Data** 

Australian Capital Territory 3 0.7% 19236 1.4% 

New South Wales 127 30.8% 396059 28.8% 

Northern Territory 0 0.0% 9493 0.7% 

Queensland 217 52.7% 317213 23.1% 

South Australia 10 2.4% 106758 7.8% 

Tasmania 2 0.5% 33528 2.4% 

Victoria 39 9.5% 346577 25.2% 

Western Australia 14 3.4% 146517 10.7% 

Total Valid 412       

 Missing 10     0.0% 

Total Sample 422   1375381   

     

Ethnicity Sample Government Data** 

First Nations People/Indigenous/ 

Torres Strait Islander 
35 8.6% 108820 7.3% 

White Caucasian 301 73.6%   

Prefer to self-describe 41 10.0%   

Prefer not to say 32 7.8%   

Total 409     

Missing 13     

Total 422     

     

Period of Unemployment     

Less than 12 months unemployed 241 57.1   

More than 12 months unemployed 181 42.9   

Total  422    
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Research Design  

Prior to describing the methods used, it may be helpful to explain how the study’s 

aim and the research design were aligned, the rationale for the time points chosen and 

some of the decisions that were later taken about how the analysis would be conducted.  

To assist in this explanation, we provide two resources: first, in Figure 4, a timeline of the 

data collection, and second, Table 4, in which we present the detail of the data and time 

points collected for each variable of interest across the study.  Detailed explanations will be 

presented thereafter, including a discussion of the rationale for a replication model shown in 

Figure 4. 
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Figure 4    Timeline of Data Collection for Hypothesised Model and Replication Analysis Models 

Timeline of Data Collection for the Hypothesised Model and the Replication Analysis Model 
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Table 4    Time Points of Data Collected for all Study Variables 

Time Points of Data Collected for all Study Variables  

Online Survey T1 T2 T3 T4 T5 

Time Point   
2 weeks 

from 
baseline 

4 weeks 
from 

baseline 

6 weeks 
from 

baseline 

8 weeks 
from 

baseline 

 
No. of 
items 

No. of 
items 

No. of 
items 

No. of 
items 

No. of 
items 

Eligibility to Participate Items           

Currently in jobactive program 1 1 1 1 1 

Confirm number of appointments with 
EC 

1         

Confirm Job Plan in place 1         

Confirm EC appointment in past 30 days 1   1     

Hypothesised Model Variables           

ESP Need Support and Need Thwarting 34   34     

JS Need Satisfaction and Frustration   18   18   

Thriving (Well-being)   2   2 2 

Life satisfaction (Well-being)   1   1 1 

Ill-being   5   5 5 

Job Search Intentions   1   1 1 

Voluntary Job Search Behaviours   6   6 6 

Qualitative Data           

Open comment 1 1 1 1 1 

Control Variables           

Demographics 7         

Non-financial Employment Commitment 2       2 

Perceived Future Job Prospects 2       2 

Time with Current ESP* 1         

Time with Previous ESP* 2         

Financial Strain 1     1 1 

Additional Variables           

Mutual obligation requirement 1 1 1 1 1 

Time spent in job search activities   1   1 1 

Number of applications made   1   1 1 

Note. * Proxy variable for length of time unemployed 
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Design Amendments 

The initial plan for this project was to conduct a longitudinal study which could 

examine the degree to which jobseekers experienced the employment services system as 

need support and need thwarting, and the consequences of that experience, over time.  

The intention was to collect data at seven time points however, unfortunately, the response 

rates were not considered to be sufficient to sustain the study over that number of surveys 

and therefore the study was reduced by two to a total of five surveys.  As shown in Figure 4 

and Table 4, the five data collection points reflect the initial intention to conduct a 

longitudinal study, with the hypothesised model variables being collected at two time points.     

However, upon preliminary analyses of the data, it was determined that there were 

insignificant changes over time in the hypothesised model’s variables (in other words, there 

was no change to explain and the variables completely explained variance in themselves 

over time) to justify intensive analysis and therefore, to utilise the additional data, a decision 

was taken to undertake a replication study with data from the later time points.  That is, the 

hypotheses would be tested using data from surveys one, two and four and then that model 

would be tested with data from surveys three, four and five.  For clarity, in later sections, we 

will refer to these as the hypothesised model and the replication model and therefore they 

are presented thus in Figure 4. 

Time Point Considerations    

As shown in the above resources, data were collected at five time points, each two 

weeks apart.  In making the decision to set the data collection points at fortnightly, we 

needed to consider both the inherent timing of jobseeker engagement with the employment 

services system and the nature of the data to be collected. First, we understood that 

jobseeker engagement with the employment services system was typically monthly; to meet 

their mutual obligation requirements, they must attend appointments with an EC at least 

once per month, and they must apply for a prescribed number of jobs each month.  
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However, the hypothesised mediation model necessitated collecting data that was 

sequential in nature but also required participants to reflect on both past and future events; 

to collect the data for the need support and thwarting, and subsequently for need 

satisfaction and frustration, we asked participants to reflect on their past experiences with 

their ESP (support/thwarting) and their past experiences of job search 

(satisfaction/frustration).  Additionally, the mental health outcome variables (well-being and 

ill-being) and the voluntary job search activities variables were also past focused, as was 

one of the control variables (perceived financial strain).  However, in the same surveys as 

we were asking about past events, we also sought data that was future-focused, that is, job 

search intentions in the short-term, and perceived future job prospects in a slightly longer 

term.   

Therefore, to accommodate these varying temporal requirements, we determined 

that, for the first survey, participants should have had at least one engagement with an EC 

in the preceding month (and for most, there would be many more) and therefore could 

reasonably answer the need support and need thwarting items based on that time frame.  

To capture data for the mediator variables (need satisfaction and need frustration), it was 

deemed that asking participants to reflect back on the previous two weeks of their job 

search efforts represented an acceptable period of time both for participants to recall those 

events, and for the data to meet the requirements of a mediation model.   

Data Collection 

To collect the quantitative data, five online surveys were created in the Qualtrics 

(2020) platform.  After registering and consenting to participate in the study, each 

participant received the first survey via the email address with which they had registered.  

The Qualtrics system was set up to then send an invitation to the second survey 14 days 

after the completion of the first survey, and this process continued until all five surveys had 

been completed.  One reminder email was also sent three days after each invitation to 

encourage ongoing participation.  Each survey was set up with a screening question by 
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which the participant confirmed that they were receiving the JobSeeker allowance and were 

therefore qualified to participate.  This question was the only item that was mandatory.  

      In Survey 1, in addition to the screening question to ensure the person was still 

receiving the Jobseeker Allowance and therefore qualified to participate, items included 

demographics, and the 34 items of the need support and thwarting scale which measured 

the independent variables.  Survey 2 included the hypothesised mediator variables of need 

satisfaction and frustration scale and job search intentions, and the mental health outcome 

variables, well-being and ill-being.  Survey 4 delivered the items for voluntary job search 

activities.  As previously noted, the original intention was to conduct longitudinal analysis 

and therefore data were also collected at later time points in Surveys 3, 4 and 5 following 

the same pattern as the earlier surveys. 

The independent variables for the hypothesised model (need support and need 

thwarting) were collected at Time 1, then 14 days after the completion of that survey, 

participants were invited to complete the second survey in which the mediator variables (the 

four psychological needs variables), job search intentions and the two mental health 

outcome variables were measured (Time 2).  Voluntary job search activities was measured 

14 days after completion of the third survey (Time 4), which was approximately 28 days 

after job search intention had been measured.  It might be noted that, ideally, for 

consistency between the hypothesised and replication models, voluntary job search 

activities would have been measured at Time 3.  For the replication analysis, data collection 

followed a similar pattern with the exception that voluntary job search activities outcome 

was measured 14 days after job search intentions. 

With regard to the potential control variables discussed in an earlier section, 

demographic data (age, gender, education, time unemployed), non-financial employment 

commitment, and perceived future job prospects were collected at Time 1.  As perceived 

financial strain was measuring this perception over the past four weeks, the variable was 

not measured until later time points, that is, Time 4 for the hypothesised model and Time 5 
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for the replication model analysis.  Again, for consistency between the hypothesised and 

replication models, perceived financial strain could have been measured at Time 3. 

Time Lag Comparison 

As will be described more fully in the recruitment process, data were collected from 

a rolling start, that is, the initial invitations to participate were sent to participants at varying 

time points depending on the recruitment channel used (email from the ESP, SMS, 

Facebook groups).  In addition, whilst the automated system ensured that subsequent 

survey invitations were sent fourteen days after completion of the preceding survey, 

participants may not necessarily have completed them in the expected time frame.   

Therefore, it was deemed appropriate to confirm that the actual lapse times were 

relatively close to the intervals assumed by the research design, that is, two weeks between 

each.  To examine the actual time lag between data collection periods for each sub-set of 

the sample (hypothesised and replication), an analysis of the recorded date of each survey 

by participant was conducted.  In Table 5, the average days between completion of each of 

the surveys are shown and the time periods deemed to be acceptable as they were close to 

the aimed time lags.  

Table 5    Comparison of Actual Time Lag (in Days) Between Data Collection Points 

for Hypothesised and Replication Models 

Comparison of Actual Time Lag (in Days) Between Data Collection Points for Hypothesised 

and Replication Model Analysis 

Note: IV = independent variables; DV (JS) = job search dependent variable 

 Hypothesised Model Data  Replication Model Data 

 
Surveys  
1 and 2 

Surveys  
2 and 4 

Surveys  
1 and 4 

 
Surveys  
3 to 4 

Surveys  
4 to 5 

Surveys  
3 to 5 

N 233 129 129  129 117 117 

Expected Lag 
(study design) 

14 28 42  14 14 28 

Actual  
Mean Lag 

16 30 45  15 15 30 

Actual 
Maximum Lag  

50 56 73  32 36 58 
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Qualitative Data 

In addition to the collection of quantitative data, each survey also ended with an 

open item which asked, ‘Before you go, is there anything else you'd like to tell us about 

your job search experiences?’  In recognition of the difficult situation that unemployed 

people face, in keeping with the spirit of SDT, this question was intended to provide a sense 

of psychological need support to the participants by giving them the opportunity to express 

their experience of job search more generally. There were 277 comments provided by 

participants in Survey 1, 135 comments in Survey 2, 81 comments in Survey 3, 74 

comments in Survey 4, and 66 comments in Survey 5.  As previously noted, the data were 

not intended to inform a mixed methods study but will be used in some exploratory 

qualitative analysis to be presented in a later chapter. 

During data collection, the open comments were periodically reviewed and it was 

noted that several participants had indicated feelings of despair and suicidal thoughts.  

Whilst it was important to maintain confidentiality, after discussion with the supervisory 

team, it was decided that contact should be made with these participants encouraging them 

to seek support from their health care provider or organisations such as Lifeline.  Apart from 

this, no further communication was entered into with these participants. 

Measures 

Independent Variables 

Need Support and Need Thwarting 

As no scales had been developed for this context, 34 items representing the 6 sub-

scales of autonomy support, competence support, relatedness support, autonomy 

thwarting, competence thwarting and relatedness thwarting were developed.  Need 

supportive items were guided by cross-domain studies and validated scales including the 

Need-Supportive Management Scales (Parfyonova et al., 2019), Managerial Need Support 

Scale (Paiement, 2019), and the teaching styles and approaches studies of Aelterman et al. 
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(2018), whilst need thwarting items were similarly guided by scales including the Coaches’ 

Controlling Interpersonal Style (Bartholomew et al., 2010).   

Initially it was intended that participants would be asked about need support and 

thwarting experiences within the previous two weeks, however, two issues arose that 

required further consideration of that time frame.  First was the general requirement for 

jobseekers to attend meetings with ECs and that the nature of the discussion of those 

meetings varied dependent on the jobseeker’s stage of unemployment.  The second issue 

arose from the timing of the surveys during a period of time when Covid-19 lockdowns 

meant that there were varying degrees of engagement required of jobseekers and being 

provided by ESPs.  Therefore, to capture the breadth of their experience more generally, 

jobseekers were asked to report their experiences based on a range of meeting discussions 

without reference to a particular time period, that is, ‘In your meetings with your 

Employment Services Provider, you will have had discussions about your job search 

activities, your Job Plan and your mutual obligation requirements.  Thinking now about your 

meetings, please indicate the extent to which you agree with the following statements’.  

The items measured need supportive/thwarting  behaviours experienced by the 

participants across the three needs, for example: ‘They give me choices about how to 

develop my Job Plan, such as training/education activities, work experience, job search 

assistance’ measured autonomy support; ‘They give me help that is practical and useful to 

me’, measured competence support; and ‘They are available to help me when I need them’, 

measured relatedness support.  Items measuring need thwarting behaviours by the ESPs 

were, for example, items such as ‘They try to make me feel bad when they are not satisfied 

with my job search activities’ measure autonomy thwarting; ‘They recommend that I apply 

for jobs I know I am not qualified for’, measured competence thwarting; and relatedness 

thwarting was measured by items such as ‘They don't try to understand what life is like for 

me’.   Responses were given on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 

(strongly agree).  A list of the items is shown in Appendix H. 
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Mediating Variables 

Need Satisfaction and Frustration 

The 18-item validated Need Satisfaction and Frustration Scale (Longo et al., 2016) 

was adapted to this context by changing the stem to reflect job search activities and the 

specific context of employment services, that is, ‘thinking about your job search activities’ 

and to align with the need support and thwarting scales.  To align with the need support and 

thwarting scale, no time period was specified.  The scale measures the 6 sub-scales of 

autonomy satisfaction, competence satisfaction and relatedness frustration, and autonomy 

frustration, competence frustration and relatedness frustration.  For example, autonomy 

satisfaction was measured by items such as ‘I feel free to conduct job search activities in 

my own way’; competence satisfaction with ‘I feel confident that I can do well in all activities 

needed to secure a job’; and relatedness satisfaction measured with ‘I feel understood by 

my Employment Consultant’.   Items measuring the three frustration scales included, for 

example, ‘I feel pressured to follow the advice of my Employment Consultant’ for autonomy 

frustration; ‘I don't feel competent to do what needs to be done to get a job’ for competence 

frustration, and for relatedness frustration, ‘I feel misunderstood by my Employment 

Consultant’.  Responses were scored on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 

5 (strongly agree).  A list of the items is shown in Appendix I.  

Job Search Intentions 

This item was taken from Vinokur and Caplan’s study (1987) and adapted for this 

context: ‘In some weeks, people plan to work harder on their job search than in others.  In 

the next TWO weeks, how much effort do you plan to put into your job search?’.  The 

responses were scored on a 5-point Likert scale, from 1 (no effort at all) to 5 (a very great 

effort).  We note that the Vinokur and Caplan item was measured on a 6-point Likert scale 

but for consistency with all other scales in this study, we chose to place it on a 5-point 

scale. 
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Outcome Variables 

Voluntary Job Search Activities 

As previously outlined, voluntary job search behaviour was measured using the 

items from Blau’s (1994) two dimensional model of preparatory and active job search 

behaviours. However, it included only those items that were not being mandatorily 

prescribed by the system, that is, those that the jobseeker could perform voluntarily, thus 

representing a motivated behaviour.  Referring again to Table 2, the items used were the 

Preparatory Items 1-4 and the Active items 1-2.  

Mental Health Outcomes 

Well-being and ill-being have been identified as two distinct dimensions of 

psychological (Headey et al., 1984; Ryff et al., 2006) and will therefore be measured 

separately.  

Well-being 

Well-being has been widely studied and more recently, varying conceptualisations 

of psychological health have emerged, such as quality-of-life and subjective well-being.  In 

addition, scholars have also drawn a distinction between hedonic and eudaimonic forms of 

well-being (Cooke et al., 2016).  Hedonic well-being is associated with positive or negative 

affect (or subjective degrees of ‘happiness’), whereas eudaimonic well-being is concerned 

living well and fulfilling one’s human potentials (Deci & Ryan, 2008).   To capture these 

varying aspects, a 3-item scale was used to measure well-being.  Two items were taken 

from the vitality scale of Ryan and Frederick (1997) as a measure of eudaimonic well-being, 

with participants asked to indicate the extent to which they agreed with the following two 

statements over the past two weeks; ‘I felt alive and vital’ and ‘I felt alert and awake’.  To 

capture the hedonic form of well-being, one item from the Satisfaction with Life item (Diener 

et al., 2013) was also included: ‘Taking everything into account, I am satisfied with my life 
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as a whole’.  Responses were scored on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 

5 (strongly agree).   

Ill-being 

The 5-item Kessler Psychological Distress scale was used to measure Ill-being.  

This scale has been found to be valid and reliable for both First Nations and non-indigenous 

people (Brinckley et al., 2021).  The question stem was with reference to time spent feeling 

this way during the last two weeks: ‘about how often did you feel nervous; about how often 

did you feel without hope; about how often did you feel restless or jumpy; about how often 

did you feel everything was an effort; about how often did you feel so sad that nothing could 

cheer you up?  Responses were on a 5-point Likert scale: 1 (none of the time), 2 (a little of 

the time), 3 (some of the time), 4 (most of the time), 5 (all of the time).   

The Selection of Control Variables 

As previously discussed, many unemployment and reemployment studies have 

examined the numerous antecedents of both mental health and job search outcomes.  

Given the number of variables that have been associated with these outcomes, it was 

considered important that the findings of the SDT-based model proposed in this study were 

able to distinguish between those variables which might additionally or separately 

contribute to the study’s outcome variables.   

First, control variables relevant to the mental health outcomes were considered 

using the meta-analysis by McKee-Ryan et al. (2005) which reviewed studies concerned 

with the impact of unemployment on the psychological and physical well-being across a 

variety of predictor variables. The predictors were categorised into five groups: human 

capital and demographics, such as age, gender and length of time unemployed; work-role 

centrality, that is, the importance of work to the person’s sense of identity; coping 

resources, such as perceived support and perceived financial strain; cognitive appraisal, 

such perceived stress and reemployment expectations; and coping strategies, such level of 
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job search effort and whether the person used problem-focused or emotion-focused coping 

strategies.   

Using this framework, the meta-analytical findings of variables in each of the 

categories were considered in terms of their relevance to the research questions and 

outcome variables, and to potential duplication and/or overlap with the independent and 

mediator variables in the present study (Carlson & Wu, 2012).  Meta-analysis found the 

mean corrected weighted correlations (rc) showed a positive and significant relationship 

between reemployment expectations and mental health (rc = .29), and a significant and 

negative relationship between perceived financial strain and mental health (rc = -.45) 

(McKee-Ryan et al., 2005) indicating that they may be relevant control variables.  Although 

the correlations with mental health were lower than some other variables, items measuring 

age, gender, level of education and period of unemployment were included in Survey 1, 

along with those showing with higher correlations, that is, non-financial employment 

commitment (i.e., work role centrality), perceived future job prospects (reemployment 

expectations), and perceived financial strain.  It might be noted, however, that the meta-

analysis framed mental health in the positive, that is, psychological well-being and life 

satisfaction, the authors stating that this was due to the small number of studies that had 

assessed ill-being separately, as this study intends to do. 

In addition to mental health outcomes, the same variables have been found to be 

associated with both job search intentions and job search activity.  For example, in a study 

comparing predictors of job search behaviour between employed and unemployed 

jobseekers by van Hooft et al., (2004), a small, positive indirect effect was found between 

the expectancy of finding a job and job search behaviour (through attitudes and job search 

intentions), with a small negative effect directly on job search behaviour also found.  

Interestingly, the same study found that whilst financial need, measured by the participant’s 

agreement with the statement ‘I can live on my current income reasonably well’, affected 

the job search behaviour of employed people indirectly through job search intentions (as 
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well as attitudes and subjective norm), it did not affect job search behaviour of unemployed 

people, either directly or indirectly.  However, meta-analysis of the antecedents of job 

search behaviour and employment outcomes by Kanfer et al., (2001) found that perceived 

financial need/stress/strain was positively correlated with job search behaviour (rc = -.21, p < 

.05). 

Thus, it is proposed these two variables are of relevance to the study’s proposed 

model as control variables.  Following the recommendations of Carlson and Wu (2012), for 

transparency, data for the two control variables (means, standard deviations and zero-order 

correlations) will be reported separately from the study’s model in the results section.   

Following Vansteenkiste et al. (2005), perceived future job prospects (or 

reemployment expectations) were measured by asking survey participants the following two 

questions:  ‘Within the next 4 weeks, how likely do you think it is that you will find a job that 

is a good fit with the type of work you want?’  To gauge the participants’ expectancy of 

gaining any form of employment, the second question then asked ‘Within the next 4 weeks, 

how likely do you think it is that you will find any job, regardless of whether it is a good fit?’  

Responses to both questions were given on a 5-point Likert scale: 1 (extremely unlikely), 2 

(somewhat unlikely), 3 (neither likely or unlikely), 4 (somewhat likely) and 5 (extremely 

likely).    

Following Warr et al. (1984), perceived financial strain was measured by a single 

item, ‘Thinking back over the past 4 weeks, how often have you had serious financial 

worries?’. Responses were scored on a 5-point Likert scale: 1 (never), 2 (hardly ever), 3 

(frequently), 4 (nearly all the time), and 5 (all the time).   

Conclusion 

In this chapter, the research design and methods of data collection were also 

presented.  In summary, data were collected from people who were receiving the income 

support under the jobactive (JobSeeker) program, and the sample used in the analyses (n 

= 422) was broadly representative of the total population of income support recipients in 
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Australia.  The five online surveys collected data for the measures of need support and 

need thwarting (independent variables), need satisfaction and need frustration (mediator 

variables), and voluntary job search activities, well-being and ill-being (outcome variables) 

which will be used in the mediation analysis.  In addition, qualitative data in the form of 

open comments were also collected.  

In the following chapter, we will present the results of the mediation analysis of the 

hypothesised model as well as an additional analysis to test its replicability with the same 

sample at a later time point. 
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Chapter 7:  Quantitative Analysis and Results 

Introduction  

In this chapter, we will present the results of the quantitative analysis.  We begin by 

reporting the data that were prepared for analysis and the strategy for handling missing 

data.  We then present the results of construct validity tests and describe the process of the 

selection of relevant control variables, followed by a discussion of decisions made about the 

data analysis for the hypothesised and replication models.  Finally, descriptive statistics are 

presented and the results of the mediation analysis for the hypothesised model and the 

replication models reported. 

Data Preparation 

After the final survey closed, data from each survey were downloaded from the 

Qualtrics (2020) platform. The datasets were uploaded to SPSS v27 (IBM, 2020) and 

merged using the participant email address as the unique identifier.  Cases that had been 

screened during the survey were removed from the dataset and all other cases included in 

the analysis.  Data were then assigned a numerical unique identifier and the email address 

removed from the working dataset to maintain participant confidentiality. 

Tests for Normality 

To test the assumption of normality, the dataset was examined in SPSS 27 (IBM, 

2020).  As assessed by the Shapiro-Wilk test, data for all variables in the study were found 

to be non-normally distributed.  It has been posited that this is one consequence of the 

measurement scales used in research such as this study: that the use of Likert scale items 

naturally produces discrete data whereby the values can only be within a certain range (for 

example, 1 - 5) (Hayes, 2017).  Regardless of the reason, however, violation of this 

assumption should be acknowledged and accommodated within the statistical analyses.  To 
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that end, due to the non-normal distribution of data, all measurement models were 

estimated using robust maximum-likelihood estimation (MLR) procedures (Kline, 2016).   

Missing Data Handling 

Following recent guidelines for best practice in reporting missing data analysis and 

the selected missing data treatments by Lang and Little (2018), missing data will be 

reported in terms of non-response patterns, the non-response rate, and non-response 

mechanisms. 

Missing Data Analysis 

Non-response Patterns 

Analysis of non-response patterns refers to consideration of the spatial arrangement 

of empty cells in a dataset, viewed at both the item and the unit level.  Item non-response 

refers to the pattern of missing data arising from, for example, participants in this study 

completing some but not all items in the need support scale, whereas with unit non-

response, missing data occurs at the case (or unit) level; that is, for example, a participant 

did not continue with subsequent surveys and consequently rows of missing data can be 

observed. 

First, using SPSS v27 (IBM, 2020), an assessment of item-level non-response was 

conducted for each of the measurement models, that is, need support and need thwarting, 

need satisfaction and need frustration, well-being, ill-being and voluntary job search 

activities, by way of examination of frequencies and a calculation made of the proportion of 

data missing.  As shown in Appendices J and K, missing data represented less than 2.3% 

of data for any of the items on the Time 1 and Time 2 measurement scales and was 

therefore deemed acceptable.   

To assess missing data at the unit/case level, each variable in the merged dataset 

(n = 422) was reviewed via a Missing Values Analysis in SPSS (IBM, 2020).  Table 6 shows 

the pattern of the data and the number of cases in each pattern.  
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As might be expected in longitudinal data collection, more data was missing in the 

later time periods due to the tendency for participants to drop out of the study.  However, of 

note is the large number of missing responses for T1 need support and T1 need thwarting 

(n = 131) which stands in contrast to no missing data for one variable measured at the time, 

that is, perceived future job prospects.  Missing data at the case (unit) level for these 

variables may be explained by a problem with the way the survey flow was setup, where 

one question asked whether the participant had direct contact with their ESP within the past 

month.  This was initially setup to skip that scale if the participant answered that they had 

not.  However, it was identified shortly after the survey opened that participants answering 

‘no’ to this question should not be disqualified from the scale because COVID restrictions 

meant that the normal requirement to engage with ESPs face-to-face had been suspended, 

with most contact being conducted electronically, if at all.  The survey flow was changed to 

remove that question in Survey 1 once this issue was identified.  Once the data had been 

collected for all surveys, it became apparent that a similar problem had impacted a number 

of responses for need support and need thwarting in Survey 3: 44 participants reported they 

had not attended a meeting within the past 30 days, were accordingly not presented with 

those items and data not collected for that scale.   

Non-response Rates 

To assess non-response rates, that is, how much of the sample size was lost to 

missing data (Lang & Little, 2018), the percentage of missing data was examined.  As 

shown in Table 7, there were high proportions of missing data on a number of variables for 

both the hypothesised and replication models.    
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Table 6    Pattern of Missing Data and Number of Cases per Pattern 

Pattern of Missing Data and Number of Cases per Pattern 
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66                                               

18   H H                                         

15   H H                   R R                   

13                         R R                   

50                     H H R R R R R R R R R R R 

17                     H H     R R R R R R R R R 

5   H H               H H     R R R R R R R R R 

23   H H               H H R R R R R R R R R R R 

142       H H H H H H H H H R R R R R R R R R R R 

49   H H H H H H H H H H H R R R R R R R R R R R 

 

Note: H denotes missing data for the hypothesised model, R denotes missing data for the replication model 
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Table 7    Percentage of Missing Data for Hypothesised and Replication Models 

Percentage of Missing Data for Hypothesised and Replication Models 

  
      Missing 

       N Count Percent 

Hypothesised Model Variables    

T1 Need Support 304 118 28.0 

T1 Need Thwarting 304 118 28.0 

T2 Autonomy Satisfaction 227 195 46.2 

T2 Autonomy Frustration 227 195 46.2 

T2 Competence 227 195 46.2 

T2 Relatedness 227 195 46.2 

T2 Job Search Intentions 223 199 47.2 

T4 Voluntary Job Search Activities 129 293 69.4 

T2 Well-being 225 197 46.7 

T2 Ill-being 224 198 46.9 

T1 Perceived Future Job Prospects 416 6 1.4 

T4 Financial Strain 129 293 69.4 

    

Replication Model Variables    

T3 Need Support 116 306 72.5 

T3 Need Thwarting 116 306 72.5 

T4 Autonomy Satisfaction 129 293 69.4 

T4 Autonomy Frustration 129 293 69.4 

T4 Competence Need 129 293 69.4 

T4 Relatedness Need 129 293 69.4 

T4 Well-being 129 293 69.4 

T4 Ill-being 129 293 69.4 

T4 Job Search Intentions 125 297 70.4 

T5 Voluntary Job Search Activities 117 305 72.3 
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Non-response Mechanisms 

In addition to these assessments, missing data can also be examined in terms of 

the non-response mechanisms that might affect the probability of missingness in the data.  

The relevance of diagnosing these mechanisms prior to analysis is to select appropriate 

missing data treatments, some of which are predicated upon certain assumptions being 

met.   

Non-response mechanisms were described by Rubin (1976) as taking three forms.  

One mechanism is missing at random (MAR),  where the probability of missing data on a 

particular variable is related to one or more other measured variable in the model but not to 

that variable itself (Enders, 2010).  Missingness is not necessarily random in the way the 

name would imply, however, rather a systematic relationship exists between one or more of 

the measured variables and the probability of missing data (Enders, 2010).  A second 

mechanism is missing completely at random (MCAR), where the probability of missing data 

on a particular variable in unrelated to other measured variables and also unrelated to the 

values of that particular variable itself (Enders, 2010).  The third mechanism is missing not 

at random (MNAR), whereby the probability of missingness on a particular variable is 

related to the value of that variable itself, even after other variables have been controlled for 

(Enders, 2010).   

To assess whether data were missing in a systematic way, Little’s (1988) MCAR 

test was conducted in SPSS v28 (IBM, 2020) via the Missing Values Analysis function to 

assess mean differences on each of the variables in the dataset.  The null hypothesis is 

that the data are MCAR and therefore a significant d2 statistic provides support to reject the 

null, that is, the data are not MCAR.  The result of the test was significant, (chi-square = 

110.158, df = 76, p = .006) thereby providing evidence that the data were not missing 

completely at random. 
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Missing Data Treatment 

Following the recommendations of Enders (2010), missingness was addressed via 

two means. First, the use of full-information maximum likelihood (FIML) estimation methods 

which, as its name suggests, uses all available data to calculate parameter estimates, 

including those cases with incomplete data (Collins et al., 2001).  Whilst SPSS was used to 

examine some missing data and report some descriptive statistics, software that could 

employ the FIML estimation methods as well as perform a mediation analysis for multiple 

predictor and outcome variables was required.  Consequently, Mplus v27 (Muthen & 

Muthen, 1998-2021) was selected to test the hypothesised model using robust maximum-

likelihood estimation (MLR) for confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) and, because Mplus 

does not allow MLR to be used with bootstrapping (which is necessary for assessing direct 

and indirect effects), maximum-likelihood (ML) was used in the mediation analysis.   

The second was the use of an inclusive analysis strategy whereby a set of auxiliary 

variables are included in the model, which offer the potential to increase statistical power 

and reduce estimation bias resulting from missing data (Collins et al., 2001). Auxiliary 

variables are those that are contained in the dataset but are not in the model and are 

correlated with the variables of interest.  To identify a potential set of auxiliary variables, an 

analysis was conducted of the correlations between a range of data that might have been 

expected to have contributed to missingness in terms of the drop-out rate.  For example, 

variables such as the length of time unemployed, age, education level, financial strain, and 

mental health at earlier time points might have impacted the participant’s level of interest or 

capacity to continue with the survey and therefore contributed to missingness of the data on 

well-being, ill-being, and voluntary job search activities at Time 4.  Whilst Enders points out 

there is no harm including auxiliary variables with low or no correlation, variables with 

correlations >.4 can be deemed to be prospective auxiliary variables.  As shown in Table 8, 

five auxiliary variables were selected for inclusion having met the correlation criterion for 
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one or more of the outcome variables, noting that no auxiliary variables were found which 

correlated highly with either mental health outcome variables. 

Table 8    Correlations Between Selected Auxiliary Variables and Relevant Outcome 

Variables 

Correlations Between Selected Auxiliary Variables and Relevant Outcome Variables 

Auxiliary Variable  
T2 Job 
Search 

Intentions 

T4 Voluntary 
Job Search 
Behaviour 

T4 Job 
Search 

Intentions 

T5 Voluntary 
Job Search 
Behaviour 

T2 Number Job Applications Made .45** .38** .33** .44** 

T4 Number Job Applications Made  .25** .40** .38** .32** 

T5 Number Job Applications Made .37** .45** .50** .55** 

T2 Number of Interviews Attended .36** .25**  .37** 

T5 Number of Interviews Attended .25** .48** .24** .47** 

Note.  *  Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed) 
          **  Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 

 

Construct Validity  

Prior to model analysis, it is important to assess construct validity. This section 

explicates the criteria used to assess both the convergent and discriminant validity of each 

of the measurement models.  It may be noted that all statistics presented in this study were 

standardised unless otherwise stated, and standardised beta coefficients will be 

represented by the Greek symbol β. 

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) were first conducted using Mplus 8.6 (Muthen & 

Muthen, 1998-2021), using MLR. Goodness-of-fit for the measurement models (and 

subsequent path analysis) was evaluated using a set of goodness-of-fit indices suggested 

by Kline (2016), namely: the Steiger-Lind Root Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA; 

Steiger, 1990) and its 90% confidence interval;  Bentler’s Comparative Fit Index (CFI; 

Bentler, 1990), the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), and Standardised Root Mean-Square 

Residual (SRMR).   Assessment of fit was informed by widely applied guidelines suggested 

by Hu and Bentler (1999). RMSEA indices less than .08 indicate acceptable fit, and less 
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than .06 suggesting excellent fit of the data to the model.  For CFI and TLI, values above 

.90 and above .95 are considered to support acceptable and excellent fit respectively, and 

SRMR indices less than .08 indicate good model fit.  Following Chen (2007), when 

comparing models, changes in CFI, SRMR, and RMSEA greater than .010, .015, and .030 

(respectively) were deemed to be non-trivial changes to model fit.   As MLR estimation was 

used, the Satorra-Bentler scaled (SBS) chi-square as recommended by Kline (2016) was 

also assessed.  SPSS v27 (IBM, 2020) was used to assess the reliability of each factor.  

Following the Lance et al. (2006) review of Nunnally’s (1994) internal reliability statistic, 

alpha coefficients above .8 were deemed to indicate adequate internal reliability. 

Need Support and Thwarting at Time 1 

As the scales for need support and need thwarting had been developed for use in 

this new context, data collected in Survey 1 (n = 304) for the measurement model were 

examined with confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), a method that is recommended for 

explicitly testing a priori relationships between observed variables (Jackson et al., 2009).  

As previously described, according to SDT theory, the 34 items were expected to 

load onto two factors, need support and need thwarting, however, the model fit for a two-

factor solution was poor, a number of items had poor factor loadings, and there was a high 

correlation between the two factors (r = -.80).  Consequently, alternative models were 

explored which sought to meet the three attributes suggested by Kline (2016); that is, the 

respecified model makes theoretical sense, is relatively parsimonious, and has an 

acceptable fit with the data.  With regard to the latter requirement, a comparison of the 

goodness-of-fit statistics (GOF) for the measurement model as well as the alternative 

models (which will now be discussed) is shown in Table 9.  

  



125 
 

 
 

   

Table 9    Goodness-of-fit Statistics for Time 1 Measurement and Alternative Models 

for Need Support and Need Thwarting 

Goodness-of-fit Statistics for Time 1 Measurement and Alternative Models for 

Need Support and Need Thwarting 

 SBS- χ² (df) CFI RMSEA SRMR 

2-factor model 1487.509 (526) 0.854 0.077 0.071 

6-factor model 1019.108 (512) 0.923 0.057 0.062 

1-factor model 2077.652 (527) 0.765 0.098 0.083 

3-factor model 2186.896 (524) 0.792 0.102 0.089 

Final 2-factor model 606.429 (208) 0.901 0.079 0.074 

Note. CFI = Comparative fit index. RMSEA = Root mean square error of approximation.  

SRMR = Standardised root mean residual.  

 

Again, following SDT, first, a 6-factor model which separated support and thwarting 

by the three needs (autonomy, competence, and relatedness) was tested and whilst the 

model fit was slightly improved, there were very high correlations between a number of 

factors, for example, competence thwarting and relatedness thwarting (r = .953).  In 

addition, there were some negative correlations of note, for example, between competence 

thwarting and relatedness support (r = -.828), and between relatedness and competence 

support (r = - .811).  Seeking to examine whether there was indeed a distinction to be made 

between support and thwarting, a one-factor model was also tested, as well as a three-

factor model which specified items loaded only onto the three individual psychological 

needs, however the model fit for each of these alternatives was very poor and thus they 

were rejected. 

Returning to the two-factor model, as previously outlined, there were 9 items with 

poor factor loadings (< .7), and a further 4 items which upon examination of face validity, 

indicated some duplication with other items that could be removed for parsimony.  For 

example, ‘They take the time to listen to my opinion and point of view when I disagree with 

them’ was determined to be similar to ‘They are open to hearing my opinions and my point 
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of view even when different from theirs’ and therefore the former removed without impact 

on the reliability of the measure. 

A list of the retained items and their factor loadings are shown in Table 10.  The 

correlation between the two factors was .66, which is substantial but acceptable.  The two 

11-item sub-scales for need support and need thwarting were determined to have internal 

reliability, with Cronbach’s alphas of .95 and .93 respectively.   
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Table 10   Standardised Factor Loadings for the Final Time 1 Need Support and Need Thwarting Measurement Model 

Standardized Factor Loadings for the Final Time 1 Need Support and Need Thwarting Measurement Model   

Code Item 
Factor 1 

Need Support 
Factor 2 

Need Thwarting 

SUPAU2 
They give me choices about how to develop my Job Plan, such as training/education activities, work 
experience, job search assistance 

.81***   

SUPAU3 
They consult with me about how I would choose to meet my mutual obligation requirements, e.g., 
such as applying for a certain number of jobs, or undertaking skills training  

.70***   

SUPAU4 
When they ask me to do something, they take the time to explain how the activity could be of value to 
me 

.85***   

SUPAU5 
When they ask me to do something, or not do something, they take the time to explain why it is 
important 

.77***   

SUPAU6 When I ask why I must complete a task, they give me good reasons .76***   

SUPCO1 They help me develop a clear plan of action to help me get a job .85***   

SUPCO2 They give me useful feedback about my skills and abilities .85***   

SUPCO3 They give me help that is practical and useful to me .88***   

SUPRE1 They are open to hearing my opinions and my point of view even when different from theirs .77***   

SUPRE4 They are available to help me when I need them .81***   

SUPRE5 They take the time to get to know me .76***   

THWAU3 They use an authoritarian tone of voice when speaking to me  .77***  

THWAU4 They try to make me feel bad when they are not satisfied with my job search activities  .84***  

THWAU5 They try to motivate me by making me feel guilty for not doing enough to find a job  .75***  

THWAU6 They try to make me feel guilty when I have not been able to all my job search activities  .82***  

THWAU8 They often remind me that my payment could be suspended  .83***  

THWAU9 They often threaten to report me to Centrelink  .78***  



128 
 

 
    

 

Table 10 (continued) 

 

 

 
Code 

 
Item 

Factor 1 
Need Support 

Factor 2 
Need Thwarting 

THWCO1 They want me to do training that is irrelevant to my skill needs  .57***  

THWCO2 They recommend that I apply for jobs I know I am not qualified for  .62***  

THWCO4 My Job Plan doesn't consider my needs and goals  .65***  

THWRE3 They don't understand how hard it is for me to find work  .68***  

THWRE4 They don't try to understand what life is like for me   .71***  

   

Note. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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Need Satisfaction and Need Frustration at Time 2 

A CFA was conducted on the sample from Survey 2 (n = 227). The 18 items used in 

this measure were expected to load onto two factors: satisfaction and frustration. However, 

the GOF statistics for a two-factor model were unacceptable, factor loadings were poor (12 

items < .7), there was a very high correlation between satisfaction and frustration (r = -.921) 

and therefore the model was rejected.  Guided again by a priori theory, alternative models 

were specified in a similar manner to that of the need support and thwarting scale outlined 

above; that is, a six-factor model which separated the three psychological needs by 

satisfaction and frustration, a one-factor model, and a three-factor model.  

As shown in Table 11, the model fit of the six-factor model was deemed to be good, 

however, as was the case in the need support and thwarting scale, there were 

unacceptably high correlations between some factors; for example, r = -.922 between 

relatedness satisfaction and relatedness frustration, and r =  -.845 between competence 

satisfaction and competence frustration.  Consequently, both five-factor and four-factor 

models were tested. The five-factor model combined relatedness satisfaction and 

frustration, and the four-factor model combined both relatedness satisfaction and frustration 

and competence satisfaction and frustration.  Both the four and five-factor models were 

considered to be theoretically plausible, have good model fit and factor loadings generally 

exceeding .7 (5 of the 18 items < .7).  However, given the high correlations between 

satisfaction and frustration and the potential for issues of multicollinearity, it was decided to 

use the four factor model: autonomy satisfaction, autonomy frustration, combined 

competence and combined relatedness.  Next, the five items with the lowest loadings were 

then examined to see if their removal would be deleterious to model fit and reliability and it 

was found that three items could be removed, one from the autonomy satisfaction factor 

(T2AutSa3), one from the competence factor (T2ComFr2), and one from the autonomy 

frustration factor (T2AutFr2).   
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The GOF statistics for the final measurement model (4-factor) is presented in Table 

11, along with correlations among factors in Table 12.  A list of the 15-item scale is 

presented in Table 13, showing the factor loadings.  Internal reliability was assessed for 

each of the four factors and Cronbach’s alpha determined as follows: autonomy satisfaction 

(.66), autonomy frustration (.82), competence need (.80) and relatedness need (.93) 

 

Table 11   Goodness-of-fit Statistics for Time 2 Measurement Model and Alternative 
Models of T2 Need Satisfaction and Need Frustration 
Goodness-of-fit Statistics for Time 2 Measurement Model and Alternative Models of 
T2 Need Satisfaction and Need Frustration 

 SBS- χ² (df)      CFI RMSEA SRMR 

2-factor model 703.753 (134) 0.670 0.137 0.140 

6-factor model 220.748 (120) 0.942 0.061 0.067 

3-factor model 323.766 (132) 0.889 0.080 0.086 

5-factor model 251.534 (125) 0.927 0.067 0.070 

4-factor model 263.031 (129) 0.922 0.068 0.073 

Final 4-factor model* 160.566 (84) 0.949 0.063 0.051 

 

Note: CFI = Comparative fit index; RMSEA = Root mean square error of approximation.  

SRMR = Standardised root mean residual *With removal of three items 

 

Table 12   Correlations Among Factors in Final 4-Factor Time 2 Need Satisfaction and 
Need Frustration Measurement Model 
 

Correlations Among Factors in Final 4-Factor Time 2 Need Satisfaction and Need 
Frustration Measurement Model 

 1 2 3 4 

1. Autonomy Satisfaction --    

2. Autonomy Frustration -.67*** --   

3. Competence Need .59*** -.33*** --  

4. Relatedness Need .55*** -.68*** .22** -- 

Note. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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Table 13   Standardised Factor Loadings for Final Time 2 Need Satisfaction and Need Frustration Measurement Model 

Standardized Factor Loadings for the Final Time 2 Need Satisfaction and Need Frustration Measurement Model 

Item Code Item 

Factor 1 

Autonomy 
Satisfaction 

Factor 2 

Autonomy 
Frustration 

Factor 3 

Competence 
Need 

Factor 4 

Relatedness 
Need 

F1. T2AUTSA1 I feel free to conduct job search activities in my own way .72***    

F1. T2AUTSA2 I feel free to decide for myself how to meet my mutual obligation requirements .69***    

F2. T2AUTFR1 I feel pressured to follow the advice of my Employment Consultant  .85***   

F2. T2AUTFR3 I feel like I am forced to follow the directions of my Employment Consultant  .82***   

F3. T2COMSA1 I feel confident that I can do well in all activities needed to secure a job   .86***  

F3. T2COMSA2 I feel capable of doing what needs to be done to get the job I want   .74***  

F3. T2COMSA3 I feel I can handle any job search or training activities competently   .62***  

F3. T2COMFR2 I feel incompetent when doing job search activities    .44***  

F3. T2COMFR3 I don't feel competent to do what needs to be done to get a job   .68***  

F4. T2RELSA1 I feel supported by my Employment Consultant    .85*** 

F4. T2RELSA2 I feel understood by my Employment Consultant    .90*** 

F4. T2RELSA3 I feel that my Employment Consultant really cares about me    .84*** 

F4. T2RELFR1 I feel judged by my Employment Consultant     .81*** 

F4. T2RELFR2 I feel misunderstood by my Employment Consultant     .85*** 

F4. T2RELFR3 I feel that my Employment Consultant is unfriendly towards me     .78*** 

Note. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.  # Item was reverse-coded 
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Mental Health Outcomes 

An exploratory factor analysis on the three items measuring well-being and the five 

items measuring ill-being was conducted using Mplus using maximum-likelihood estimation 

which supported there being two factors: well-being and ill-being.  The two-factor model (n 

= 225) showed a good fit to the data, SBS-χ²(df =28) = 781.368, p = 0.000, CFI = .969, 

RMSEA = .089, SRMR = .025. 

Ill-being at Time 2 

Although the 5-item Kessler Ill-being scale remained unchanged from the previously 

validated scale, a CFA was also conducted to validate items loaded to a single factor (n = 

224).  A one-factor model showed a reasonable fit to the data, SBS-χ²(df =10 ) = 418.263, p 

= 0.000, CFI = .958, RMSEA = .124, SRMR = .030.  Internal reliability was also confirmed 

(α = .89).  Factor loadings for the items are shown in Table 14. 

Table 14   Standardised Factor Loadings for the Ill-being Measurement Model 

Standardized Factor Loadings for the Ill-being Measurement Model 
 

Indicator T2 Ill-being 

Ill-being 
 

Please indicate the amount of time you felt that way in the LAST 2 weeks  Factor Loading (Std Error) 

1. About how often did you feel nervous? .76***        (.04) 

2. About how often did you feel without hope? .84***        (.04) 

3. About how often did you feel restless or jumpy? .75***       (.04) 

4. About how often did you feel everything was an effort? .77***       (.04) 

5. About how often did you feel so sad that nothing could cheer you up? .83***       (.03) 

Cronbach's Alpha 0.89 

Note. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.    
 

 

Well-being at Time 2 

The three-item well-being scale showed good internal reliability (α = .84). 
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Further Consideration of the Dataset  

As previously described, the merged data from the five surveys form a total dataset 

of 422 cases.  Whilst it is preferable to use the largest sample size possible, the output of 

initial analyses performed showed there were large differences between which cases were 

included and which were excluded dependent on how the syntax was configured in Mplus.  

That is, in the analysis of the hypothesised model using the merged dataset (n = 422), 

Mplus reported that there were 49 cases with data missing on all variables, leaving a 

dataset of 373 observations to be used in the mediation analysis.  Then, in the next phase 

of the process, the selected control variables (perceived future job prospects at time 1 and 

perceived financial strain at time 4) were added to the model.  It was noted, however, that Mplus 

had excluded additional cases; 69 cases which had missing data on the x-variables, and 147 cases 

which had data missing on all variables except the x-variables.  This reduced the number of 

observations to 206.  Advice was sought on this issue and the following response received from 

Mplus support:  

In regression, the model is estimated conditioned on the covariates.  

Their means, variances, and covariances are not model parameters and 

no distributional assumptions are made about them.  You can find their 

means, variances, and covariances in the descriptive statistics for the 

data set.  Any observation that has a missing value on one or more 

observed exogenous covariates is eliminated from the analysis.  To 

avoid this, the covariates can be brought into the model by mentioning 

their means, variances, and/or covariances in the MODEL command.  

This can be done for maximum likelihood estimation and Bayes.  It 

should not be done for weighted least squares estimation.  When this is 

done, the means, variances, and covariances of the covariates become 

model parameters and distributional assumptions are made about them.  



134 
 

 
 

   

Please note that all observed exogenous covariates must be brought 

into the model.  You cannot bring in only a subset. (L. Muthen, personal 

communication, October 19, 2021) 

Following this advice, the exogeneous variables, that is, the two independent 

variables (need support and need thwarting) and the two control variables (perceived future 

job prospects and perceived financial strain) were added to the syntax of the model and 

resulted in the inclusion of all available data, (n = 422).   

However, this strategy had implications for the analysis of the replication model, as 

the inclusion of the exogenous variables in the model for the later time period meant the 

software would include 418 cases in the analysis (four observations were reported as 

missing on all variables).  Given the actual case numbers in the dataset for that period (as 

shown in Table 15), it was not considered appropriate to use this strategy for the replication 

model.  A different approach was therefore required; one which would provide robust 

analysis for the hypothesised and replication models, and the benefit of consistency which 

would allow for a comparison of the results between the models.  To that end, using SPSS 

(IBM, 2020), the whole dataset (n = 422) was split into two datafiles by selecting cases 

where there was no missing data on the independent variables.  One datafile contained 

only those cases with no missing data on need support and need thwarting at Time 1 (n = 

304), and the other datafile only those cases with no missing data on need support and 

need thwarting at Time 3 (n = 116).  For the mediation analyses that will be reported in the 

next section, the hypothesised model analysis used the dataset from the earlier period, that 

is, times 1, 2 and 4 (n = 304) and the replication model used the dataset from the later 

period, that is times 3, 4, and 5 (n = 116).  
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Descriptive Statistics for Datasets 

Table 15 presents the demographics for both the datafiles described above (n = 

304) and (n = 166) and to further aid comparison of the composition of the datasets, 

descriptive statistics for the original merged datafile (n = 422) are also included.   
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Table 15   Demographics for Hypothesised and Replication Model Samples and Merged Dataset       

Demographics for Hypothesised and Replication Model Samples and Merged Dataset 

  

Hypothesised Model Sample 
(n = 304 )  

Replication Model Sample 
(n = 116) 

Merged Dataset 
(n = 422) 

 
n  Valid % n Valid % n Valid % 

Age by Cohort       

<20 4 1.3% 1 0.9% 5 1.2% 

20 - 39 101 34.0% 27 23.3% 137 33.3% 

40 - 59 139 46.8% 62 53.4% 199 48.4% 

60+ 53 17.8 26 22.4% 70 17.0% 

Total Valid 297  116  411   

Missing 7  -  11 2.6% 

Total Sample 304  116  422   

 Mean age* (SD)  44.8 (13.1)  48.9 (12.2)  44.9 (12.9)  

Gender       

Male 115 38.7% 53 45.7% 162 39.4% 

Female 174 58.6% 60 51.7% 237 57.7% 

Prefer not to say 3 1.0% - - 5 1.2% 

Prefer to self-describe 5 1.7% 3 2.6% 7 1.7% 

Total Valid 297  116  411  

Missing 7  -  11  

Total Sample 304  116  422  

Education Level       

Postgraduate Degree (e.g., Masters, Doctorate) 15 5.1% 9 7.8% 24 5.9% 

Bachelors degree/Grad Certificate/Graduate Diploma 70 23.6% 33 28.4% 104 25.4% 

Trade Certificate or Diploma  113 38.2% 49 42.2% 153 37.3% 

Finished high school (Year 12) 33 11.1% 9 7.8% 46 11.2% 

Primary school, some high sch. or finished Year 10 59 19.9% 12 10.3% 76 18.5% 

Other & Prefer Not to Say  6 2.0% 4 3.4% 7 1.7% 

Total Valid 296  116  410  

Missing 8  -  12  

Total Sample 304  116  422  
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Table 15 (continued) 

  

Hypothesised Model 
Sample 

(n = 304 )  

Replication Model 
Sample 

(n = 116) 

Merged Dataset 
(n = 422) 

 
n Valid % n Valid % n Valid % 

State       

Australian Capital Territory 3 1.0% 0 28.4% 3 0.7% 

New South Wales 87 29.3% 33 51.7% 127 30.8% 

Northern Territory 0 0 0 3.4% 0 0.0% 

Queensland 163 54.9% 60 .9% 217 52.7% 

South Australia 8 2.7% 4 9.5% 10 2.4% 

Tasmania 1 .30% 1 6.0% 2 0.5% 

Victoria 23 7.7% 11  39 9.5% 

Western Australia 12 4.0% 7  14 3.4% 

Total Valid 297  116  412  

Missing 7    10  

Total Sample 304    422  

Ethnicity       

First Nations People/Indigenous/Torres Strait Islander 27 0.1% 4 3.4% 35 8.6% 

White Caucasian 218 73.6% 94 81.0% 301 73.6% 

Prefer to self-describe 27 9.1% 11 9.5% 41 10.0% 

Prefer not to say 24 8.1% 7 6.0% 32 7.8% 

Total 296    409  

Missing 8    13  

Total 304    422  

Period of Unemployment       

Less than 12 months unemployed 169 55.6% 64 55.2% 241 57.1 

More than 12 months unemployed 135 44.4% 52 44.8% 181 42.9 
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Correlations Among Variables 

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for all variables in the hypothesised 

model were computed in SPSS v27 (IBM, 2020).  Recalling that the four-factor mediation 

measures required competence and relatedness to be combined, prior to computing the 

means for these two variables, the items measuring frustration of each need were reverse-

scored so that these variables reflect a combined mean score of competence satisfaction 

and frustration, and relatedness satisfaction and frustration.  Table 16 displays means, 

standard deviations and bivariate correlations of all variables in the hypothesised model.  

As would be predicted by SDT, need support was significantly and positively 

correlated with autonomy satisfaction, competence need, and relatedness need and 

negatively correlated with autonomy frustration.  Similarly, need thwarting was negatively 

associated with autonomy satisfaction, competence need and relatedness need, and 

positively associated with autonomy frustration.   

With regard to the mental health outcome variables, significant correlations were 

found between well-being and ill-being and the four mediator variables, providing 

preliminary support for the hypotheses.  Autonomy satisfaction, competence need and 

relatedness need were positively correlated with well-being, and negatively correlated with 

ill-being, with autonomy frustration being negatively correlated with well-being and positively 

correlated with ill-being. 

The correlation between two of the mediators and the job search outcomes also 

provided some further early support. Competence need and relatedness were positively 

associated with the intention to search for jobs, and there was a strong positive correlation 

between job search intentions and voluntary job search behaviour. 
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Table 16   Means, Standard Deviations and Correlations Among Hypothesised Model Variables and Control Variables  

Means, Standard Deviations and Correlations Among Hypothesised Model Variables and Control Variables  

  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

1 T1 Need Support (.95)            

2 T1 Need Thwarting -.66*** (.93)           

3 T2 Autonomy Satisfaction .35*** -.49*** (.66)          

4 T2 Autonomy Frustration -.44*** .61*** -.52*** (.82)         

5 T2 Competence .18* -.25** .40*** -.28*** (.80)        

6 T2 Relatedness .71*** -.70*** .45*** -.63*** .22** (.93)       

7 T2 Well-being .25** -.26*** .42*** -.38*** .47*** .38*** (.84)      

8 T2 Ill-being -.18* .39*** -.25** .29*** -.37*** -.35*** -.59*** (.89)     

9 T2 Job Search Intentions .20* -.11 .14 -.10 .30*** .16* .26*** .00 --    

10 T4 Vol. Job Search Activities .10 -.15 .05 -.07 .12 .22* .08 -.09 .41*** (.64)   

11 T1 Perc. Future Job Prospects .46*** -.26*** .30*** -.27*** .29*** .38*** .43*** -.08 .49*** .06 (.89)  

12 T4 Financial Strain -.20 .29** -.22* .36*** -.12 -.27** -.33** .35*** .12 .28** -.09 -- 

 Mean 3.08 2.74 3.44 3.38 3.78 3.11 3.22 2.72 3.53 1.74 2.36 3.27 

 SD 1.13 1.02 1.17 1.21 .89 1.14 1.10 .99 1.11 .59 1.18 1.15 

              

Note. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001; n = 304. Where applicable, Cronbach’s coefficient alphas are reported in parentheses along the diagonal.
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The Inclusion of Control Variables 

As previously discussed, scholars have recommended careful consideration of the 

inclusion of control variables, proposing that control variables should have relevance to the 

research questions, and that there should be a substantive theoretical rationale to their 

inclusion.  In addition, it is recommended control variables should have established 

empirical relationships with those of the study and can be reliably measured (Bernerth & 

Aguinis, 2015; Carlson & Wu, 2012).  Furthermore, these same scholars have also called 

for detailed reporting of the handling of statistical controls to ensure transparency and 

improve the reproducibility of findings.  

It may be recalled that, based on studies in the job search literature, a number of 

variables were considered as potential control variables (see Table 17).  As shown, there 

were small correlations between some but not all outcomes variables, for example, a 

significant, negative relationship between age and the mental health outcome of ill-being 

but not well-being.  Bearing in mind recommendations to adopt a ‘conservative stance’ to 

the inclusion of control variables, that is, ‘when in doubt, leave them out’ (Carlson & Wu, 

2012, p. 431), it was decided that only perceived future job prospects and perceived 

financial strain would be included as control variables.  

Table 17   Correlations Between Potential Control and Hypothesised Model’s Outcome 

Variables 

Correlations Between Potential Control and Hypothesised Model’s Outcome Variables  

Variables 
T2 Well-

being 
T2 Ill-
being 

T2 Job 
Search 

Intentions 

T4 Voluntary 
Job Search 
Activities 

Age .06 -.28** .10 .17 

Gender 3 Groups .03 .11 -.01 -.11 

Level of Education Attained .01 .06 .05 .00 

Time Unemployed .00 .017 -.19** -.11 

Non-financial Employment Commitment .10 -.16* .26** .15 

T1 Perceived Future Job Prospects .41** -.15* .41** .22* 

T4 Financial Strain -.34** .41** .13 .24** 

Note: * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
         ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
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Mediation Analysis Approach  

Before presenting the study’s results, it may be helpful to review the concept of 

mediation analysis, and to explicate the position that will be taken with regard to the 

analysis in this study, with particular regard to the role of direct effects, the relevance of 

total indirect effects, tests of the significance of indirect effects, and the inference of 

mediation.   

Overview of Mediation Analysis 

In simple mediation analysis, the independent (X) variable exerts an effect on an 

outcome variable (Y) directly and/or indirectly through M (Hayes, 2017).  That is, as shown 

in Figure 5, the direct effect (c’) estimates the effect of X on Y with the mediators being held 

constant, whereas the indirect effect of X on Y goes through the mediator variable (M) and 

is a product of the two path coefficients (a) and (b).  The total effect of a simple mediation 

model is then the sum of the direct effect of X on Y and the indirect effect of X on Y.  

Figure 5    Direct, Indirect and Specific Indirect Effect Paths 

 Direct, Indirect and Specific Indirect Effect Paths 

 

 

Whilst it would once have been considered critical for the direct effect of an 

independent variable on an outcome variable to be significant (Baron & Kenny, 1986), more 

recently, methodologists have shown that a non-significant test of the direct effect does not 

preclude a finding of mediation (Hayes, 2017; Hayes & Scharkow, 2013), and in particular, 
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where the effect being studied is distal to the ‘cause’ (Shrout & Bolger, 2002), as is the case 

in this research.  Moreover, it has also been argued that an overemphasis on the 

independent to dependent variable relationship can lead to incorrect conclusions (Rucker et 

al., 2011).   

In addition, scholars have also argued that when the stated hypotheses are 

specifically testing for indirect effects, as is the case in this study, the test for total effects 

(which includes the direct effect as well as the indirect effects) is not relevant to the 

analysis, particularly where data are collected over time (Agler & De Boeck, 2017) as is 

also the case in this study.  Accordingly, to answer the research questions and test the 

hypotheses of whether need support and need thwarting exert an effect on jobseeker 

mental health and engagement in voluntary job search behaviour indirectly through 

psychological need satisfaction and/or need frustration, whilst the direct effects will be 

reported, the analysis will focus on the specific indirect effects.   

Referring once more to the statistical model shown in Figure 4, the analysis will be 

examining two mediation models: a serial mediation model and a parallel mediation model 

(Hayes & Rockwood, 2017).  In a serial mediation model, the influence of X on Y goes 

through two mediators in succession, as is the case of the influence of need support (and 

thwarting) on voluntary job search activities; the effect passes through one psychological 

need mediator variable and then job search intentions.  In a parallel model, the influence of 

X on Y would occur indirectly through two or more variables, for example, the influence of 

need support on well-being goes through each mediator variable individually, while the 

other mediators are held constant.   

As discussed by Hayes (2017), parallel mediation models that include several 

mediator variables are not without their downsides, as each of the mediators might be seen 

to be ‘competing’ for variance; a situation which might result in some pathways cancelling 

each other out.  Moreover, it might also be the case that whilst the mediators may be 

theoretically distinct, viewing them only through the lens of individual pathways may not 
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answer the research question.  It may be recalled that the intention of the present study 

was to examine whether psychological need satisfaction and/or frustration might influence 

the outcome variables, and that the specification of the measurement model along the 

individual needs (autonomy satisfaction, autonomy frustration, competence, and 

relatedness) was a function of gaining statistical model fit.  That is, the research question 

did not set out to determine which (if any) of the three psychological needs might influence 

the outcomes more strongly.  Therefore, it is argued that, in this case, the total indirect 

effects (that is, the sum of each of the specific indirect paths) is of interest and will 

consequently be reported in addition to the specific indirect effects.  

With regard to tests of significance, whilst path coefficients and their p-values will be 

reported for the interested reader, it should be noted that contemporary perspectives on 

mediation do not require the paths between the variables to be statistically significant for 

the indirect effect to be significant (Hayes, 2017).  Furthermore, following more recent 

perspectives on statistical significance testing (e.g., Hayes, 2017; Kline, 2016), the parallel 

mediation paths to the mental health outcome, and the serial mediation path to voluntary 

job search activities (Hayes, 2017) will be estimated and tested using bootstrapping, with 

95% confidence intervals (CI) computed from 10,000 bootstrap samples (Preacher & 

Hayes, 2008).   

With regard to effect sizes, whilst scholars have agreed that there is value in 

reporting effect sizes, it is also acknowledged that the measurement and description of the 

magnitude of effect sizes in mediation analysis is less certain, particularly for those 

containing more than one mediator (Preacher & Kelley, 2011).  Although many, such as 

Shrout and Bolger (2002) have suggested Cohen’s r  (1988) standards of .1 for small, .3 for 

medium and .5 for large were appropriate, Kenny (2021) has proposed that, because the 

indirect effect are the product of two separate effects, Cohen’s values should be squared.  

Following Kenny, this study will thus refer to .01 as small effect size, an effect size of .09 as 

medium, and .25 would be described as a large effect size. 
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Having explicated the analytical approach to mediation analysis to be taken in this 

study, we now present the process undertaken to specify the model to be tested, the 

correlations among the study variables, the path coefficients of the model, and finally, the 

results of the mediation analysis. 

Specifying the Hypothesised Structural Model    

Based on a priori theory, the hypotheses in this study were premised on the indirect 

effects of the two independent variables (ESP need support and ESP need thwarting) on 

the three outcome variables (jobseeker well-being, ill-being, and voluntary job search 

activities), transmitted through the satisfaction of the three psychological needs (autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness) and the frustration of the same three needs.  In other words, 

the indirect effect of ESP need support on jobseeker mental health and the engagement in 

job search activities would be through need satisfaction, whilst the indirect effect of ESP 

need thwarting would be through need frustration.   

It may be recalled, however, that the expected two-factor measurement model for 

the (T2) mediating variables was rejected, and that a four-factor model was determined to 

have the best fit for the data, having lower inter-variable correlation, yet still being 

theoretically plausible.  Two of the mediators for the path model then represent the parallel 

paths of satisfaction and frustration, namely, autonomy satisfaction and autonomy 

frustration, whereas competence is a composite factor representing competence 

satisfaction and frustration, and relatedness is a composite factor representing relatedness 

satisfaction and frustration.  For clarity, when referring to results for competence and 

relatedness, we will refer to each as being the extent to which the need is satisfied, 

acknowledging that the composite factor includes reverse-scored frustration items.   

The hypothesised mediation model showed a marginally acceptable fit to the data: 

SBS-χ²(df = 10) = 37.701, p = .000, CFI = 0.940, TLI = 0.738, RMSEA = 0.095, SRMR = 

0.057.  Again, following Kline (2016), it was considered valid to explore the respecification 

of the model based on theory or prior empirical results.  Accordingly, the modification 



145 
 

 
 

   

indices produced by the Mplus software were consulted as a means of determining what 

changes (if any) could be made which met these criterion and improved model fit.  The 

modification indices are shown in Table 18. 

Table 18   Modifications Indices Output for Hypothesised Model 
 

Modifications Indices Suggested by Mplus Software for Hypothesised Model 
 

 
Modification 

Indices E.P.C. 

Add path from T2 Autonomy Satisfaction to T2 Autonomy Frustration 20.862 -0.821 

Add path from T2 Autonomy Satisfaction to T2Competence 20.832 7.501 

Add path from T2 Autonomy Satisfaction to T2 Relatedness 20.854 1.198 

Add path from T2 Autonomy Satisfaction to T4 Well-being 16.023 7.861 

Add path from T2 Autonomy Satisfaction to T4 Ill-being 20.218 -1.16 

Add path from T2 Autonomy Satisfaction  to T1 Need Thwarting 20.860 -0.525 

Add correlation between T1 Need Support and T2 Autonomy Satisfaction 20.859 -0.516 

Add correlation between T1 Need Thwarting and T2 Autonomy Satisfaction 20.859 -0.31 

 

Note: E.P.C is the expected parameter change index 

 

Guided by both the original hypothesised paths, SDT, and the modification indices, 

it was determined that the model could be respecified so that the two paths that had not 

been included (previously described) were added to the model.  That is, T2 autonomy 

satisfaction (T2AUTSAT) was regressed on T1 need thwarting (T1NDTHW), and for 

theoretical consistency, T2 autonomy frustration (T2AUTFRU) was regressed on T1 need 

support (T1NDSUP) so that all possible mediated paths were examined in the model.  The 

GOF statistics of the respecified model were reassessed and yielded a very good fit with 

the data:  SBS-χ²(df = 8) = 14.919, p = .061, CFI = 0.987, TLI = 0.927, RMSEA = 0.053, 

SRMR = 0.026.  Finally, the two control variables were added to the model, and 

examination of the GOF statistics again found to be satisfactory, SBS-χ²(df = 16) = 26.352, 

p = .049, CFI = 0.982, TLI = 0.934, RMSEA = 0.046, SRMR = 0.049.  Although there was a 

non-trivial change in SRMR (.023), the overall model fit was assessed as very good.  
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Analysis of Paths Between Hypothesised Model Variables 

The final structural model, including the two control variables is presented in Figure 

6, with the statistically significant path coefficients (those where 95% confidence interval did 

not include zero) indicated in bold.  Full details of all paths are shown in Table 19, including 

the r-squared statistics for the variables in the model. 
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Figure 6    Final Respecified Hypothesised Structural Model with Standardised Path Coefficients 

Final Respecified Hypothesised Structural Model with Standardised Path Coefficients  

Note: Statistical significance based on 95% confidence intervals where the interval did not include zero. Bold lines denote significant path coefficients. Dotted lines denote 

non-significant path coefficients.   

Control variables are shown in rounded corner boxes. 
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Table 19   Standardised Path Coefficients for Hypothesised Model with R-squared Statistic 

Standardised Path Coefficients for Hypothesised Model with R-squared Statistic 

 T2 Autonomy Satisfaction T2 Autonomy Frustration  
T2  

Competence 
T2  

Relatedness 

a Paths β  95% CI β 95% CI β 95% CI β 95% CI 

T1 Need Support .03 [-.156, .248] -.06 [-.255, .147] .01 [-.197, .226] .43 [.241, .593] 

T1 Need Thwarting -.47 [-.642, -0.271] .57 [.402, .714] -.24 [-.438, -.029] -.42 [-.567, -.252] 

R2 .24  .37  .06  .60  

         

 T2 Well-being T2 Ill-being T2 Job Search Intentions T4 Vol Job Search 

b Paths β 95% CI β 95% CI β 95% CI β 95% CI 

T2 Autonomy Satisfaction .16 [-.016, 0.324] .04 [-.138, .241] -.04 [-.224, .148] – – 

T2 Autonomy Frustration -.10 [-.283, 0.081] -.06 [-.249, .132] .03 [-.211, .244] – – 

T2 Competence .30 [.136, 0.457] -.30 [-.460, -.144] .21 [.046, .361] – – 

T2 Relatedness .24 [.003, 0.504] -.26 [-.484, -.036] .02 [-.192, .212] – – 

T2 Job Search Intentions –  –  –  .44 [.266, .604] 

T1 Perc. Future Job Prospects .28 [.134, 0.438] .07 [-.085, .215] .47 [.318, .593] -.15 [-.433, .141] 

T4 Financial Strain -.21 [-.385, -0.025] .25 [.044, .457] .17 [-.033, .357] .26 [.063, .451] 

R2 .38  .33  .28  .28  

Note:  CI  = confidence intervals.  Path coefficients where confidence intervals do not include zero are shown in bold.        
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Mediation Analysis Results for Hypothesised Model with Control Variables 

Mental Health Outcomes 

The following section will examine the hypothesised specific indirect effects of the 

parallel mediation pathways, that is, the influence of need support and thwarting on the two 

mental health outcome variables (well-being, and ill-being) via the four psychological 

mediator variables of autonomy satisfaction, autonomy frustration, competence need, and 

relatedness need.  Results are detailed in Table 20. 

ESP Need Support to Jobseeker Well-being 

There was no evidence that ESP need support influenced well-being through the 

specific indirect paths of autonomy support, autonomy frustration or competence need. 

However, a medium, positive specific indirect effect of need support on jobseeker well-

being through relatedness was found, β = .10, CI [.007, .269].  Recalling that the 

hypothesised paths were intended to pass through the satisfaction or frustration of the three 

needs rather than composite variable of the three needs, this result provides partial support 

for hypothesis 1(a). That is, need support exerts an effect on well-being indirectly through 

relatedness satisfaction but not through autonomy satisfaction, autonomy frustration or 

competence satisfaction.   

The direct effect of ESP need support on jobseeker well-being was not significant 

and was in the opposite sign, β = -.14, CI [-.379, .086] to the indirect effect through 

relatedness.  It may be also noted that there was a positive zero-order correlation between 

need support and well-being,  r = .24, p < .001 indicating the presence of a suppression 

effect.         

ESP Need Support to Jobseeker Ill-being 

The hypothesis 1(b) that a negative relationship between ESP need support and ill-

being would be mediated by psychological needs was also partially supported, with 

evidence found for a medium, negative indirect effect through relatedness need, β = -.11, 
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CI [.-.251, -.023].  Again, ESP need support was not found to be transmitted through any of 

the other three mediators via specific indirect (autonomy satisfaction, autonomy frustration, 

and competence).   

The direct effect of ESP need support on jobseeker ill-being was significant, and as 

in the case of need support on well-being was in the opposite sign, β = .23, CI [.004, .449], 

to the indirect effect through relatedness.  There is evidence of a negative suppression 

effect with a negative zero-order correlation between need support and ill-being, r = -.18, p 

< . 05.  

ESP Need Thwarting to Jobseeker Well-being 

As hypothesised in H2(a), the influence of ESP need thwarting on jobseeker well-

being was transmitted negatively through the indirect effects of psychological need support.  

Results showed small, negative effects via competence need, β = -.07, CI [. -.168, -.013], 

and a medium effect through relatedness need, β = -.10, CI [. -.224, -.007].  The pathways 

through autonomy satisfaction and autonomy frustration were not statistically significant.  

The total indirect effect of need thwarting on well-being was large and negative, β = -.30, CI 

[. -.466, -.157]. 

The direct effect of ESP need thwarting on jobseeker well-being was positive, β = 

.15, CI [. -.005, .354] but was not statistically significant.  

ESP Need Thwarting to Jobseeker Ill-being 

In hypothesis H2(a), need thwarting was hypothesised to influence ill-being through 

either a reduction in need satisfaction or increase in need frustration. Evidence was found 

of a small, positive indirect effect through jobseekers’ competence needs, β = .07, CI [.016, 

.164], and a medium positive effect through relatedness need, β = .11, CI [.019, .234].  The 

pathways through autonomy satisfaction and frustration were not statistically significant.   

There was a large, positive direct effect of need thwarting on jobseeker ill-being, which was 

significant, β = .29, CI [. 028, .535].   



151 
 

 
 

   

Table 20   Effects of Need Support and Need Thwarting at Time 1 on Well-being and 

Ill-being at Time 2 with Control Variables 

Effects of Need Support and Need Thwarting at Time 1 on Well-being and Ill-being at  

Time 2 with Control Variables 

 β   SE p-value 
Lower CI 

95% 
Upper CI 

95% 

 
 

Hypothesised Model 

T1 Need Support on T2 Well-being through   

T2 Autonomy Satisfaction .01 .02 .774 -.021 .061 

T2 Autonomy Frustration .01 .02 .696 -.012 .059 

T2 Competence Need .00 .03 .900 -.065 .070 

T2 Relatedness Need .10 .07 .120 .007 .269 

Total Indirect Effect .12 .08 .149 -.024 .300 

Direct Effect -.14 .12 .233 -.379 .086 

   
 

  
T1 Need Support on T2 Ill-being through   

T2 Autonomy Satisfaction .00 .01 .894 -.011 .046 

T2 Autonomy Frustration .00 .01 .791 -.011 .054 

T2 Competence Need .00 .03 .900 -.074 .060 

T2 Relatedness Need -.11 .06 .049 -.251 -.023 

Total Indirect Effect -.11 .07 .094 -.256 .004 

Direct Effect .23 .12 .047 .004 .459 

   
 

  
T1 Need Thwarting on T2 Well-being through 

T2 Autonomy Satisfaction -.07 .04 .098 -.173 .002 

T2 Autonomy Frustration -.06 .05 .292 -.168 .044 

T2 Competence Need -.07 .04 .061 -.168 -.013 

T2 Relatedness Need -.10 .06 .065 -.224 -.007 

Total Indirect Effect -.30 .08 .000 -.466 -.157 

Direct Effect .15 .10 .153 -.050 .354 

      
T1 Need Thwarting on T2 Ill-being through 

T2 Autonomy Satisfaction -.02 .05 .656 -.121 .067 

T2 Autonomy Frustration -.03 .06 .545 -.144 .074 

T2 Competence Need .07 .04 .042 .016 .164 

T2 Relatedness Need .11 .05 .047 .019 .234 

Total Indirect Effect .13 .07 .090 -.016 .274 
Direct Effect .29 .13 .027 .028 .535 
      

 

Note: Significant effects are denoted in bold type 
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Voluntary Job Search Outcome 

 In hypothesis 3(a) need support and hypothesis 3(b) need thwarting were proposed 

to influence engagement in voluntary job search activities via serial mediation pathways, 

that is, through one of the four need satisfaction/frustration variables which would then 

influence job search intentions.  The following section will now present the results of that 

analysis, with full results for the job search outcome variable shown in Table 21. 

ESP Need Support and Need Thwarting to Voluntary Job Search Activities 

No specific indirect effects were found between need support and voluntary job 

behaviour, and the direct effect of need support on voluntary job behaviour was non-

significant.  Similarly, the direct effect of need thwarting on voluntary job search behaviour 

was non-significant.  There was, however, a small, negative indirect effect between need 

thwarting via the psychological need for competence and job search intentions, β = -.02, CI 

[-.070, -.003].  
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Table 21   Effects of Need Support and Need Thwarting at Time 1 on Voluntary Job 

Search Activities at Time 4 with Control Variables 

Effects of Need Support and Need Thwarting at Time 1 on Voluntary Job Search Activities 

at Time 4 with Control Variables 

 

 β  SE 
p-

value 

Lower 
CI 

95% 

Upper 
CI 

95% 

T1 Need Support on T4 Voluntary Job Search Activities through   

T2 Autonomy Satisfaction and T2 Job Search Intentions .00 .01 .899 -.019 .005 

T2 Autonomy Frustration and T2 Job Search Intentions .00 .01 .915 -.023 .007 

T2 Competence Need and T2 Job Search Intentions .00 .01 .904 -.018 .027 

T2 Relatedness Need and T2 Job Search Intentions .00 .02 .879 -.034 .047 

Total Indirect Effect .00 .02 .882 -.034 .048 

Direct Effect .02 .17 .884 -.318 .341 

      

T1 Need Thwarting on T4 Voluntary Job Search Activities through   

T2 Autonomy Satisfaction and T2 Job Search Intentions .01 .02 .676 -.028 .058 

T2 Autonomy Frustration and T2 Job Search Intentions .01 .03 .829 -.053 .067 

T2 Competence Need and T2 Job Search Intentions -.02 .02 .150 -.070 -.003 

T2 Relatedness Need and T2 Job Search Intentions .00 .02 .879 -.042 .037 

Total Indirect Effect -.01 .03 .695 -.071 .033 

Direct Effect -.19 .14 .152 -.471 .061 
 
Note: Significant effects are denoted in bold type 

      

 

The Impact of Control Variables 

As recommended by (Bernerth & Aguinis, 2015), a comparison between the 

hypothesised model with and without the inclusion of control variables was also conducted 

and will now be reported.  The results of this comparison for the mental health outcome 

variables are shown in Table 22 and the voluntary job search outcomes in Table 23.   

From this analysis, it can be concluded that the inclusion of the control variables 

reduced the size of effects of the mediators on the outcome variables but did not materially 

influence the pattern of effects.  That is, the indirect effects that were significant without 
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controls remained so when the control variables were added to the model, and those 

effects that were non-significant remained so.    

The direct effects also decreased once the control variables were added to the 

model, with the exception of need support on well-being and need thwarting on voluntary 

job search behaviour although they were not statistically significant.   
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Table 22   Comparison of Effects for Hypothesised Model With Control Variables and 

Without Control Variables for Mental Health Outcomes 

Comparison of Effects for Hypothesised Model With Control and Without Control Variables 

for Mental Health Outcomes 

Specific Indirect Effects β SE 
Lower 

CI 
95% 

Upper 
CI 

95% 

 
β  SE 

Lower 
CI 

95% 

Upper 
CI 

95% 

 
With Control Variables (n = 

422)  
 Without Control Variables (n = 

373)  

T1 Need Support on T2 Well-being through        

T2 Autonomy Satisfaction .01 .02 -.021 .061  .00 .02       -.027 .046        

T2 Autonomy Frustration .01 .02 -.012 .059  .00 .01       -.014       .045        

T2 Competence Need .00 .03 -.065 .070  -.01 .03      -.081       .058        

T2 Relatedness Need .10 .07 .007 .269  .16 .07       .051        .335       

Total Indirect Effect .12 .08 -.024 .300  .15 .09 -.002 .344 

Direct Effect -.14 .12 -.379 .086  -.04 .13 .294 .195 

      

T1 Need Support on T2 Ill-being through        

T2 Autonomy Satisfaction .00 .01 -.011 .046  .00        .011       -.015       .036        

T2 Autonomy Frustration .00 .01 -.011 .054  .00        .009      -.023      .015        

T2 Competence Need .00 .03 -.074 .060  .01 .035 -.062       .080        

T2 Relatedness Need -.11 .06 -.251 -.023  -.13 .057      -.270       -.038       

Total Indirect Effect -.11 .07 -.256 .004  -.12 .07 -.269 -.002 

Direct Effect .23 .12 .004 .459  .25 .11 .031 .449 

          

T1 Need Thwarting on T2 Well-being through      

T2 Autonomy Satisfaction -.07 .04 -.173 .002  --.07 .04      -.159       .001        

T2 Autonomy Frustration -.06 .05 -.168 .044  -.06 .05      -.156      .030        

T2 Competence Need -.07 .04 -.168 -.013  -.09 .04      -.179       -.025       

T2 Relatedness Need -.10 .06 -.224 -.007  -.14       .05      -.255       -.051       

Total Indirect Effect -.30 .08 -.466 -.157  .35 .08 .507 -.207 

Direct Effect .15 .10 -.050 .354  .20 .11 .023 .399 

          

T1 Need Thwarting on T2 Ill-being through      

T2 Autonomy Satisfaction -.02 .05 -.121 .067  -.04 .04      -.131       .032        

T2 Autonomy Frustration -.03 .06 -.144 .074  .01 .05       -.086       .102        

T2 Competence Need .07 .04 .016 .164  .09 .04       .029        .177        

T2 Relatedness Need .11 .05 .019 .234  .11 .05       .032        .225        

Total Indirect Effect .13 .07 -.016 .274  .17 .07 .040 .321 

Direct Effect .29 .13 .028 .535  .30 .12 .067 .529 

          

Note: Significant pathways are indicated by the figures in bold text. 
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Table 23   Comparison of Effects for Hypothesised Model With and Without Control 

Variables for Job Search Behaviour Outcomes 

Comparison of Effects for Hypothesised Model With and Without Control Variables for Job 

Search Behaviour Outcomes 

 

Specific Indirect Effects β SE 
Lower 

CI 
95% 

Upper 
CI 

95% 

 

β  SE 
Lower 

CI 
95% 

Upper 
CI 

95% 

 
With Control Variables 

(n = 422 )  

 Without Control Variables 
(n = 373 )  

T1 Need Support on T4 Voluntary Job Search Activities through   

T2 Autonomy Satisfaction and 
T2 Job Search Intentions 

.00 .01 -.019 .005  .00 .00 -.006 .009 

T2 Autonomy Frustration and 
T2 Job Search Intentions 

.00 .01 -.023 .007  .00 .00 -.009 .006 

T2 Competence Need and T2 
Job Search Intentions 

.00 .01 -.018 .027  .00 .01 -.027 .022 

T2 Relatedness Need and T2 
Job Search Intentions 

.00 .02 -.034 .047  .02 .02 -.011 .054 

Total Indirect Effect .00 .02 -.034 .048  .01 .02 .023 .053 

Direct Effect .02 .17 -.318 .341  .09 .15 .232 .370 

      

T1 Need Thwarting on T4 Voluntary Job Search Activities through   

T2 Autonomy Satisfaction and 
T2 Job Search Intentions 

.01 .02 -.028 .058  -.01 .02 -.037 .026 

T2 Autonomy Frustration and 
T2 Job Search Intentions 

.01 .03 -.053 .067  .00 .02 -.035 .041 

T2 Competence Need and T2 
Job Search Intentions 

-.02 .02 -.070 -.003  -.03 .02 -.070 -.008 

T2 Relatedness Need and T2 
Job Search Intentions 

.00 .02 -.042 .037  -.01 .01 -.045 .009 

Total Indirect Effect -.01 .03 -.071 .033  -.05 .02 -.102 -.012 

Direct Effect -.19 .14 -.471 .061  -.03 .14 -.322 .233 

Note: Significant indirect pathways are indicated by bold text. 
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Testing Model Replicability  

So far, this chapter has presented the results for the hypothesised mediation model, 

including the specification of the model, the correlations among variables, the path 

coefficients and the indirect effects of need support and need thwarting on well-being, ill-

being and voluntary job search behaviour.  In the following section, the same model will be 

used to test the hypotheses using data from the same sample but at a later time point.  

Results will then be compared with the hypothesised model. 

Replication Model Analysis  

As previously discussed, the present study also compared the results of the 

hypothesised mediation model using data from the sample at a later time period.  For 

consistency, the same process of specification of the model and assessment of goodness 

of fit statistics will be followed and reported.  Correlations among the study variables and 

the path coefficients for the final structural model will then be presented.  Finally, the 

mediation analysis findings will be reported for the replication model, including a 

comparison with the hypothesised model results. 

Specifying the Replication Structural Model 

It may be recalled that need support and thwarting was measured at Time 3, which 

was (on average) 31 days after the first measurement of these independent variables.  

Following the data collection pattern of the hypothesised model, the mediator variables (the 

four psychological needs variables), job search intentions and the two mental health 

outcome variables were then measured 14 days after the independent variables (Time 4), 

with the voluntary job search activities outcome variable being measured 14 days later 

(Time 5).  The control variables considered for use in the replication analysis, perceived 

financial control and perceived future job prospects, were measured at Time 4 and Time 5 

respectively.  However, it might be noted that perceived job prospects measured perception 
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4 weeks into the future and therefore it was considered more appropriate to use data from 

Time 1 in the replication model.  

GOF statistics for the replication model followed the same guidelines as the 

hypothesised model.  First, the model was specified to reflect the hypotheses and, when fit 

was assessed as unacceptable, the model was respecified in accordance with previously 

outlined criteria.  Model fit was then reassessed and was found to be very good, however it 

may be the case that because of the smaller sample size, there was not sufficient power to 

reject the model.  Finally, the selected controls were added to the model and again, fit was 

good.  GOF statistics for the respecification process are shown in Table 24, including a 

comparison with the same process for the hypothesised model.  The model used in the 

replication analysis which will be described in the following section is marked in Table 24 

accordingly.  

Table 24   Goodness of Fit Statistics for Respecification Process for Replication 
Model and Comparison with Hypothesised Model  
Goodness of Fit Statistics for Respecification Process for Replication Model and 

Comparison with Hypothesised Model  

 

Model SBS-χ² DF p  CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR 

         

Hypothesised Model 37.701 10 .000  .940 .738 .095 .057 

Replication Model 49.258 44 .000  .888 .507 .184 .091 

         
Respecified Hypothesised 
Model Without Controls 

14.919 8 .061  .987 .927 .053 .026 

Respecified Replication 
Model Without Controls 

7.448 8 .489  1.000 1.000 0.000 .028 

         

Respecified Hypothesised 
Model with Controls 

19.560 16 .241  .992 .971 .044 .037 

Respecified Replication 
Model with Controls* 

19.560 16 .241  .992 .971 .044 .037 

         

Note. * denotes the model used in the replication analysis 
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Descriptive Statistics and Correlations Among Variables 

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for all variables in the replication 

model are presented in Table 25, including a comparison with the correlations of the same 

variables in the hypothesised model.  Again, as SDT would predict and hypothesised in the 

model, there were positive relationships between need support and autonomy satisfaction, 

competence need and relatedness need, and a negative relationship with autonomy 

frustration.  For need thwarting, the relationships also followed the hypotheses, being 

negatively associated with autonomy satisfaction, competence need and relatedness need, 

and positively with autonomy frustration.   It might be noted that all relationships were 

statistically significant with the exceptions of need support and need thwarting on 

competence need, which were significant in the previous period.  

As hypothesised for the relationships between the mediators and the mental 

outcomes, autonomy satisfaction, competence need and relatedness need were also 

positively related to well-being and negatively related to ill-being, whilst autonomy 

frustration was in the reverse being negatively related to well-being and positively related to 

ill-being.  For the job search outcomes, as hypothesised, autonomy satisfaction, 

competence need and relatedness were positively correlated with job search intentions 

whereas autonomy frustration was negatively associated, however they were not 

statistically significant in this later time period.  Job search intentions were again positively 

and significantly correlated with voluntary job search activities.   
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Table 25   Correlations Among Variables in Replication Model with Comparison to Hypothesised Model 

Correlations Among Variables in Replication Model with Comparison to Hypothesised Model 

 Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

1 T1 Need Support (.95)            

1 T3 Need Support  (.96)            

2 T1 Need Thwarting -.66*** (.93)           

2 T3 Need Thwarting -.58*** (.94)           

3 T2 Autonomy Satisfaction .35*** -.49*** (.66)          

3 T4 Autonomy Satisfaction .61*** -.58*** (.69)          

4 T2 Autonomy Frustration -.44*** .61*** -.52*** (.82)         

4 T4 Autonomy Frustration -.71*** .68*** -.68*** (.84)         

5 T2 Competence .18* -.25** .40*** -.28*** (.80)        

5 T4 Competence Need .18 -.13 .37*** -.32** (.86)        

6 T2 Relatedness .71*** -.70*** .45*** -.63*** .22** (.93)       

6 T4 Relatedness Need .86*** -.62*** .64*** -.70*** .11 -(.92       

7 T2 Well-being .25** -.26*** .42*** -.38*** .47*** .38*** (.84)      

7 T4 Well-being .27** -.07 .24* -.24* .49*** .26* (.86)      

8 T2 Ill-being -.18* .39*** -.25** .29*** -.37*** -.35*** -.59*** (.89)     

8 T4 Ill-being -.22* .23* -.28** .24* -.41*** -.27** -.63*** (.92)     

9 T2 Job Search Intentions .20* -.11 .14 -.10 .30*** .16* .26*** .00 --    

9 T4 Job Search Intentions .14 -.09 .06 -.15 .04 .05 .00 .16 --    

10 T4 Vol. Job Search Activities .10 -.15 .05 -.07 .12 .22* .08 -.09 .41*** (64)   

10 T5 Voluntary Job Search Activities .25* -.02 .12 -.13 .11 .15 .19 .08 .49*** (.67)   

11 T1 Perc. Future Job Prospects .46*** -.26*** .30*** -.27*** .29*** .38*** .43*** -.08 .49*** .06 --  

11 T1 Perceived Future Job Prospects .55*** -.13 .31** -.38*** .17 .44*** .36*** -.13 .08 .26* --  

12 T4 Financial Strain -.20 .29** -.22* .36*** -.12 -.27** -.33** .35*** .12 .28** -.09 -- 

12 T5 Perceived Financial Strain -.21 .34** -.40*** .21 -.16 -.27* -.21 .56*** .30** .39*** .00 -- 
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Table 25 (continued) 

 

Note. Bold text denotes correlations for replication model. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001; Hypothesised model (n = 304). Replication Model (n = 116). 

Where applicable, Cronbach’s coefficient alphas are reported in parentheses along the diagonal.  

 Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

 Mean for Hypothesised Model 3.08 2.74 3.44 3.38 3.78 3.11 3.22 2.72 3.53 1.74 2.36 3.27 

 SD for Hypothesised Model 1.13 1.02 1.17 1.21 .89 1.14 1.10 .99 1.11 .59 1.18 1.15 

 Mean for Replication Model 2.87 2.79 3.30 3.42 3.73 3.06 3.04 2.74 3.29 1.75 2.07 3.06 

 SD for Replication Model 1.11 .65 1.14 1.26 .93 1.10 1.15 1.03 1.14 .65 1.09 1.24 
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Comparison of Path Coefficients 

There were some differences in the estimates for the paths between the 

hypothesised model using the earlier time point data and the replication model which uses 

the later time point data.  The a pathways between need support and the mediators 

(autonomy satisfaction, autonomy frustration, competence need and relatedness need) all 

increased notably, whereas the paths between need thwarting and the four mediators were 

reduced, although to a lesser extent.  Overall, estimates for the (b) paths between the 

mediators and the outcomes remained similar.  

Those path coefficients for which the 95% confidence intervals did not include zero 

are shown in Figure 7, with full detail of all paths shown in Table 26, including a comparison 

between the pathways in the hypothesised and replication models.  

Following recommendations of Hayes for reporting mediation, as previously 

discussed, whether each of the paths (a or b) are statistically significant is not a necessary 

condition for whether an indirect effect can be inferred (Hayes, 2017).  Recalling that the 

primary focus of the mediation analysis is the indirect effects produced by these path 

coefficients, the next step is to examine to what extent the indirect effects found in the 

hypothesised model were also found in the replication model. 
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Figure 7    Final Respecified Replication Structural Model with Standardised Path Coefficients 

Final Respecified Replication Structural Model with Standardised Path Coefficients  

Note: Statistical significance based on 95% confidence intervals. Bold lines denote significant path coefficients. Dotted lines denote non-significant path coefficients.   

Control variables are shown in rounded corner boxes  
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Table 26   Comparison of Path Coefficients Between Hypothesised and Replication Models 

Comparison of Path Coefficients Between Hypothesised Model and Replication Models 

  Autonomy Satisfaction  Autonomy Frustration  Competence Relatedness 

a  Paths   β 95% CI β 95% CI β 95% CI β 95% CI 

T1 Need Support .03 [-.156, .248] -.06 [-.255, .147] .01 [-.197, .226] .43 [.241, .593] 

T3 Need Support .41 [.196, .600] -.47 [-.639, -.286] .14 [-.116, .371] .75 [.600, .888] 

         

T1 Need Thwarting -.47 [-.642, -0.271] .57 [.402, .714] -.24 [-.438, -.029] -.42 [-.567, -.252] 

T3 Need Thwarting -.34 [-.533, -.112] .41 [.199, .590] -.06 [-.325, .238] -.18 [-.383, .022] 

                  

   Well-being  Ill-being  Job Search Intentions Vol Job Search 

b Paths β 95% CI β 95% CI β 95% CI β 95% CI 

T2 Autonomy Satisfaction .16 [-.016, 0.324] .04 [-.138, .241] -.04 [-.224, .148] – – 

T4 Autonomy Satisfaction -.17 [-.42, .085] .21 [-.046, .442] .13 [-.222, .447] – – 

         

T2 Autonomy Frustration -.10 [-.283, 0.081] -.06 [-.249, .132] .03 [-.211, .244] – – 

T4 Autonomy Frustration -.03 [-.392, .308] .04 [-.277, .336] -.18 [-.504, .192] – – 

         

T2 Competence .30 [.136, 0.457] -.30 [-.460, -.144] .21 [.046, .361] – – 

T4 Competence .46 [.25, .648] -.36 [-.576, -.158] .00 [-.235, .260] – – 

         

T2 Relatedness .24 [.003, 0.504] -.26 [-.484, -.036] .02 [-.192, .212] – – 

T4 Relatedness .29 [-.104, .659] -.25 [-.624, .204] -.07 [-.361, .298] – – 

         

T2 Job Search Intentions – – – – – – .44 [.266, .604] 

T4 Job Search Intentions - – – – – – .34 [.111, .518] 

Note. Bold text denotes correlations for replication model. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001; Hypothesised model (n = 304). Replication Model (n = 116). 
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Table 26 (continued) 

 

 

Note. Bold text denotes correlations for replication model. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001; Hypothesised model (n = 304). Replication Model (n = 116).

   Well-being  Ill-being  Job Search Intentions Vol Job Search 

 β 95% CI β 95% CI β 95% CI β 95% CI 

T1 Perc. Future Job Prospects 0.28 [.134, 0.438] 0.07 [-.085, .215] 0.47 [.318, .593] -0.15 [-.433, .141] 

T1 Perc. Future Job Prospects 0.26 [.049, .469] -0.06 [-.228, .117] 0.02 [-.216, .244] 0.10 [-.145, .345] 

         

T4 Financial Strain -0.21 [-.385, -0.025] 0.25 [.044, .457] 0.17 [-.033, .357] 0.26 [.063, .451] 

T5 Financial Strain -0.19 [-.394, .042] 0.54 [.327, .691] 0.37 [.162, .550] 0.33 [.122, .524] 
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Mediation Analysis for Replication Model 

The following section will report the specific indirect effects of the parallel mediation 

pathways in the replication data.  That is, the influence of need support and thwarting at 

Time 3 on the two mental health outcome variables (well-being, and ill-being) at Time 4 via 

the four psychological mediator variables of autonomy satisfaction, autonomy frustration, 

competence need, and relatedness need measured at Time 4.  This will be followed by the 

results for the serial mediation model which examines the influence of need support and 

need thwarting at Time 3 on voluntary job search activities at Time 5 via the four 

psychological mediator variables measured at Time 4 and then through job search 

intentions at Time 4.  As shown in Tables 27 and 28 (respectively), all confidence intervals 

for the indirect and direct effects for the mental health or job search outcomes were 

inclusive of zero and therefore none of the hypotheses were supported in the data at the 

later time period.   

A comparison between the replication model with the hypothesised model is of 

interest, however, as the effects found in the earlier period were found in the later period, 

although the confidence intervals were not exclusive of zero.  For example, the indirect 

effect of need support on ill-being through relatedness need found in the hypothesised 

model, β = -.11, CI [. -.251, -.023], was also found in the later period, β = -.19, CI [. -.495, 

.148].  Similarly, the specific indirect effects of need thwarting on well-being through 

competence need and relatedness need found in the earlier period were also found in the 

later period, as was the indirect effect of need support on well-being through relatedness 

need.   
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Table 27   Comparison of Effects for Mental Health Outcomes Between Hypothesised and Replication Models Model 

Comparison of Effects for Mental Health Outcomes Between Hypothesised Model and Replication Models 

 β SE p-value 
Lower CI 

95% 
Upper CI 

95% 
 β SE p-value 

Lower CI 
95% 

Upper CI 
95% 

 Replication Model  Hypothesised Model 

Need Support on Well-being through   
      

Autonomy Satisfaction -.07 .06 .225 -.208 .028  .01 .02 .774 -.021 .061 

Autonomy Frustration .01 .09 .883 -.145 .194  .01 .02 .696 -.012 .059 

Competence Need .07 .06 .260 -.043 .192  .00 .03 .900 -.065 .070 

Relatedness Need .22 .15 .134 -.072 .515  .10 .07 .120 .007 .269 

Total Indirect Effect .23 .16 .143 -.093 .518  .12 .08 .149 -.024 .300 

Direct Effect -.07 .20 .741 -.456 .328  -.14 .12 .233 -.379 .086 

 

Need Support on Ill-being through         

Autonomy Satisfaction .09 .06 .113 -.005 .219  .00 .01 .894 -.011 .046 

Autonomy Frustration -.02 .07 .799 -.173 .128  .00 .01 .791 -.011 .054 

Competence Need -.05 .05 .290 -.169 .029  .00 .03 .900 -.074 .060 

Relatedness Need -.19 .16 .250 -.495 .148  -.11 .06 .049 -.251 -.023 

Total Indirect Effect -.17 .16 .280 -.450 .179  -.11 .07 .094 -.256 .004 

Direct Effect .07 .20 .714 -.352 .447  .23 .12 .047 .004 .459 

            

Need Thwarting on Well-being through       

Autonomy Satisfaction .06 .05 .254 -.017 .194  -.07 .04 .098 -.173 .002 

Autonomy Frustration -.01 .08 .885 -.174 .133  -.06 .05 .292 -.168 .044 

Competence Need -.03 .07 .673 -.156 .109  -.07 .04 .061 -.168 -.013 

Relatedness Need -.05 .05 .296 -.201 .009  -.10 .06 .065 -.224 -.007 

Total Indirect Effect -.03 .10 .731 -.216 .159  -.30 .08 .000 -.466 -.157 

Direct Effect .15 .14 .273 -.115 .427  .15 .10 .153 -.050 .354 
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Table 27 (continued) 

 β SE p-value 
Lower 

CI 95% 
Upper CI 

95% 
 β SE p-value 

Lower CI 
95% 

Upper CI 
95% 

 Replication Model  Hypothesised Model 

Need Thwarting on Ill-being through       

Autonomy Satisfaction -.07 .05 .156 -.202 .004  -.02 .05 .656 -.121 .067 

Autonomy Frustration .02 .07 .800 -.117 .151  -.03 .06 .545 -.144 .074 

Competence Need .02 .05 .676 -.085 .125  .07 .04 .042 .016 .164 

Relatedness Need .04 .05 .347 -.021 .175  .11 .05 .047 .019 .234 

Total Indirect Effect .01 .09 .908 -.158 .175  .13 .07 .09 -.016 .274 

Direct Effect -.02 .14 .864 -.292 .231  .29 .13 .027 .028 .535 

 

Note. CI = confidence interval.  Effects where confidence intervals do not include zero are shown in bold 

Replication Model  includes controls Perceived Future Job Prospects at Time 1 and Perceived Financial Strain at Time 5 (n = 304).   

Hypothesised Model includes controls Perceived Future Job Prospects at Time 1 and Perceived Financial Strain at Time 4 (n = 116) .  
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Table 28   Comparison of Effects for Voluntary Job Search Activities Between Hypothesised and Replication Models Replication 

Comparison of Effects for Voluntary Job Search Activities Between Hypothesised and Replication Models 

 β SE 
p-

value 

Lower 
CI 

95% 

Upper 
CI 

95% 
 β SE p-value 

Lower 
CI 

95% 

Upper 
CI 

95% 

 Replication Model 
 

Hypothesised Model 

Need Support on Voluntary Job Search Activities through   
      

Autonomy Satisfaction and Job Search Intentions .02 .03 .514 -.026 .089  .00 .01 .899 -.019 .005 

Autonomy Frustration and Job Search Intentions .03 .03 .373 -.025 .109  .00 .01 .915 -.023 .007 

Competence Need and Job Search Intentions .00 .01 .997 -.019 .021  .00 .01 .904 -.018 .027 

Relatedness Need and Job Search Intentions -.02 .05 .707 -.107 .078  .00 .02 .879 -.034 .047 

Total Indirect Effect .03 .04 .395 -.027 .118  .00 .02 .882 -.034 .048 

Direct Effect .25 .14 .073 -.036 .498  .02 .17 .884 -.318 .341 

       

Need Thwarting on Voluntary Job Search Activities through       

Autonomy Satisfaction and Job Search Intentions -.02 .02 .525 -.080 .020  .00 .01 .904 -.018 .027 

Autonomy Frustration and Job Search Intentions -.03 .03 .384 -.103 .018  .00 .02 .879 -.034 .047 

Competence Need and Job Search Intentions .00 .01 .999 -.017 .015  .00 .02 .882 -.034 .048 

Relatedness Need and Job Search Intentions .00 .01 .751 -.014 .043  .02 .17 .884 -.318 .341 

Total Indirect Effect -.04 .03 .210 -.121 .002  .00 .01 .899 -.019 .005 

Direct Effect .06 .11 .580 -.145 .265  .00 .01 .915 -.023 .007 

            
Note. CI = confidence interval.  Effects where confidence intervals do not include zero are shown in bold. Replication Model  includes controls Perceived Future Job 

Prospects at Time 1 and Perceived Financial Strain at Time 5 (n = 304) . Hypothesised Model includes controls Perceived Future Job Prospects at Time 1 and Perceived 

Financial Strain at Time 4 (n = 116). 
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Chapter 8:  Discussion of Quantitative Results 

Previous chapters have discussed the background of employment services and its 

underpinning in labour market economics and proposed that the implicit motivational 

assumptions upon which the employment services system is rooted is in the behaviourist 

‘carrot and stick’ psychological perspective.  This thesis further argued for the examination 

of how the mandatory employment services system might be impacting not only the 

voluntary job search activities of unemployed people in Australia but also their mental 

health.   

Chapter 4 presented the methodology used to address the research questions, and 

Chapter 5 reported the results of the hypothesis tests and mediation model analysis as well 

as a second analysis using data from a later period.  This chapter will now present a 

discussion of the findings in terms of the research questions and hypothesised pathways. 

To aid readability, where relevant, the discussion will follow the format of previous chapters 

with the mental health and job search outcomes being considered separately.   

Reviewing the Model and Research Questions 

The reader may recall that, from the perspective of SDT, in the hypothesised model 

of this study, the employment services environment could be considered either 

psychologically need supportive or need thwarting.  A need supportive social context, or at 

the micro/interpersonal level, the need supportive motivating style of the ECs, would be one 

in which the EC’s behaviour addressed the unemployed person’s psychological need for 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness.  That is, for example: ECs who provide options 

and choices for the jobseeker, perhaps in the types of jobs they might consider, and give 

rationales for tasks that must be undertaken, such as the value of a training initiative, would 

be supportive of the need for autonomy.  To support competence, ECs would provide 

helpful feedback and assistance that is practical and useful, for example, how a resumé 

might be improved for a particular job type, whilst ensuring that goals and tasks are agreed 
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to be within the individual’s capability. To support relatedness, the ECs would enact 

behaviours such as taking the time to get to know the individual in their meeting, and 

allowing them to express themselves, including the expression of negative emotions.   

By contrast, a need thwarting social context would be one in which autonomy would 

be not supported (thwarted) through behaviours such as the use of guilt and threats, such 

as might occur in the context of compliance sanctions, and where the EC’s communication 

style is authoritarian and directive in tone and content.  Competence would be thwarted by, 

for example, the recommendation of job and skills training that are unsuitable, or beyond 

the perceived capability of the individual, and the need for relatedness thwarted through 

interactions which are impersonal and rejecting, failing to acknowledge the difficulty of the 

experience of the unemployed person. 

It may also be recalled that in SDT, the experience of the environment by the 

individual is referred to in terms of either the satisfaction of the three needs for autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness or the frustration of same.  These are the mediators in the 

hypothesised model, that is, the variables which are proposed to explain the relationship 

between the effect of need support and need thwarting on the mental health outcomes of 

well-being and ill-being, and the job search behaviour outcome.  Taking a SDT perspective, 

the study’s aim was to identify the extent to which jobseekers experience the employment 

services system in Australia as need supportive or thwarting, and the effect of that 

experience on jobseeker well-being, ill-being, and voluntary job search activities via the 

three psychological needs.  

The Role of Relatedness on Mental Health 

Although the study did not intend to examine whether need support and need 

thwarting were transmitted through one psychological need more than another, one 

interesting finding is the important role the need for relatedness played in explaining the 

effects of both a need supportive and a need thwarting social context on the well-being and 

ill-being of unemployed people.  Better mental health outcomes (higher reported levels of 
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well-being and lower levels of ill-being) were achieved when jobseekers’ psychological 

need for relatedness was satisfied in their interactions with ECs; in other words, when 

jobseekers reported feeling supported, cared about, and understood by ECs.  In parallel, 

there was an adverse effect on jobseeker mental health (higher ill-being and lower well-

being) when the social context was experienced as need thwarting and frustrating of their 

need for relatedness.  As was presented in Table 19, together, need support and thwarting 

explained 60% of the variance in relatedness need at Time 2, an effect size that can quite 

reasonably be described as large. 

From a practical perspective, whilst it is disturbing to find such compelling evidence 

that the interactions between ECs and their vulnerable jobseeker clients have the capacity 

to adversely affect the mental health of jobseekers, the results also suggest that when ECs 

are supportive of jobseekers psychological need for relatedness, mental health outcomes 

might be somewhat improved, or at the very least, not exacerbated.  For ESPs, this could 

be regarded as encouraging news, an opportunity to improve the experience of 

employment services and the consequential mental health of their unemployed clients by 

implementing practices at the front-line which reflect a more need supportive engagement 

with jobseekers.  

The Role of Competence on Mental Health 

In addition to finding evidence that the need for relatedness influenced mental 

health outcomes, the present study also found support for the hypothesis that jobseekers 

were also adversely affected by the experience of a need thwarting environment via the 

frustration of the individual’s psychological need for competence.  That is, jobseekers’ well-

being was diminished, and ill-being increased, when they felt ineffective or less than 

capable of navigating their current world, more particularly, to successfully search for, and 

find, suitable employment.   

This finding adds to recent research by Zechmann and Paul (2019) who, using the 

previously described Jahoda Latent Deprivation Model (Jahoda & Zeisel, 2002), 
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investigated whether competence (and autonomy) needs were additional predictors of 

psychological distress for those who became unemployed and become reemployed over 

and above those of Jahoda’s model (that is, the deprivation of time structure, social contact, 

status, activity, and collective purpose).  The study found that competence decreased when 

a person becomes unemployed (and increased when they were reemployed).  It was also 

found that competence and distress were negatively related, that is, decreases in 

competence were associated with increased psychological distress and increases in 

competence with lower levels of distress.   

Yet, acting toward jobseekers in ways that support (rather than thwart) an 

individual’s need for competence is not beyond the realms of possibility for ESPs and their 

ECs.  As we discuss in later chapters, reconsidering employment services through this lens 

represents both a challenge and opportunity for both policy makers and the employment 

services sector.  

What About Autonomy and Mental Health?    

From a theoretical perspective, the three psychological needs are proposed to be 

interrelated in that social contexts which support (or thwart) one need are likely to support 

(or thwart) the other needs (Ryan & Deci, 2017).  For example, following the work of 

Aelterman et al. (2018) in the education domain, a need supportive motivating style would 

be characterised by ECs conveying to jobseekers that they understood a jobseeker’s goals 

about work, providing them with practical assistance to help them achieve their goals, and 

informational feedback on how they might improve their job search activities.  In much the 

same way a teacher might communicate with students about what they need to do to meet 

the learning requirements of the curriculum, ECs would also provide rationales for the job 

search requirements set for the jobseeker and acknowledge the feelings of the jobseekers, 

while being willing to accept jobseekers may express negative emotions as a consequence 

of their circumstances.  Delivered in such a manner, this interaction would be predicted to 

be supportive of autonomy, competence and relatedness needs.  
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However, this study found that both relatedness and competence predicted well-

being and/or ill-being whereas autonomy, individually, did not.  Given the predominance of 

autonomy satisfaction as a predictor of well-being, and autonomy frustration as a predictor 

of ill-being in extant SDT studies (see a review by Van den Broeck et al., 2016), this is a 

somewhat unexpected finding.  Noting the depth of past evidence on these pathways, these 

findings might suggest that there is something contextual at play; perhaps there are some 

circumstances in which one need is more (or less) salient than another, such as the need 

for relatedness during times of social exclusion when unemployed, and competence 

support when undertaking particularly challenging tasks such as searching for work in a 

difficult labour market, or the challenge of job loss and forced career changes.  Our findings 

are in contrast to those of the previously described study of autonomy and competence as 

factors in the Jahoda Latent Deprivation model by Zechmann and Paul (2019) which was in 

the context of unemployment.  In that study, autonomy was found to decrease when people 

became unemployed, and these decreases in autonomy were associated with increased 

psychological distress.  

As we will discuss in a later section, the lack of support of the hypothesised 

relationship between autonomy and mental health should be of interest for future research. 

Voluntary Job Search Behaviour 

 Having discussed the effect of need support and need thwarting on the mental 

health of jobseekers in the employment services system, in the following section we turn to 

a discussion of this system on the second outcome: the voluntary job search activities of 

participants. 

Need Support and Voluntary Job Search Activities  

Based upon a priori theory from SDT research in other contexts, a need supportive 

employment services environment was predicted to increase jobseekers’ satisfaction of the 

needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness and, consequentially, increase their 
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intention to search for work and engagement in voluntary job search behaviours.  However, 

whilst the mediation analysis found evidence that need supportive interactions with ECs 

positively influenced well-being and decreased ill-being, the hypothesised influence of 

support on job search behaviour was not supported.   

The Role of Competence in Job Search  

As previously described, a key element in the delivery of employment services to 

unemployed people is mandatory mutual obligation requirements which are, by design, both 

controlling and punitive.  From a theoretical perspective, these conditions were expected to 

be experienced as need thwarting and frustrating of all three psychological needs, but in 

particular, for autonomy, and the frustration of the needs was hypothesised to predict a 

subsequent decrease in job search behaviour.  However, interestingly, need thwarting was 

found to have an adverse effect on voluntary job search behaviour only through the 

frustration of the need for competence, but not autonomy or relatedness.   

A competence thwarting environment would be characterised as one in which 

challenges were perceived as being unachievable, and negative feedback prevalent and 

unhelpful.  In the context of the difficult labour market conditions of the study, the mutual 

obligation requirements to apply for (and accept) jobs, regardless of their suitability, and the 

consequential experience of large numbers of rejections from an unsuccessful job search 

process, this finding seems somewhat unremarkable.  That is, the macro environment itself 

is a competence thwarting environment.   

However, it might be recalled that in this study, the measurement of the frustration 

of psychological needs was related to the interactions at the interpersonal level, that is, 

between the EC and jobseeker.  At this micro level, competence frustration has been 

shown to emerge from interactions which are absent a guiding structure for achieving the 

required outcomes, where goals are perceived as being beyond the capabilities of the 

person, and where barriers and obstacles are not acknowledged or addressed (Ryan & 

Deci, 2017).  In the education domain, Aelterman et al. (2018) describe this motivating style 
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as ‘abandoned’, where the teacher has given up on the student, leaving them to their own 

devices rationalising that students need to learn to take responsibility for themselves.  

Evidence from a recent unpublished study suggests that it is not uncommon for this to 

occur in employment services (Casey, 2017).  Many reasons might be given for why this 

occurs, but one plausible explanation is the previously described common occurrence of 

‘parking’; a situation in which less easily placed jobseekers are not provided with ongoing 

assistance, one which might leave them confused about what they need to do to find work 

or what to do to enhance their employability. Thus, whilst a jobseeker would be required to 

fulfil the mandatory requirement to apply for a certain number of jobs in order to maintain 

their income support payment, the absence of useful assistance in these interactions may 

well explain why extra job search  activities are nevertheless reduced as a consequence of 

the need for competence being frustrated.  

Support for the claim that there may be a lack of practical assistance in the delivery 

of Australian employment services was also recently offered in a qualitative study by 

O’Halloran et al. (2019).  Using a focus group strategy and interviews, the study found that 

unemployed people commonly reported failures in the three functions of employment 

services previously described.  Unemployed  people saw the primary focus of appointments 

with ECs was on administration of the mutual obligations requirements (the compliance 

function) and not assistance to find work.  Jobseekers also expected they would be referred 

to available jobs (the labour exchange function), yet this had rarely occurred; in fact, for 

those who had found a job, the majority said this had been through their own efforts or 

personal networks and felt angry that ESPs were able to claim a payment from the 

government when they hadn’t contributed to the outcome.  With regard to training (the 

employability improvement function), a common theme in the discussion was that the 

training and courses offered to jobseekers were either irrelevant/unsuitable to the needs of 

the jobseeker, not matched to the labour market, and often, not easily accessed by the 

jobseeker and in some cases, not made available at all.  From the perspective of SDT, 
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these failures also speak to the consequences of the frustration of competence need at the 

meso level.  That is, the way ESPs are choosing to prioritise organisational activities and 

allocate resources in executing the government’s policy has a downstream effect on both 

the behaviour of ECs, and consequentially, the job search behaviour of their unemployed 

clients.      

What About Autonomy and Relatedness and Job Search Behaviour? 

As was the case for mental health, despite the proposition that employment 

services, and more particularly the experience of mandatory job search requirements and 

punishment for non-compliance, was likely to be experienced as highly controlling and thus 

thwarting/frustrating of autonomy, no evidence was found that this had an effect on job 

search behaviour.  Similarly, although relatedness was found to predict mental health 

outcomes, it did not play a role in either increasing or decreasing the voluntary job search 

activities of unemployed people in this study.  

Need Support versus Need Thwarting 

A further reflection of the study is worth noting.  That is, whilst it was not the 

intention of the study to investigate whether a need supportive or need thwarting 

environment was more important to the outcomes of interest, it emerged that need 

thwarting was a stronger predictor of all the mediators variables than was need support.  

Need thwarting predicted lower autonomy satisfaction and higher autonomy frustration, 

lower competence need, and lower relatedness need, whereas increased relatedness was the 

only mediator predicted by need support.   

As previously mentioned, extant SDT research has been primarily focused on need 

supportive contexts and behaviours.  Therefore, this finding provides an important 

contribution to this line of research, in particular, whether need thwarting may be more 

salient in some contexts than others.  Thus, future SDT studies would be well served by 
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including both the support and thwarting context as variables in parallel pathways so that 

their individual influence in particular contexts might be more effectively examined.      

The Role of the Control Variables 

Finally, it may be instructive to consider the role of the two control variables: 

perceived future job prospects and perceived financial strain.  As previously discussed, 

based on prior research, these two variables would be expected to independently influence 

the study’s outcome variables and therefore it was important to take into account (or control 

for) this influence so that the role of the SDT variables was identifiable. 

It may be recalled that perceived future job prospects was a composite score that 

measured the jobseeker’s perceived likelihood of securing a job that was a good fit with one 

they wanted, and perceived likelihood of securing any job, regardless of fit.  Consistent with 

previous research (McKee-Ryan et al., 2005), perceived future job prospects was a 

statistically significant predictor of jobseeker well-being (r = .28) but did not predict ill-being.   

Our results showed that jobseekers’ assessment of their prospects for finding work 

was also strongly, positively predictive of their reported job search intentions (r = .47) but 

not of voluntary job search activities.  This finding is supportive of previous research in 

which the variables were defined similarly to the present study.  For example, in a study by 

Taris et al. (1995), intentions to seek a job were positively predicted by higher assessments 

of the chances of finding a job, and van Hooft et al. (2004) found a small positive indirect 

effect of expectancy to find work on job search behaviour through attitude and intentions.   

Consistent with previous research of the effects of economic hardship on 

psychological well-being (McKee-Ryan et al., 2005), perceived financial strain negatively 

predicted well-being (r = -.21) and positively predicted ill-being (r = .25).  Perceived financial 

strain also predicted voluntary job search activities (r = .26) but not job search intentions.  

This is in contrast to the findings of Vinokur and Caplan (1987) who found that economic 

hardship was a positive predictor of job-seeking effort (synonymous with this study’s 

measure of job search intentions) but not of job seeking behaviour.   
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Thus, taken together, it is evident that the assessment an unemployed person 

makes of their likelihood of finding work, and the financial strain under which they live, are 

important factors for both the mental health of unemployed people and the job search effort 

they expend in this mandatory employment services system.  Consequently, the evidence 

offered by this study that interactions between the unemployed person and the employment 

services system itself additionally influence these outcomes should be of concern to policy 

makers and ESPs alike.  

Chapter Summary 

This chapter presented a discussion of the findings from the hypothesised model.  In 

summary, we found support for the hypotheses that need supportive motivating styles 

would predict better jobseeker mental health through relatedness satisfaction, and that 

need thwarting interactions would predict adverse mental outcomes through relatedness 

and competence frustration.  We also found minor support for the hypothesis that need 

thwarting motivating styles would predict lower job search intentions and consequential 

voluntary job search activities. 
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Chapter 9:  Qualitative Analysis 

Introduction 

In previous chapters we have presented the results of the analysis of the 

quantitative data collected in the five online surveys.  In this chapter, we will now present 

the analysis of the qualitative data; the written open comments that were also provided by 

some participants in those surveys. 

Before describing the analysis, however, the reader should be reminded that 

engagement with additional available data in this manner is not intended to represent a 

mixed methods study in which quantitative and qualitative approaches are used equally, but 

will instead use the qualitative data to supplement the quantitative data (Teddlie & 

Tashakkori, 2009).  Using qualitative data in this way is intended to assist us with the 

interpretation of the quantitative results, to some extent, providing confirmation of the 

results or perhaps even a contrasting perspective.  However, it should also be 

acknowledged that, in terms of the rich data and thick descriptions typically sought in 

qualitative studies (Maxwell, 2009), the open comment format of the available data may not 

necessarily, or adequately, convey the full experience of participants in this context.   

Nevertheless, we argue that the exploration of the qualitative data provides an 

opportunity to gain additional insight into the lived experience of the people who must 

engage in the mandatory employment services system and factors other than those 

included in the hypothesised model might be affecting the mental health and job search 

activities of participants. Moreover, beyond these methodological justifications, for the 

researcher, it also represents an important opportunity to honour the time and energy spent 

by the many participants who contributed to the study, some of whom wrote lengthy and 

emotional accounts of their situation and the impacts being felt by them. 
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Qualitative Data Collection 

As previously outlined, at the end of each of the five surveys, participants were 

invited to provide an open comment as follows:  ‘Before you go, is there anything else you'd 

like to tell us about your job search experiences?’  The question was intentionally broad so 

that participants would feel free to interpret the term ‘job search experience’ in a way that 

was most salient at each survey time point and without regard to the research questions.  

That is, for example, they might choose to describe wider labour market concerns, such as 

the availability of jobs (or lack thereof), to comment on their own successes and challenges 

in searching for work, or to provide support for, or criticism of, their interactions with the 

employment services system.  By providing participants with the opportunity to respond in 

this way we offered a degree of functional reflexivity to the study (Braun & Clarke, 2013), 

acknowledging that the method of data collection may influence the data that is collected. 

Qualitative Data Sample 

The data used in the qualitative analysis is a sub-set of the merged dataset used in 

the quantitative analysis.  The sample (n = 298) is made up of cases where a participant 

made a comment in any of the five surveys at the various time points.  For context, Table 

29 shows the number of comments that were made at each time point, the total number of 

responses that were provided at each time point, and the number of comments as a 

proportion of the total responses. 

Table 29   Number of Comments Provided by Participants at Each Time Point 

Number of Comments Provided by Participants at Each Time Point 

Survey No. of Comments 
Total Survey 
Responses 

Proportion of Comments 
Received per Survey 

1 276 304 90.8% 

2 136 227 59.9% 

3 81 116 69.8% 

4 72 129 55.8% 

5 68 117 58.1% 
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It might also be noted that the comments varied in length and depth of description.  

Some were very brief, for example, ‘waste of time’ or ‘hard and difficult’ whereas many 

participants provided extensive descriptions of their experiences.  For some context, we 

conducted a word count on the 276 comments provided in Survey 1 and found that the 

number of words per comment ranged between 1 and 386, with a median of 39 and 

interquartile range of 61.  We note, of course, that fewer words does not necessarily imply a 

lesser meaning, or indeed, the reverse.  Rather we offer this information simply to provide 

some context to the level of engagement the participants had with the study and their 

willingness to write about their experiences. 

Descriptive Statistics 

Unlike quantitative analysis, the findings from qualitative studies are not intended to 

be generalised and therefore the relevance of a sample being representative of a 

population of interest is not a key consideration.  However, it may be useful to examine the 

degree to which the participants who provided qualitative data were representative of the 

larger survey sample.  As shown in Table 30, the participants in the qualitative dataset were 

largely representative of the original sample.  
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Table 30   Comparison of Demographics Between Qualitative and Total Merged 

Datasets 

Comparison of Demographics Between Qualitative and Total Merged Datasets 

  

Qualitative Dataset 
(n = 298) 

Merged Dataset 
(n = 422) 

 
n Valid % n Valid % 

Age by Cohort   

<20 2 .7% 5 1.2% 

20 - 39 83 27.9% 137 33.3% 

40 - 59 153 51.5% 199 48.4% 

60+ 59 19.9% 70 17.0% 

Total Valid 297  411   

Missing 1  11 2.6% 

Total Sample 298  422   

 Mean age (SD)  46.72 (12.4) 
Range 
19-65 

44.9 (12.9) 
Range 
18-65 

     

Gender   

Male 121 40.7% 162 39.4% 

Female 168 56.6% 237 57.7% 

Prefer not to say 3 1.0% 5 1.2% 

Prefer to self-describe 5 1.7% 7 1.7% 

Total Valid 297  411  

Missing 1  11  

Total Sample 298  422  

     

Education Level   

Postgraduate Degree (Masters, Doctorate) 21 7.1% 24 5.9% 

Bachelor’s degree/Grad Cert./Grad Dip. 77 25.9% 104 25.4% 

Trade Certificate or Diploma  120 40.4% 153 37.3% 

Finished high school (Year 12) 24 8.1% 46 11.2% 

Primary, some high school or finished Yr 10 49 16.5% 76 18.5% 

Other & Prefer Not to Say  6 2.0% 7 1.7% 

Total Valid 297  410  

Missing 1  12  

Total Sample 298  422  
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Table 30 (Continued) 

  

Qualitative Dataset 
(n = 214) 

Merged Dataset 
(n = 422) 

 
N 

Valid 
% 

N Valid % 

State   

Australian Capital Territory 2 .7% 3 0.7% 

New South Wales 92 30.9% 127 30.8% 

Northern Territory - - 0 0.0% 

Queensland 151 50.7% 217 52.7% 

South Australia 89 3.0% 10 2.4% 

Tasmania 2 .7% 2 0.5% 

Victoria 29 9.7% 39 9.5% 

Western Australia 12 4.0% 14 3.4% 

Total Valid 297  412   

 Missing 1  10   

Total Sample 298  422   

     

Ethnicity   

First Nations People/Indigenous/ 
Torres Strait Islander 

24 8.1% 35 8.6% 

White Caucasian 222 74.5% 301 73.6% 

Prefer to self-describe 34 11.4% 41 10.0% 

Prefer not to say 17 5.7% 32 7.8% 

Total 297  409   

Missing 1  13   

Total 298  422   

     

Period of Unemployment     

Less than 12 months unemployed 164 55.0% 241 57.1% 

More than 12 months unemployed 134 45.0% 181 42.9% 

Total  298    
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Qualitative Data Analysis 

Whilst there are many ways to approach the synthesis of qualitative data, given the 

intention of the analysis was to explore potential relationships between available 

quantitative and qualitative data, a deductive approach was considered an appropriate 

approach for this study (Saldaña, 2013).  As a guiding lens through which to view the data, 

we turned to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) categorisation of reasons 

unemployed people had not secured employment during the previous 12 months.  The 

dataset is called the Job Search Experience of Unemployed Persons (ABS, 2021), and 

reflects the ‘main difficulty in finding work’ provided by unemployed people over that time. 

Whilst it is not the intention to compare the numbers, or proportions, of difficulties reported 

in the ABS with this study’s sample, it may be helpful to visualise the categories of the ABS 

dataset for a sense of what difficulties they reported facing, recalling that this is a measure 

of ‘main’ difficulty which does not necessarily take into account the multiplicity of factors 

facing jobseekers.  In Figure 8, the number of unemployed people reporting the main 

difficulty by category is reported as a percentage of the number of people who reported 

finding it difficult to find work (as opposed to not finding it difficult) for the period from 

February 2020 to February 2021 (n = 710,600), 55% of whom were male and 45% of whom 

were female.  These groups represented 88.3% of the total number of people unemployed.   
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Figure 8    Categories of Difficulty of Finding Employment Rated by Unemployed 

People  

Categories of Difficulty of Finding Employment Rated by Unemployed People  

 

Data Coding 

It might be noted that although the qualitative data were collected over time, we did 

not attempt to align the comments with the time periods of the quantitative analysis, nor 

was the frequency of comments across the five surveys given any weighting.  Accordingly, 

where participants referred to one particular factor in more than one survey, for example, 

being of mature age, the comments selected for inclusion as examples below are generally 

those which most succinctly represented the views of a collective of participants.  We did 

note, however, that some comments were more prevalent than others and therefore we 

have also reported this where relevant.  Conversely, some comments reflect the 

perspective of a single individual, and are included where a lone voice provides some 

additional insights beyond the views of the broader group.   

0% 2% 4% 6% 8% 10% 12% 14% 16% 18% 20% 22%

Considered too young by employers

No feedback from employers

Language difficulties

Difficulties with child care or other family…

No jobs with suitable hours

Too far to travel or transport problems

No vacancies at all

Considered too old by employers

Lacked necessary skills or education

Other difficulties

No vacancies in line of work

Own ill health or disability

Insufficient work experience

Too many applicants for available jobs

Proportion of Unemployed People Citing Main Difficulty
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The data were imported into NVivo v12 software (QSR International) and a first pass 

of coding was undertaken based on the categories used by the ABS as outlined above.  

Bearing in mind the stated intention to give a voice to the participants of this study, and 

acknowledging the importance of researcher reflexivity and keeping an open mind to what 

might be found in qualitative analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2013), coding was not limited to 

those in the initial list outlined above and codes were added when additional areas of 

interest emerged.   

After coding in this manner, it became clear that there were three aspects worthy of 

consideration.  First, whilst the ABS categories were mutually exclusive, the barriers to 

employment participants in our sample reported were often multiple and intersecting.  That 

is, many comments reflect the existence of one or more external barriers, such as a 

competitive job market or industry shutdowns combined with personal barriers, such as ill 

health, age, or caring responsibilities.  Second, many participants who identified with one or 

more of these issues additionally reflected on the impacts of these difficulties on their 

mental health and their job search efforts; important insights that the ABS categories failed 

to encompass.  Finally, a significant number of comments were related to the performance 

of ESPs/ECs in delivering employment services and the impacts that these interactions, 

and the welfare policy more broadly, had on their mental health.  

In the following section, the findings and illustrative extracts of participant comments 

will be presented as two themes: first, participants’ perspectives on the macro environment, 

the labour market and their interactions with these factors in the job search process; and 

second, their perspectives on their engagement with the employment services system itself, 

and how they experienced the previously described three functions of ESPs (compliance, 

job brokerage, and employability assistance). 

For context, when quoting a participant, we will also include some demographic 

information, that is, gender, age and education level completed.  For brevity, the following 

notation will be used for gender: Male (M), female (F), non-binary (NB).  Education levels 
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reported will be combined into three groups and noted in brackets as follows : primary, year 

10 and year 12 school (Sch. Level), Certificate and Diploma qualifications (Cert. Level); and 

Bachelor’s and Postgraduate qualifications (Deg. Level).  

Participant Perspectives on the Macro Environment 

Labour Market Demand and Supply 

Reflecting further on the ABS categories, we noted that several were related to the 

participants’ assessment of the supply and demand for labour and thus might be described 

in terms of the metaphor of a ‘market’.  That is, the ‘too many applicants’ category captured 

participants’ assessment of the supply of labour and consequently the relative competition 

they faced, whereas demand was captured in the categories concerned with the availability 

of jobs, either in a participant’s line of work, jobs with suitable hours, or indeed the 

availability of any jobs at all. 

Supply of Labour 

For context, at time of the surveys, 1,488,462 people were receiving income support 

payments (Australian Government, 2021b) and the unemployment rate was 7%11 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2020).   The supply of labour relative to demand was thus 

predictive of a competitive labour market and this was confirmed by a number of 

participants, for example: ‘All the jobs I apply for have at least 150 applicants. It's insane’ 

(Participant 2, F, age 28, Deg. Level) and ‘Most jobs I have applied for received interest 

from 60 - 100+ applicants. Very competitive. (Participant 145, F, age 33, Cert. Level).  For 

another participant, the fierce competition was related to a particular sector: ‘My field (IT 

 

 

11 Although it might be noted that receiving income support did not necessarily mean a person was 

deemed to be unemployed and therefore was not necessarily included in the unemployment rate. 
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support) has a limited number of vacancies - a recent application where I was shortlisted I 

was one of 3 out of over 200 applicants’ (Participant 134, M, age 61, Deg. Level). 

Demand for Labour 

In addition to the availability of jobs per se, unemployment can also be viewed in 

terms of the match, or more importantly, the mismatch between the skills and experience of 

people looking for work and the requirements of available jobs (Reserve Bank of Australia, 

2021).  In economics, this is a situation referred as ‘structural unemployment’ (Standing, 

1983), and participants in our sample noted this mismatch in several ways.  For some, the 

industry in which they were skilled had changed significantly, with the participant’s age 

often playing a role, for example:  

I have worked as a patternmaker in the clothing industry for 40 years 

and now everything has gone to China, AND THERE IS NO WORK IN 

THIS INDUSTRY, only a handful of jobs. (Participant 60, F, age 62, 

Cert. Level) 

 

In my area of CQ [Central Queensland] the skills I have built up over the 

past +40yrs are rapidly declining, contracting to fewer places in Brisbane 

and SE Qld [southeast Queensland]. Most of those are only seeking 

employees 20y my junior.  (Participant 205, M, age 58, Cert. Level)  

Skills and Experience 

Participants also reflected on the mismatch between the categories of jobs that are 

available and their own skills and experience, with the notion of being ‘over-qualified’ 

frequently cited, for example:  

Jobs available are low level/entry and I have worked as national 

manager and senior executive levels. Job search consultants have 

cleaning, hospitality and call centre jobs for entry level staff with few or 
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no skills. I think my applications are ignored because there is an 

expectation that I am not serious about the application and will not stay 

with the job. I have been advised to rework my resumé to look more 

non-professional! i.e. to misrepresent. (Participant 234, F, age 63, Deg. 

Level) 

 

Currently work as a relief teacher but work has declined significantly. I 

have been a teacher all my working life and it is all I know. I've applied 

for jobs at ALDI, Coles, warehouse positions, retail.....but most 

employers think I'm over qualified. At 50 years of age the Education dept 

would prefer a younger cheaper worker than employ me.  (Participant 

75, M, age 50, Deg. Level) 

Some participants also wrote of a mismatch between the labour market, their 

education and chosen career, for example,  

It’s been so hard, wanting to work in even somewhat meaningful roles 

and knowing I’ve worked so hard at Uni and previous jobs etc but feeling 

like I’m right at the start or even going backward in life. No one at school 

talked about usefulness of TAFE, for strong academic achievers it 

wasn’t even presented as an option. Yet my recent certificate 

qualification is probably going to prove more useful than my degree 

when it comes to getting a job. There’s a huge gap between the market 

and education but I still believe humanities degrees are important! We 

just don’t seem to live in a society that agrees. Feel so lost about next 

steps... (Participant 243, F, age 33, Deg. Level) 

Conversely, for others, their previous work experience counted for little without a 

qualification, for example: 
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It's a bit upsetting when you can't even get an interview.  I have 20 years 

administration experience but have no certificates.  We didn't need 

certificates as you just did your job after being trained (Participant 155, 

F, age 55, Sch. Level). 

Lack of Experience  

Conversely, participants also observed a mismatch between available jobs and a 

lack of work experience, a barrier that was experienced by both younger and older age 

groups.  Many observed that having a degree or qualifications did little to help them as 

employers still wanted experience, and that ‘it’s really hard when you have the Cert for 

certain jobs but no experience to back you up especially when no one wants to give you a 

chance’ (Participant 269, F, age 47, Cert. Level). 

Participants also felt that employer’s expectations of work experience for particular 

roles were often unreasonable.  As one participant put it, ‘it appears that employers can ask 

for candidates to have experience in all facets of their business’ (Participant 8, F, age 58, 

Cert. Level). Other participants felt the level of experience required for some roles, despite 

having qualifications, was prohibitive. For example,  

Junior positions are highly competitive with almost no reason other than 

"you don't have enough experience for this role". Where is one meant to 

find this experience? I studied to do this job, is that education effectively 

useless? Why does education cost so much if it doesn't help you get a 

job? (Participant 253, M, age 30, Cert. Level) 

 

I have a Bachelor of Accounting and am still entry level. Most jobs ask 

for 3 to 5 years’ experience (Participant 209, F, age 40, Deg. Level). 
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I have retrained as a counsellor (Diploma) and am very good, but cannot 

get a chance to show my abilities. I don't even get responses when I ask 

for work experience. It's demoralising when you can't support yourself 

and family and constantly worry about money and supporting a teenager 

(Participant 106, F, age 51, Cert. Level). 

Geography 

The mismatch between workers and available jobs can also be a function of 

geography and some participants reflected on the problem of the availability of suitable 

work for those living in rural and regional areas. For example:   

There appears to be only inadequate (part time or menial labouring) jobs 

available or higher education jobs such as medical or professional 

positions. Job creation is not being presented in rural areas. 

Government expectancy is to relocate to different area to secure a low 

paying position.  (Participant 5, M, age 57, Cert. Level). 

However, as a solution to this problem, travelling to find work brought additional 

challenges in a number of areas of life.  As this participant revealed: 

I'm stuck chasing shutdown work as a rigger. I no longer have a fixed 

address and basically live in a caravan full time going to wherever I can 

get a start. … having a relationship is near impossible and they usually 

fail within 3 months as I go anywhere I can find work.  I'm seriously 

doubting the future. My car is dying, I can't get finance I need a car to 

travel to find work. My only option is to draw down on my super to 

purchase a car and that's a win lose situation. I'm struggling mentally 

emotionally and financially and at 60 it wasn't supposed to be this tough. 

(Participant 39, M, age 59, Sch. Level) 
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No Feedback from Employers 

In relation to unemployed people’s interaction with the labour market during the job 

search process, a frequently reported issue was not receiving feedback from employers on 

either their applications or in some cases, even after being interviewed.  Participants often 

described the situation in terms of the impact on their mental health and being able to 

sustain their job search, citing feelings of despondence and frustration.  For example:  

Over the past 1 ½ years I have sent numerous applications for roles I 

am very capable of performing. In preparing these applications I spent 

many hours writing application letters and feel that in most cases they 

are probably not even read. Generally there is no response, it is 

exhausting and currently I feel I have no words left to write. (Participant 

19, F, age 63, Deg. Level)  

 

It is difficult to constantly apply for jobs and to never hear back from the 

contact person about how your application faired. On average I hear 

back from 1 in 10 maybe? Nothing destroys your confidence more than 

the thought that you are not worth the time to be contacted. (Participant 

79, F, age 57, Sch. Level)  

 

Biggest gripe is not hearing back from applications if unsuccessful - this 

is inexcusable as you've done all the work, applied online, they have 

your contact details, and could just send a templated email to say "sorry, 

you were not successful this time" - that would take a lot of the 

wondering what was occurring and makes it easier to let go of that job 

and move on to the next, rather than waiting and hoping to eventually 

hear something back. (Participant 134, M, age 61, Deg. Level) 
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It takes 50 applications to get an interview. Usually after applying there 

is no further contact. No one ever provides feedback not even after an 

interview. (Participant 130, F, age 56, Deg. Level) 

 

I very rarely here [sic] back from any of the jobs I apply for so I sit 

around wondering and jumping to the phone as soon as it rings in case it 

is about a job (Participant 187, age 56) 

Whilst some participants viewed getting no response as disrespectful of the time 

and energy they had expended on the applications, one participant pondered which 

scenario was worse; getting pre-formatted ‘standard tick and flick, thanks but no thanks 

replies to your applications’ or receiving no response at all, concluding that the impact of 

the rejection letter was worse than being left wondering (Participant 121, M, age 63, Cert. 

Level). 

Participant Attributes 

In addition to the match – or mismatch – of skills, abilities and experience of 

unemployed people and available jobs discussed in the previous section, the ABS 

categories which related to some demographic data and with individual circumstances were 

also frequently discussed.  Accordingly, in the following section, we discuss participants’ 

comments with regard to age, personal health and disability, and caring responsibilities. 

Mature Age Participants 

Although we found no evidence that the job search efforts of older unemployed 

people were statistically significantly different to those who were younger, being a mature 

age jobseeker was the most commonly cited barrier in the job search experience of 

participants.  Interestingly, however, it was not only those who were closer to retirement 

age who made these comments with age at which these barriers were experienced being 

notably low.  As one participant, aged 54 wrote, ‘I have discovered that age discrimination 
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is a real thing - I started experiencing this from about early 40's (Participant 162, F, age 54, 

Cert. Level), whilst another younger participant declared, ‘Ageism is alive and well in this 

day and age’ (Participant 42, F, age 48, Cert).    

Several other participants used the term ‘discrimination’, with one observing how 

employers manage this bias in the recruitment process:   

As usual being 62, employers have no interest in even giving me a 

chance, use excuses such as "We don't think you fit into our culture", 

they of course will never say because of your age difference. Or those 

jobs mostly advertise to say "we are a tight knit young team" or such” 

(Participant 94, F, age 62, Sch. Level).   

Being ‘too old’ was also discussed in the context of the type of work for which the 

participant was either seeking or was qualified.  For example, where the job requires 

physical stamina: 

I’m just not physically fit enough to work full time in my trade or even 

every day and I’m not up with computers and such. To change careers 

at 60 is next to impossible and I feel we are just ticking boxes in 

applications. No one is actually going to hire me when my body is worn 

out and I have no desk skills. (Participant 180, M, age 60, Cert. Level). 

In other areas of work, however, participants who were highly experienced and 

suitably qualified also believed they were experiencing employer preferences for younger 

employees:  

I am 65 years of age. My resumé was professionally reconstructed a few 

years ago and its presentation is often positively commented on by 

prospective companies. However, in spite of my gaining an average of 

1-2 Zoom interviews per month for the last six months once the 
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interviewing company discover my age group once I appear on camera 

and start to recite my long and wide experience it is apparent they are 

not going to employ me and this is confirmed a short time later by email 

or phone call. 'Ageism' is administered subtly but alive and well all the 

same. My qualifications and experience oftentimes exceed the role 

spec. (Participant 109, M, age 65, Cert. Level). 

At the policy level, a number of participants felt that the government were not only 

ignoring the issues mature age jobseekers faced but that they were exacerbating it by 

insisting on enforcing unrealistic expectations of job search numbers for older workers.  

Moreover, some felt the government were actively discriminating against them by providing 

incentives to employers for choosing workers between 16 and 35 years of age in the 

scheme known as JobMaker (Department of Education Skills and Employment, 2020b).   

Similarly, at the street-level, it was also felt that employment services providers were not 

equipped to help mature age jobseekers, with one participant even being told by her EC 

that she “…may be too old”(Participant 43, F, age 54, Cert. Level).    

Many mature age participants described feelings of worry about the future and that 

they were ‘struggling mentally, emotionally and financially’, often referencing retirement, or 

more specifically, being able to access the age pension12.  For example:   

I do find it's getting tougher as I get older and I'm 60 in about 8 weeks, 

my body is failing and I'm actually getting worried I won't make pension 

age before my body fails. It's actually scary’. (Participant 39, M, age 59, 

Sch. Level).   

 

 

 

12 In Australia, to qualify for the age pension you must be 67 years of age 
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I am applying for every job that I think I can do, but I never get any 

interest.  At my age no employer is interested.  This is the first time in 

my life I have been unemployed and it's humiliating!  I have had two 

interviews for teaching jobs but didn't get either job.  Both times I was 

interviewed by a person in their 20s!   Nobody wants me, I am too old 

and worry that now I just have to make do until I qualify for the pension. 

:(   (Participant 154, F, age 65, Deg. Level). 

Perhaps the most succinct summary of the problem and the solution for unemployed 

older workers was offered by another participant who wrote: ‘Such a debilitating exercise. 

You tell us to jobsearch but there are only a few jobs on offer. Bring down the old age 

pension to 60 and leave us alone’ (Participant 173, F, age 62, Deg. Level). 

Caring Responsibilities  

Participants also reflected the challenges of balancing caring responsibilities with 

job search activities and finding jobs with suitable hours.  For example: 

As a single parent, they do not take this into consideration. I am 

expected to look for work or study the same as someone in a 

relationship. They do not take into consideration any barriers such as 

caring for children, lack of care available or the inability to work 

weekends/evenings.  (Participant 29, F, age 30, Cert. Level) 

 

I’m doing it [job search] in the midst of the imminent death of my best 

friend (for whom I’m caring 4/14 days) and my normal domestic duties to 

my frail elderly mother, 10/14 days. Life’s pretty awful, notwithstanding 

covid19 (Participant 140, F, age 57, Cert. Level). 
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… with my son being autistic and having two children in primary school 

trying to find anything within school hours is near impossible (Participant 

201, F, age 36, Cert. Level). 

 

That I’m somewhat invisible at my age trying to find a job. Prior to this, I 

walked out of one job and into another. Never spent more than a week 

or so unemployed. the govt does not support people who are 

unemployed. It’s as though they think people don’t choose to work. They 

put massive amounts of pressure on women who have children to find 

work but do nothing to support job sharing amongst single parents or 

Provide any incentives to employers to encourage taking on mothers. 

Single mothers and women seem to be targeted. it’s really difficult trying 

to find a job to work around having children and they have a complete 

disregard for people who don’t have access to or can’t afford childcare. 

There’s no childcare available in my area and if I paid a sitter it would 

cost more than I would earn.  Kids under 13 CANNOT look after 

themselves.  (Participant 45, F, age 54, Cert. Level) 

Own Health and Disability 

Whilst there is a separate program to assist unemployed people with disabilities 

(Disability Employment Services), we found a significant number of comments related to the 

physical and/or mental ill-health and disability of participants, raising another aspect of the 

problem of the mismatch between available jobs and a jobseeker’s capacity to either secure 

one or sustain one.  As one participant put it,  

…my illness is quite debilitating but I still believe that having a job would 

actually be a positive thing for me overall…  I know that I am not able to 

work a normal job the way I have in the past but disclosing my illness 
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and challenges in an interview will no doubt take me out of the running.  

TBH [to be honest], I wouldn't hire me. (Participant 160, F, age 49, Cert. 

Level) 

Some comments also illustrate the multi-factorial nature of the mismatch faced by 

some participants, for example:  

In my main experience, there are three main challenges in my job 

search.  My age (most employers want younger workers), lack of recent 

experience (I haven't done paid work since the birth of my first child), 

and transport issues (living in the country, without access to a licence 

and car, or even decent public transport is limiting in terms of the jobs I 

can apply for).  In recent years, I have also developed a medical 

condition that makes it painful to stand for longer than a few minutes and 

makes walking difficult, which limits the type of jobs I can apply for even 

further.  All this is on top of the fact that country towns don't have access 

to the same range of jobs that are available in more urban areas 

(Participant 170, F, age 49, Cert. Level).  

 

My qualifications and experience have no relevance to jobs in my area 

of Hervey Bay.  I battle with diagnosed bipolar and depression and the 

drugs side effects I use to control it. I also have rheumatoid arthritis 

which greatly impacts on physical effort.  Given my age, I am not 

confident of finding employment (Participant 207, M, age 63, Sch. Level) 

Disclosure 

For those participants who described having a disability, some also referred to the 

impact, and consequences of, disclosing deeply personal information when applying for 

suitable employment, for example, 
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I already have concerns about ever finding a job as a trans person, with 

a bad back, and anxiety so bad I'm having panic attacks… I find it 

humiliating that I need to out myself to every potential employer, for jobs 

I probably cannot work, due to pain and mental health issues. I 

absolutely hate that I need to hit a target of jobs rather than look for 

something that might potentially suit me and my circumstances 

(Participant 236, NB, age 34, Cert. Level). 

 

I have noticed a lot of employers will not hire anyone with mental illness 

(Participant 62, F, age 34, Sch. Level) 

Participant Perspectives on Employment Services 

In addition to comments that could be described through the lens of the ABS 

categories, many participants offered perspectives related to their engagement with the 

employment services system.  Again, we used a framework to deductively analyse these 

comments, parsing them via the three previously described functions of ESPs: the 

compliance function, the labour exchange function, and the employability improvement 

function.  In the following section, we will provide examples of participants’ perspectives on 

the delivery of employment services, and in particular, the impacts of these experiences on 

their mental health and job search activities.   

Compliance Function  

The reader may recall that in Australia, income support whilst unemployed is an 

activity-tested benefit, that is, to receive this support, the participant must agree to engage 

in certain activities: they must attend appointments with ECs; they must agree to apply for 

the prescribed number of jobs in the previous period (typically a month); and they must 

engage in other work-related activities, such as the Work for the Dole program, or 
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volunteering, depending on their age. The reader will also recall that failure to comply with 

any of these requirements will result in sanctions and suspension of income support.   

The qualitative data revealed interesting insights into how ESPs executed this 

compliance function.  In the following section we first present some context about job 

application numbers required at the time of the study.  This will be followed by the findings 

regarding the participants’ experience of their engagement with ECs, both how 

appointments were made and kept and what occurred during these meetings.  In addition, 

we will present participants’ views about the work first/apply for any job mandate and their 

feelings about the additional activity requirements such as Work for the Dole and 

volunteering.  Finally, we will present the perspective of participants about the value of 

mutual obligations and the employment services system more generally via the frequently 

used theme of ‘waste’.  

Number of Job Applications Required 

Whilst the post-Covid-19 mutual obligation requirements for job application numbers 

have now returned to the pre-pandemic level of 20 per month, at Time 2 in the study (late 

October/early November 2020), mutual obligations were in the process of being phased 

back after the earlier suspension during the national lockdowns.  At this time, ESPs were 

given discretion to set job search requirements for jobseekers, presumably based on some 

assessment of the jobseekers’ level of employability.  In our sample, on average, across the 

five time points 76.3% of participants in the qualitative dataset (n = 214) reported that they 

had mutual obligations to search, which was a similar proportion (75.6%) for the respective 

group in the merged dataset (n = 422).   

For additional context, in the larger dataset used for the quantitative analysis, at 

Time 2 (n = 177) participants reported their job application number requirement ranged 

between 1 and 50, however, 4 jobs (n = 59) and 8 jobs (n = 73) were the most frequently 

cited.  In the smaller, qualitative sample (n = 214) similar proportions were reflected: 4 job 

applications required (n = 40) and 8 job applications required (n = 50), with a range 
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between 2 and 50.  We consider this high number of job applications (50) is likely to be an 

outlier, however, it is reported as offered by the participant.   

Making Contact, Keeping Appointments 

Prior to the Covid-19 restrictions, appointments were conducted face-to-face at the 

offices of the ESP, however, during the course of the study many participants reported they 

had only phone appointments.  They expressed frustration about the communication, 

suggesting there was a high level of disorganisation and unreliability related to the setting 

and keeping appointments.  For example,  

My consultant has never called me proactively. Even today I had a 

scheduled call and they haven’t called. Every time I have a scheduled 

call, I end up calling them. I have received no help at all from them and I 

don’t think they have any interest in actually helping me! (Participant 

298, F, age 55, Deg. Level) 

 

They continually schedule meetings, that are never kept - nor cancelled. 

On the day of said meetings I will receive 1-3 text messages regarding 

it, and what paperwork etc. that I should have ready. This has happened 

four times now. But then I never get the actual meeting phone call, or an 

email, or a courteous cancellation. Nothing! (Participant 4, M, age 50, 

Cert. Level) 

 

I missed a phone call from my job service provider and the next thing I 

got a text message saying that Centrelink would cut off my payment 

immediately. These people think they are gods and can play with 

people’s lives. (Participant 277, M, age 63, Deg. Level) 
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What Happens in Appointments? 

Whether face-to-face or by phone, engagement with ECs at mandatory 

appointments was experienced by participants as being dominated by the reporting and 

administration of mutual obligation requirements, that is, the activity tests, rather than 

offering useful assistance they expected.  For example: 

My last 4 months of engagement with my jobactive service provider 

have really illuminated the futility of Australia's current system. There 

has been much box ticking and repetitive conversations, but minimal 

compassion and impactful support. (Participant 142, F, age 32, Deg. 

Level) 

 

The employment consultants add no value. It’s a tick box exercise. 

Earlier this month they cancelled the appointment which nearly led to 

termination of benefits. Going forward there will be a phone interview 

every three weeks because as they explained i) they are extremely busy 

ii) its more efficient (1 minute instead of 5-15 minutes face-face 

meeting). Better for me as it saves a 60 minute round commute to attend 

the appointment. (Participant 227, M, age 60, Deg. Level) 

 

… it’s also a rushed call which is to check how my search is going, no 

information or support is given. Most of the calls are less than a few 

minutes. It definitely feels I am just on a list than needs to be ticked off. I 

was expecting more from these calls. (Participant 115, F, age 34, Sch. 

Level) 
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Complying with the Job Search Activity Requirements 

Regardless of the level of demand for labour at any particular time, participants are 

required to apply for a prescribed number of jobs in each month.  During the period of the 

study, there was some relaxation of this requirement due to Covid-19 however comments 

from participants provided evidence that this varied across ESPs.   

For some participants, the requirement to search for a certain number of jobs was 

considered unachievable, unreasonable and not suited to their personal circumstance:   

I’m expected to apply for more jobs than my experience and skills can 

meet. Therefore to meet quota I’m forced to apply for complete 

unsuitable jobs. I’m nearly 60 and my doctor says I need a desk job but I 

don’t have the skills and am made to feel I’m too old to acquire them 

(Participant 180, M, age 60, Cert. Level). 

 

Having to deal with unqualified and ignorant persons at both Centrelink 

and a Job Provider who have no comprehension of what my capabilities 

are they do not care. The government wants young people employed I 

get that but do not make the old ones suffer through looking for jobs that 

do not exist currently or applying for them when you know that the 

employer or agent is looking for young talent (Participant 277, M, age 

63, Deg. Level). 

 

I am only able to work two days a week, due to mental health issues (not 

recognised by Centrelink/Jobactive nor would I want it to be)… 

Everything else (more than 2 days) I apply for (to meet the 

requirements) I have to hope I will not get the job as this would end in 

me having a mental health episode, losing the job, and having to reapply 

for the payment. It is stressful, and I wish I could only apply for jobs that 
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are actually suited to me in terms of number of days (and location, to a 

lesser extent). However as the MO [mutual obligation requirements] 

returns and I will need to apply for more jobs each month, I will 

increasingly have to apply for jobs that will be problematic for me. Sigh. 

      (Participant 278, F, age 44, Deg. Level) 

Perhaps the most illustrative comment on the consequences of the negative 

feedback loop associated with job search requirements and unsuccessful applications over 

time was expressed in this way: 

In the first year of unemployment I was actually highly motivated to apply 

for jobs, I created cover letters and always customized it for the 

company that was being applied for. After the first year of no interviews 

and job offers, I stopped sending cover letters and only sent the resumé. 

However, because of how easy it is to send the resumé out without a 

cover letter, I was able to send out much more resumé's because I didn't 

have the motivation to make any more cover letters anymore 

(Participant 282, M, 24, Deg. Level). 

Complying with the Work First Requirement 

Despite a previous section exploring the notion of a mismatch between available 

jobs and jobseeker skills and experience, in practice, the welfare policy demands that 

jobseekers must apply for, and accept, any available job regardless the jobseeker’s 

assessment of suitability to their personal circumstances, capabilities, or work aspirations. 

Moreover, of relevance to the current exploration, it is the contractual obligation and 

therefore the role of ECs to enforce this policy in their engagement with jobseekers.  

Interestingly, some participants seemed unaware of how this system was structured and 

that the delivery of employment services prescribed the ‘work first’ requirements, for 

example,  
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I strongly feel that these providers are on an incentive based system.  

They don't care what job you might look for or take, even if it would last 

a short time because your (sic) not qualified or your (sic) not physically 

able. They rush and I can see its about filling a daily sheet and getting 

people off benefits even if it’s for a short period of time.  Which is 

counter-productive. (Participant 54, M, age 46, Sch. Level) 

 

When you're tertiary educated and the Employment Consultant is 

sending you job ads for a Warehouse Employee, it really does (a) make 

you wonder if they understand your skills and abilities and (b) cause you 

to lose hope and (c) wonder why the hell you ever bothered trying to 

improve yourself if the best you can hope for is an unskilled labouring 

position. (Participant 49, M, age 53, Deg. Level) 

Participants also felt that having to meet job search requirements was unrealistic 

and unfair and that the 'system has a one size fits all approach and does not cater for 

individual circumstances’ (Participant 163, age 58, F, n/a).  As another participant 

remarked,  

They're [job search requirements] a waste of time for most people over 

55, or even over 50. I can't work in the field I previously did because of 

arthritis and back problems. What employer would even look at 

someone my age (58) and with injuries? NONE.  I shouldn't have to 

meet Mutual Obligations in order to receive JobSeeker. I've worked and 

paid taxes since I was 17. Why do I have to jump through hoops to 

receive a piddly $300 a week? (Participant 110, F, age 58, Cert. Level). 
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Participants also felt the impact of realising that the skills and experience they did 

have were not highly regarded when faced with the work first focus on available jobs.  For 

example,  

I have also been told on many occasions that my degree is useless or 

irrelevant because of its art focus (B Music). I feel like my JSP [ESP] 

simply does not think of arts work as work at all. I've tried a number of 

times to get help to start freelancing, or to get work in my industry with 

some more practical training (theatre tech), but I'm always knocked back 

or ignored. I spent years building up these skills, and they aren't useless. 

It'd be nice for them to be properly considered. (Participant 118, F, age 

26, Deg. Level) 

Work-related Activities 

In addition to the job search requirements, once a participant has been unemployed 

for a certain length of time (typically dependent on their age), in each six or twelve month 

period that they remain unemployed or underemployed13 they must engage in other work-

related activities, such as the Work for the Dole program or other ‘approved’ volunteering 

activities. 

Participants who commented on these activities felt strongly not only about their lack 

of value in helping them find work or build skills but also of the humiliation and futility of 

them. For example:  

I don't mind job seeking, but I dread the WFTD (Work for the Dole) 

phase. Working there just makes me feel miserable, they make me 

 

 

13 For example, a person may be working 15 hours per week but is required to work for 20 hours per 

week to maintain income support 
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clean toilets and floors all day, and lifting heavy things only to be paid 

$550 fortnightly (before COVID). (Participant 282, M, age 24, Deg. 

Level) 

 

The work for the dole program is terrible. Absolutely terrible especially 

for people over 55. My last task was 6 months of weeding and moving 

dirt under the Westgate Bridge. While the people that managed this 

activity onsite were wonderful and treated everyone with respect, as a 

woman over 55 with a master’s degree rolling around in the dirt with a 

bunch of men in the middle of nowhere was of no value to me. It felt 

punitive and all the participants felt this way. This is an absurd program 

that costs more to implement than it is worth.  Resources would be 

better spend actually hiring people to do labour (Participant 130, M, age 

56, Deg. Level). 

 

…today is possibly the most suicidal that I've ever felt as I have been 

informed that I have no choice but to complete a new Certificate 3 as a 

Work for the Dole activity [even after] attending QUT twice and already 

holding a recent Diploma and a previous Certificate 3… [the possibility 

of] no financial help as I have already previously made use of my 

allotted education fee assistance with regards to TAFE Queensland. 

(Participant 216, NB, age 26, Cert. Level) 

Whilst volunteering is an option for some older participants, and was seen as a 

positive contribution, for others, being sent to volunteer was yet another way they saw the 

lack of practical assistance manifesting, for example: 

The fortnightly interviews are a complete waste of time.  I am 

unemployed for the first time in my life and at 65 have very little 
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expectation that I will get a job....but I still try.  Job provider is now 

saying I will probably have to do volunteer work to keep getting my 

payment! I want to work and earn money, not volunteer for 10 hours a 

week (Participant 154, F, age 65, Deg. Level). 

The Matter of Time and Money 

Two frequently used terms in the context of job search requirements and the 

employment services more broadly were ‘waste of time’ and ‘waste of money’.  Participants 

felt that the various activities described above were not only a waste of time but also of their 

personal resources.  For example, to meet their mutual obligation requirement, participants 

are required to attend appointments and engage in job search activities at the offices of the 

ESP and many felt that this time could be better spent by them: 

You have to sit for an hour and use a computer when you could do that 

at home or on your phone and not waste fuel and time and find childcare 

(Participant 168, F, age 49, Cert. Level)  

 

Being asked to take over an hour out of my day, sometimes up to once a 

fortnight, robs me of time that I could have been using to look after my 

mental or physical health, to look for appropriate work, or to care for my 

partner who has a disability. Knowing that the government has chosen 

to pay money to a JSP to waste my time rather than to provide me with 

money that could be used to support my job search efforts, my mental 

and physical health, and my ability to care for my partner, is incredibly 

dispiriting (Participant 181, M, age 28, Cert. Level) 
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The job search system is a waste a time, I [would] rather be put into 

training or traineeships or apprenticeship in an Industry that has skilled 

worker shortage (Participant 291, M, age 35, Sch. Level) 

For others, the system represented a waste of taxpayer money because not only did 

ESPs not help, but deeply affected participants.  Many also felt that the money the 

government spent on the system could be better allocated, for example: 

Employment Services do not need to exist! They don’t help, they only 

make people more stressed and take up our time and energy! They are 

a waste of taxpayers money, and that money can be much better spent 

on increasing the rate of jobseeker - because that is really what will help 

people get jobs! (Participant 132, F, age 28, Deg. Level) 

 

XXX [ESP) is a waste of the government's money. They ring up and talk 

down to you. "Just get a job" was the last thing they said. They have 

done absolutely nothing to assist in any way (Participant 101, F, age 52, 

Deg. Level). 

 

Using these privately owned job search providers is soul destroying. Job 

search should be a government run service that is linked in to training 

and education. These job search providers are a waste of public funds 

and an outdated model for a time… (Participant 179, M, age 51, Cert. 

Level) 

Summary of Perspectives on the Compliance Function 

In this section we have reported the comments made by participants about the 

practical problems of having to comply with mutual obligations and engage with the 

employment services system itself.  In the following section, we will explore how 
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participants experience the system’s stated intention to actively help jobseekers secure 

work through the labour market exchange function.  

Labour Market Exchange Function 

A common criticism of participants’ engagement with ESPs was the lack of 

assistance to find suitable available jobs despite the previously described promotion by 

many ESPs that they can help unemployed people to access the ‘hidden job market’ (for 

example, see MAX Solutions, 2020).  Whether they had recently joined Jobactive or were 

longer term clients, participants wrote similar accounts of the absence of the promised 

assistance to find work.   

I assumed the job agencies role was to assist getting employment, 

having connections etc. But here I am, still unemployed and struggling 

weekly (Participant 14, F, age 41, Cert. Level)   

 

I am an educated woman who has never been in this situation. I thought 

a job network would provide some help but have actually been no help 

at all. (Participant 158, F, age 37, Cert. Level) 

In fact, one participant’s experience was that ECs did not consider this type of 

assistance to be a part of their role, despite the advertised position described earlier. 

Also found one’s resumé is of no real importance to them [ECs] they 

either cannot find it or [are] aware of the experience you have on it. 

When asked about this told they are not there to find jobs for me. 

(Participant 83, age 46, M, Deg. Level) 

Many participants also wrote that jobs were found through their own personal 

networks rather than through the execution of the promoted labour market exchange 

function:  
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In my years of interactions with ESPs they have never provided useful 

support in my job search activities and have never found me appropriate 

work. All jobs I have ever worked were found and applied for by me. 

(Participant 181, age 28). 

 

I have been caught in a cycle of temporary/casual roles for the last 4 

years. The local jobs I rely on all come about because I have learned 

how to navigate the ‘it’s not what you know, it’s who you know’ system. 

Local networks keep me going, not any service provider (Participant 79, 

F, age 57, Sch. Level) 

Summary of Perspectives on the Labour Market Exchange Function 

Overall, it appears from participants’ comments that their expectation that ESPs 

would work to actively connected them with available jobs went largely unmet. 

Employability Function 

As previously described, improving a jobseeker’s employability through employment 

guidance, relevant training and assistance to overcome barriers is purported to be a key 

function of reemployment interventions.  In the following section, participant comments 

could be grouped into several themes, which we will discuss in turn.  

Providing Assistance  

A common perspective was that ESPs were not meeting the expectations that 

participants had of dependable, proficient and useful assistance, and that ECs were often 

poorly qualified and trained for the role.  In addition, the tendency for ESPs to claim 

payments from the government when the participants secured work when they had not 

provided any assistance was a frequently observed source of great annoyance, with one 
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participating suggesting it was a ‘rort’ (Participant X).  To illustrate, the following comment 

reflects some of these points:  

Dealing with my job active provider has been frustrating and humiliating. 

I have 20 years experience in my field and have to put up with being 

patronised by some 20-year-old who can't even manage to reliably file 

my paperwork and needs me to send her everything multiple times. 

Being 'accountable' to someone I'd fire if they were one of the 30 people 

I managed in the job I lost due to COVID is infuriating.  What's more, 

they've done nothing to assist me, and when I secured short-term 

employment entirely on my own, badgered me to provide them with 

details so they could claim government funding for the placement -- 

including at my place of employment. Jobactive is not fit for purpose and 

should be scrapped (Participant 25, F, age 47, Deg. Level) 

For others, the employment services system was deemed to be not designed to be 

helpful to them and the mutual obligation requirements a hindrance rather than a help.  For 

example: 

I am a casual academic. My job agency is not designed to help me to 

find work. The methods of job searching and resumé writing they 

support are not helpful for me and it is difficult to account for all the 

unpaid work I have to do to stay relevant in my field (e.g., reading, 

writing, reviewing, presentations). Mostly, they touch base with me now 

and then to make a record of any new jobs I may have found. I assume 

they take some credit for this.(Participant 178, F, age 47, Deg. Level) 

Staff Turnover 

Many participants also noted the high rate of staff turnover, a known problem in this 

sector, and were frustrated at how this impacted them in their engagement with ESPs. 
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Only problem I have found is that I have been transferred so many times 

to different people because they left the place or something. Which is 

very annoying as each time you almost have to start from the beginning 

it's so frustrating which I have explained to them. (Participant 148) 

 

New person at the provider AGAIN this month .. at this rate they might 

place me in a job with themselves. (Participant 48, M, age 36, Deg. 

Level) 

 

I've had 3 consultants over 6 months - the first one was essentially 

useless and moved on after 2 appointments (phone only).  Second 

consultant was much more engaging (still only by phone) and made 

multiple promises, but nothing eventuated.  When I finally got a face-to-

face appt last week I found out #2 had also resigned after only a couple 

of months in the role.  So, I met the 3rd consultant who had taken #2's 

case load - she was the most positive of the lot, had been there for 2 

years, and appears to be genuine in her efforts.  Here's hoping I now get 

more positive and useful support (Participant 134, M, age 61, Deg. 

Level). 

Improving Employment Prospects  

As previously described, one key function of ESPs is to improve the employability of 

unemployed people, that is, to provide practical assistance that helps jobseekers to be 

more successful in the job search process by addressing the barriers to employment they 

face.  As some participants in our study detailed, they did not receive the assistance they 

required.  The criticism of ESPs in this regard was often associated with disorganisation on 

the part of the ESP.  For example,  
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I was told by one person from the employment agency to give them a 

quote for a pair of shoes I needed to begin work placement to gain a 

qualification to assist in gaining employment. I got the quote and 

emailed to the lady and waited. I gave up on waiting as had not heard 

back about it and needed the shoes so went and paid for them out of my 

own pocket. (Participant 266, F, age 33, Cert. Level) 

In terms of training offered to improve employment prospects, participant comments 

ranged from there being no training options available, not being supported into in-house 

training options, to being enrolled in courses they were not interested in.  For example: 

The only training offered to me over the few years I have been looking 

for work is one that was for traffic control, when no date given I asked 

when was the course - told had not enough numbers - so no training. 

(Participant 83, M, age 46, Sch. Level) 

 

At no point in the many years that I have been involved with job search 

networks have I ever been offered a course, been given any training to 

improve my chances of employment or had a job network find me a job. 

I have had to fight for anything I can get from them. (Participant 89, M, 

age 40, Cert. Level). 

 

They sign you up for any stupid course when you have no interest in 

doing an RSA14, RSG15 or barista. They only make you take it so they 

 

 

14 Responsible Service of Alcohol course is required to work where alcohol is served 
15 Responsible Service of Gambling is required to work where gambling is conducted 
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can continue to get government funding and commission (Participant 

150, F, age 29, Cert. Level). 

Some participants also commented on the difficulty of getting access to job relevant 

training, citing issues of eligibility for relevant courses, for example: 

The cost of any training is the killer. I don’t make enough money to get 

the licenses or cert that the employers want and job networks won’t pay 

for anything unless you can guarantee a job after your training. 

(Participant 89, M, age 40, Cert. Level) 

 

My job provider has done nothing. I asked 2 months ago about a barista 

course as there are many jobs in my area.  He said that he would 

organise some training.  He always has an excuse why the training 

hasn't happened yet. (Participant 154, F, age 65, Deg. Level) 

Some participants commented on the value of the quality and relevance of work-

related activities and training courses offered. The following comments reflect the issue in 

terms of the individual’s needs and relevance to meeting labour market demand.  For 

example:  

I am a tertiary qualified female who is repeatedly required to participate 

in pointless IN HOUSE "upskilling" courses to make me "workforce 

ready"… (stock replenishment/check out operation, etc). [The courses] 

have resulted in ZERO interviews and their refusal to allow the "training" 

money to be used to keep professional qualifications or even a drivers 

licence - which can be used in the real world - make it transparent as the 

rort it is. Almost laughable was advising my consultant although I had 

applied for many shelf stacking jobs during Covid I progressed on 

NONE. His reply was "but that’s a job for men'. So WHY. THE. HELL. 
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MAKE. ME. DO. THEIR. COURSE? No tertiary educated person needs 

to be on a course where the outcomes are "paper cutting" and 

"computer identification" (yup matching ONLY a monitor, keyboard and 

CPU title to its picture FFS).           (Participant 232, F, age 57, Cert. Level) 

 

New job training courses are designed to train people for jobs that don’t 

even exist for example floristry and tourism (there’s no work) and don’t 

cover jobs that have a lot of vacancies like hairdressing. (Participant 45, 

F, age 54, Cert. Level) 

The Psychological Impacts of the Job Search Experience   

Overall, participants frequently used terms such as tiring, frustrating, depressing, 

demoralising and humiliating to describe their job search experience.  They reported feeling 

stressed, worried and scared about how they were going to make ends meet both now and 

in the future.  Some reported feelings of hopelessness and resignation, that job search was 

futile and some acknowledged that they had simply given up.  Of concern was that ‘suicide’ 

was mentioned 10 times in the data, whilst many more people alluded to the prospect 

without describing it thus.  Participants also reflected on the financial strain of being on the 

Jobseeker payment and the consequences for their mental health, particularly as the 

payment amount was to be reduced as Covid-19 support was being wound back.  Below 

we present some participant comments that illustrate these experiences of job search and 

of employment services and how they impacted the mental health of participants.   

One painful account of the humiliating experience of searching for work whilst living 

on income support was expressed by this participant:  

I feel undervalued as a person. I am intelligent, diligent, friendly and 

great with people but I feel I don't get a chance. When going to 

interviews I feel underdone. I can't afford a haircut, makeup, clothes, 
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shoes etc. It's hard to be confident, presentable and cheerful at an 

interview when you don't look your best. I presented at one interview 

with a broken shoe. It broke whilst walking there. It was humiliating. I did 

try to laugh about it but afterwards I cried. (Participant 106, F, age 51, 

Cert. Level) 

For another young participant, experiencing constant rejection as a consequence of 

long-term job search raised significant negative emotions:   

Not only I have the shame of being unemployed and constantly rejected 

by employers, I feel so much shame in front of my family that I'm always 

at home applying for jobs... I have a Diploma of Hospitality 

Management, with 2 years Hospitality experience, I have a car and full 

availability, Australian Citizen. I don't understand why I can't find a job. 

I've been unemployed for two years now and I dread the WFTD [Work 

for the Dole] phase so much. I spoke with my consultant that I really 

hated WFTD and I would do anything to avoid it. Because I worked there 

twice for 6 months and it's the most miserable phase of my life, I even 

contemplated suicide the 2nd time I worked there. I'm about to reach the 

3rd phase of WFTD and I really don't want to do it again. (Participant 

282, M, age 24, Deg. Level). 

For some participants, the experience of the system is punitive and the prospects of 

gaining employment seem particularly grim.  

There is no carrot, only different types of sticks.  I am 42 years old and 

on my second career and I have resigned myself to the fact that barring 

the most fortunate of coincidences, there is a strong chance that I will 

never be in paid employment ever again’ (Participant 184, age 42, Cert. 

Level)  
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Unfortunately, my mood goes up and down in line with the number of 

times I have felt forced to apply for a job I know I won’t get called for 

because I needed to make up the numbers required for my job search 

activities (Participant 79, F, age 57, Sch. Level). 

For another, the loss of autonomy was associated with serious mental health 

consequences:   

That some random person with low-level qualifications has more control 

over your life than you do and can basically ruin it just because they're in 

a bad mood (this has happened to me) is the problem. Zero agency 

leads to loss of hope, motivation and meaning. This has 100% caused 

people to suicide. It's brought me to the brink numerous times to the 

point where even the THOUGHT of going back to pre-COVID MO's 

[mutual obligation requirements] makes my heart pound. (Participant 86, 

M, age 45, Cert. Level) 

Positive Comments 

Whilst the overwhelming majority of comments were critical of many aspects of the 

system, some participants did write favourably of their engagement with ECs and their 

receipt of useful assistance.  For example: 

My job search experience has been good. I have exceeded the number 

of job searches each month and I never had a negative experience with 

the team. I was given the opportunity to do a certificate course which 

was very much appreciated as I am a learner it was fabulous to have the 

challenge of the course (Participant 258, F, age 59, Cert. Level) 
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I have been lucky with my job provider who put me through training and 

got me into the aged care sector and helped me with my rego [car 

registration] when I was going through a rough time. I am in casual work 

and enjoying it. (Participant 297, F, age 52, Sch. Level). 

 

I'm a new immigrant and my English is not enough good to get a same 

level job as same before in my original career (administrative manager) I 

meet my job consultant every week and she helps fix up the resumé and 

cover letter, also we both research on Seek website and send job 

application. I hope the job agent can provide me the opportunities to get 

local work experience and increase the rate to find a job. (Participant 

293, F, age 40, Deg. Level) 

Positive comments were also typically associated with the ESP/EC providing 

emotional support as well as practical assistance to manage the participant’s mutual 

obligations, for example:  

My service provider is very understanding of my mental health problems 

and caters my job plan around it (Participant 24, NB, age 46, Cert. 

Level). 

 

I have never been without work. It has been traumatic. The job access 

agency XXX have made this as easy as it can be. They have shown 

great empathy and understanding, great warmth and I am very grateful 

for this (Participant 290, F, age 59, Sch. Level). 

However, several participants commented on the variability of their engagement 

with ESPs and ECs, which was sometimes a function of the staff turnover previously 

described and sometimes as a result of the choice to move to a new ESP.  For example: 
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My experience has been hit and miss with agencies. The one I am with 

now are great and it feels like they really do care and they are getting 

people jobs. The one before this was very unpleasant, and authoritarian 

in the way they deal with their clients. (I was forced into a welding 

course even though I have 0 interest) And had my payments cut in the 

middle of moving interstate because I did not attend an appointment that 

I had given them plenty of notice I wouldn't be able to make because I 

was moving. They thought I was lying for some reason (Participant 259, 

M, age 23, Sch. Level) 

 

I've just recently (within the past week) been assigned a new one [ESP] 

as my previous one did very little to help (Participant 9, M, age 26, Cert. 

Level). 

 

After going through hell with my former job search provider, I moved to a 

new one, and she seems more supportive. I have been able to obtain 

some temporary freelance jobs through my virtual assistant business 

(Participant 108, F, age 42, Cert. Level). 

How the System Operates 

One participant provided a particularly insightful overview of the inherent problem for 

both participants and ECs in the employment services system:  

I honestly believe that it is impossible for Job Search Providers/Agents 

to ever truly understand or empathise with the conditions that Job 

Seekers live under, because such compassion and knowledge would 

undermine their ability to operate within the current state of Australia's 

welfare system. Furthermore, I truly believe that Job Search 
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Providers/Agents are trained to ignore or disregard Job Seeker 

complaints/problems for this very same reason.  

In a later survey, this participant reflected further on how the experience can lead 

not only to negative feelings such as despondency and hopelessness, but also to 

‘frustration, anger, or temperamental/impulsive feelings while dealing with JobActive [sic], 

the welfare system, and Job Agencies’.  The participant further suggested that whilst the 

EC could be characterised as ‘just doing their job’ they were also…  

[…] methodically telling numerous people throughout the day that it is 

their responsibility to upskill regardless of cost, accept work that is below 

their pay-grade/skill-level so they can exit the system, or just 'look 

harder' for jobs and keeping 'hanging in there'. (Participant 216, NB, age 

26, Cert. Level) 

Chapter Conclusion 

 At the end of the online survey, we asked participants if there was anything else 

they would like to tell us about their job search experience.  In the previous sections, we 

presented examples of the perspectives of participants through two broad themes: their 

experience of the broader macro environment, or labour market, and their views on their 

engagement with the employment services system.  Each of these themes were 

represented in sub-categories that were guided by a priori frameworks to provide some 

measure of coding quality and reliability. 

Overall, the picture these findings paint is one of frustration, humiliation and despair, 

and of stress and hopelessness.  When describing their interaction with the system, two key 

themes emerged: ‘they don’t care’ and ‘they don’t help’.  This finding provides additional 

support for the results of the quantitative data analysis, being evidence that the 

thwarting/frustration of relatedness and competence respectively are important factors in 

the negative experience of employment services.  Participants also provided additional 
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insights into their job search journey and their interactions with employers.  Of note were 

the age discrimination experienced by many mature aged workers, and the impact of 

receiving little, if any, feedback on the numerous job applications they made. 

Disturbing as they are, unfortunately these findings are not a revelation; in fact, they 

reflect the findings of numerous studies over a long period that have explored the lived 

experience of unemployed people who must engage with the employment services system 

(for example, see Casey, 2020; Marston & McDonald, 2008).  Moreover, an independent 

review of the jobactive system, entitled ‘I Want to Work’ (Employment Services Expert 

Advisory Panel, 2018), also pointed to these same deficits.  However, whilst the 

perspectives provided by our participants might not be new, they are nevertheless 

important, not only because their voices deserved to be heard but precisely because the 

inherent flaws in the system, perhaps unsurprisingly, continue to produce the same results 

as they have been doing for decades.   
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Chapter 10:  Conclusion and General Discussion   

Overview of Study  

The aim of this study was to examine the Australian employment services system 

through a new lens: a contemporary psychological perspective which, we argue, stands in 

contrast to the ‘carrots and sticks’ approach that underpins the current system.  Using SDT 

as a theoretical framework, we investigated how engagement with the system impacts upon 

the unemployed people who are required to participate in it.  To that end, our primary 

analyses sought to quantify the extent to which jobseekers experienced employment 

services as need supportive or need thwarting, the consequences of which would either 

satisfy or frustrate (respectively) their psychological need for autonomy, competence and 

relatedness, and subsequently, impact their mental health (well-being and ill-being) and job 

search behaviours.  In addition to the quantitative analyses, we also explored the qualitative 

data provided by survey participants in the form of open comments to ascertain whether 

they might offer confirmation, or refutation, of our quantitative results or, alternatively, 

provide important additional insights which had not been considered in our hypothesised 

model. 

Implications for Policy and Practice 

In short, our results paint a disturbing picture of the experience of employment 

services in Australia.  We found quantifiable evidence that engagement with the 

employment services system has negative consequences for the mental health of 

unemployed people. This result was supported in the qualitative data in the many 

comments provided by participants about the deficits of the system and its effect on them.  

Thus our research adds to the findings of recent research in the UK by Dwyer et al., (2020) 

which found that income support systems which are conditional upon certain requirements 

may trigger negative responses in those who already suffer mental health conditions, 

adversely impacting their chances of securing employment.  Our findings also echo those of 
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Williams (2021) who found that sanctions imposed during periods of unemployment are 

associated with increases in anxiety and depression, and thus should be of serious concern 

to policy makers. 

Whilst we expected to find evidence that the controlling nature of the system and its 

mutual obligation requirements would thwart jobseekers’ need for autonomy, it was, 

instead, the needs for relatedness and competence of jobseekers that were the more 

salient of the three psychological needs affected.  In our mediation analysis, we found that 

when jobseekers felt that no one in the system cared about them or their personal situation, 

their mental health was adversely affected: well-being was diminished and ill-being 

increased.  This result was also clearly reflected in the vast majority of the comments made 

by participants.  They felt it was a ‘one size fits all’ system and that, as individuals, they 

were just an administrative task to be ticked off the list of the EC: that, in effect, no one 

cared about them or the challenges they faced at all.  It is also interesting to note, however, 

that although supportive interactions were only occasionally reported in the comments, our 

results also showed that when relatedness was supported, that is, when jobseekers’ felt 

understood by their EC and that they mattered, well-being increased and ill-being 

decreased.  Thus, as we will discuss in a later section, taken together, these results provide 

evidence that would be of considerable value for ESPs if they chose to facilitate ECs to 

support, and not thwart, the relatedness needs of their jobseeker clients.  

Our quantitative results also provided evidence that, in the delivery of employment 

services, ESPs and their ECs also frustrated jobseekers’ need for competence, which like 

relatedness frustration, had adverse consequences for their mental health.  The frustration 

of competence also adversely impacted jobseekers’ intentions to search for work and their 

job search activities.  The qualitative analysis supported these results with many 

participants recounting their frustrations about the failure of ESPs/ECs to provide them with 

the practical assistance they required to succeed in their job search efforts, leaving them 

feeling abandoned and in despair about what to do to improve their situation.  Many 
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commented on the system being a waste of taxpayer money because no real help was 

being provided, with a number calling into question the integrity of providers who 

jobseekers felt were ‘gaming’ the system by claiming for job outcomes to which they had 

not contributed, that is, where jobseekers had found their own job themselves.   

In addition to sharing their lived experience of the employment services system 

itself, in responding to the broader question concerning their ‘job search journey’, 

participants gave us a deeper insight into the macro environment with which they must 

contend and of their experiences of unsuccessful job search.  Whilst many aspects of 

interest emerged, two of particular note can be mentioned. The first was the frustration 

jobseekers felt about receiving little, if any feedback from employers, often not even an 

acknowledgement that their application had been considered, with some reporting they had 

not been contacted again after attending an interview.  This was construed as a mark of 

personal disrespect to the jobseeker, with the conclusion drawn that their time and effort 

was of no value thereby contributing to overall feelings of worthlessness.  This problem, of 

course, is exacerbated by the requirement that they must apply for a prescribed, and 

usually high, number of jobs thereby multiplying the negative effects on them.     

The second notable theme to emerge from the qualitative data was the impact that 

being a mature age worker had on finding work, which was described in terms of ‘age 

discrimination’.  Participants commented that it was not only in their interactions with 

prospective employers that this discrimination was evident, but also in the government’s 

own policies, that is, its ‘JobMaker’ scheme which incentivises employers to recruit 

unemployed people under the age of 35.  Participants expressed feelings of hopelessness 

and frustration in that they are deemed ‘too old’ by the  labour market but still ‘too young’ to 

receive income support via the age pension payment; a situation which left them having to 

continue to experience the stress of the mutual obligation requirements regime and the 

relentless negative impacts of a futile job search.  Despite there being a specific program of 
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assistance for career transition available for those who are over 45 years of age, 

inexplicably, none of our participants mentioned it being offered to them.  

From our results, one might conclude that the system is not working as intended. 

Yet, as we have argued in this thesis, the conclusion one draws about the efficacy of a 

solution depends on how the problem is first conceived.  That is, if the perceived problem is 

simply that people are unemployed because they are innately lazy and unmotivated to 

work, then some will argue that the solution to that problem is the current system, and 

further that, as measured by compliance with mutual obligation requirements, it is 

essentially effective.  In the following section, however, we will contest this conception and 

discuss our findings through an alternative lens; that of the purpose of the system and the 

consequences of its inherent assumptions for the interactions between ECs and 

jobseekers.  

The Downstream Effects of Assumptions 

If the purpose of employment services is implicit in its name, then it is to provide 

services which assist jobseekers to secure employment.  However, our study offers 

compelling evidence that the employment services system is not working for those it is 

intended to serve.  Our results, instead, portray a system that is simultaneously ineffective 

and harmful, doing little, if anything, to assist unemployed people to secure a job, let alone 

one they could sustain.  Moreover, our study found that being engaged with the system was 

more likely than not to adversely impacting jobseekers’ mental health.   

Yet we have proposed in this thesis that, in fact, a primary goal of the system is to 

ensure compliance with high levels of job search activities to mitigate the risks of innate 

human laziness, and therefore activity requirements are necessary because without these 

‘sticks’, the majority of unemployed people won’t search for work, and moreover, whether 

these application targets are achieved or not, provides evidence of the individual’s 

motivation to work. If motivation is found to be poor (as evidenced by not meeting the 

requirements), correction is required.  As previously described through the lens of 
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McGregor’s (1957) Theory X and Theory Y framework, whether the observer (typically the 

EC) generally holds Theory X assumptions about human behaviour (people are inherently 

lazy, untrustworthy, and require external controls) or Theory Y assumptions (people want to 

be industrious and are capable of being responsible and self-directed) will likely determine 

how the job search efforts of an individual jobseeker are attributed and, importantly, the 

nature of the interpersonal engagement that follows.  In SDT terms, we would expect this 

would be reflected in the way an EC would engage with a jobseeker; Theory X assumptions 

would be likely to predict need thwarting behaviours whereas an EC who held Theory Y 

assumptions might be more likely to display more need supportive behaviours in their 

interpersonal engagement with jobseekers.   

As we described in earlier chapters, this can be seen as the downstream effect at 

play; an alternate explanation about what happens in the employment services system and 

why.  If the assumptions, or perspectives, held about unemployed people at both societal 

and governmental levels are broadly Theory X based, then policies created at that level will 

reflect those assumptions, the organisational structures and the cultures of ESPs will 

respond accordingly, and eventually, influence the interpersonal engagement between an 

unemployed person and the person who has been delegated to help them, the EC.  From 

this perspective, a simplistic conclusion is drawn: the unemployed person bears sole 

responsibility for their situation and must therefore accept whatever consequences, 

however adverse, are meted out to them whilst they remain unemployed.  

Yet, if we take the alternative starting point of a Theory Y approach, assuming that 

unemployed people do want to work and to participate in society, as is their human right, 

we might view such a policy and its manifestation as employment services as a part of the 

problem, not the solution.  We will return to this proposition in a later section as we propose 

a perspective on the bigger problem with the policy itself. 
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The Questionable Logic of Job Search Requirements  

A further rebuttal to the rationale of the system questions the validity of prescribing 

job application numbers and its underpinning assumption that ‘more is better’.  For whilst it 

seems intuitive that the more applications one makes, the more likely one is to find a job 

merely as consequence of increased probability – essentially the ‘numbers game’ argument 

- our study shows that significant consequences result from this simplistic, arbitrary 

approach, in terms of effectiveness and the personal repercussions of using it.      

The reader might recall that our study found evidence that job search behaviours 

were adversely affected as a consequence of engagement with the system.  In our primary 

statistical analysis, we found that when jobseekers’ need for competence was thwarted, 

there was an indirect, albeit small, effect on job search intentions and voluntary job search 

activities.  Further evidence of this influence was found in the qualitative data where, for 

example, participants reported that, over time, they had stopped sending customised cover 

letters with every applications, or as one participant put it, ‘I feel I have no words left to 

write. (Participant 19, F, age 63, Deg. Level).  A reasonable explanation for these 

responses is not only the lack of success over time, which is of course a significant factor, 

but also the intensity of the job search activity that the jobseeker is compelled to make.  As 

one participant remarked, ‘I’ll keep trying and branching out, but this is turning into a 

psychological marathon’ (Participant 144, Age 32, M, Deg. Level).  One might argue that 

whilst job search may well represent a marathon, jobseekers are compelled to act as 

though it were instead a 100-metre sprint, and not surprisingly, this intensity is difficult to 

sustain over time.  Here again we find the self-perpetuating argument for sanctions; that is, 

because job search is difficult to sustain over time, we must impose minimum standards to 

ensure jobseekers maintain sufficient intensity and sanctions to punish them when they 

don’t or they can’t. 

For those who do meet their mutual obligation requirements, we could also ask 

whether those job search efforts are actually meaningful given they were being compelled 
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to meet a numerical target of application numbers rather than to seek work which they 

believed they could not only secure but also sustain.  If, as Verlaat et al., (2020) found, not 

being compelled to apply for and accept jobs can result in higher reemployment quality 

(measured by earnings above the income support payment), then one might conclude that 

being compelled to accept any job is more about reducing the number of people on 

unemployment benefits and therefore achieving a short-term fix to a broader economic 

problem than it is about helping unemployed people achieve a sustainable life outcome.   

Perhaps the most compelling argument against prescribed job application numbers 

is the significant impact that sustained, high intensity unsuccessful job search had on the 

participants in our study.  As the reader may recall, the average period of unemployment is 

around 12 months (and up to 60 months for those with significant barriers), and the current 

number of jobs that an unemployed person must apply for is 20 per month16.  Therefore, if 

a person is meeting their mutual obligation requirements whilst unemployed over that 

period, they will have experienced rejection at least 240 times per annum: that is, direct, 

negative feedback from the labour market that, as a person, you have nothing of value to 

offer an employer.  The consequences of this outcome on participants who provided 

distressing accounts of what it was like to be unsuccessful in their many job applications 

were feelings of shame and humiliation, demoralisation and hopelessness. Thus, the 

question arises if the consequences of applying for an arbitrarily determined number of jobs 

is yet another stick in the system rather than a useful and efficient job search strategy.  

Conflicts and Competing Priorities 

So far in this discussion we have described the results of our study and put them 

into the context of their impacts on unemployed people and have provided an alternative 

 

 

16 This number can be lower under special circumstances but was the benchmark at the time of 

writing.  As we will discuss in a later section, in the New Employment Services Model that began on 
July 1, 2022, a point-based system will replace the requirement for 20 job applications. 
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perspective on the assumptions that underpin the system.  In the following discussion, we 

will consider our results in the broader context of the system and the consequences of the 

inherent conflicts we observe in the system for both ESPs and their jobseeker clients.    

Economics versus Human Services 

There is an argument to be made that the employment services system is at the 

nexus between two divergent points; namely the rationale of economics, with its 

assumptions about human behaviour and labour markets on the one hand, and on the 

other, social/human services, the intention of which is to support a diverse group of 

individuals who are unable to secure ongoing employment.  As we will discuss further, it is 

our contention that this divergence represents a point of significant conflict which has 

implications for how the system operates, with consequences for both ESPs and 

jobseekers. 

In economics, particularly macro-economics, variables are typically considered in 

terms of their collective or summative nature, that is, they are aggregate variables, for 

example, Gross Domestic Product, which measures the total output of an economy.  

Employment is similarly considered in aggregate terms, as ‘total labour market’, with 

unemployment construed as a simple ratio of the number of unemployed people to the total 

available ‘supply’ of labour.  The demand for labour is also described in aggregate terms, 

using complex formulae to forecast trends, predicting the types of jobs that will emerge (and 

which may decline) in various sectors across time.  Aggregate demand calculations can be 

based on variously grounded theories of how markets operate, or sometimes simpler 

observations of how many job vacancies can be viewed on an online job board and how 

many were added last month.  Through this lens, unemployment is thus a matter of 

numbers, with the aim being to reduce them by whatever means are necessary.  

By contrast, however, being unemployed and searching for work is a very singular 

and deeply personal human experience.  An individual must put themselves forward for 

intense scrutiny, sometimes over a lengthy period, in their pursuit to find a match between 
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their personal attributes and the skills and experience they have to offer and those of the 

varied employers looking to hire.  In addition, in the context of this study, to meet their 

mutual obligation requirements, an unemployed person must put themselves forward for an 

arbitrarily derived, significant number of jobs each month; jobs which, as our participants 

describe, due to illness or incapacity, they often have no realistic prospect of attaining and 

no chance of sustaining if successful.  They are also required to apply for any job, 

regardless of its nature, to avoid losing income support and their means of survival.  When 

faced with the reality that, for whatever reason, an individual’s personal attributes, skills and 

experiences are of no value or interest to employers, the understandable pain of 

unsuccessful job search is experienced.  As participants of our study shared, applying for 

numerous jobs and fielding rejections – or worse, frequently receiving no response or 

feedback at all – gives rise to the experience of shame and despair, of trying hard but losing 

hope, and of frustration, financial struggle and declining mental health.  These descriptions 

of the experience of unemployment are common in the literature, but as our study 

demonstrates, are not the result of unsuccessful job search per se but the consequences of 

the mandatory engagement of participants with the employment services system itself.  

Therefore, if the solution to the problem of unemployed people needing help to find 

work is the current employment services system, then our study shows that there is indeed 

another problem: the system that has been designed to help its citizens, is actually doing 

them harm.   

The Consequences for Jobseekers 

When recounting the experiences of their engagements with ESPs, many of our 

study’s participants reported feeling that they were patronised or dismissed, and that they, 

and their time and resources, were unimportant in comparison to the ECs work obligations 

and responsibilities.  For example, some participants recalled ECs not calling at arranged 

times, and being sanctioned for not answering a phone call when it was made hours later 

than arranged.  Jobseekers were quite understandably annoyed at what they saw as a lack 



233 
 

 
 

   

of respect for them as individuals.  Participants also noted that expressing any annoyance 

or frustration about the way they were treated in appointments could (and had) resulted in 

sanctions and payments being stopped.   

However, we might also have some sympathy for the plight of the EC.  At the time of 

the study, Covid-19 was raging and the sector had experienced a doubling of people on 

income support resulting in ESPs likely feeling significant operational pressures.  Whilst the 

operational demands of the Covid-19 period are likely to have exacerbated the challenges 

for organisations and ECs alike, as participants in our study reported, jobseekers also 

experienced frequent replacements of ECs, some observing that the incoming ECs were 

poorly qualified or new to the job.  This problem of high staff turnover in ESPs is a well-

known issue and has existed over many years, with Lewis et al., (2016) finding nearly one 

third of ECs had only been with their employer (the ESP) for less than one year.  Given it is 

a human services role, one might expect that people who had an interest in helping others 

might be attracted to these roles.  Yet, as we have described, ECs have a dual (and 

arguably conflicting) role of employment guidance and the monitoring (and sanctioning) of 

mutual obligation requirements, one which could plausibly explain the previously described 

threats some report experiencing from jobseekers.  In addition, driven by the remuneration 

structure of the contract for services with the government, they are also required to meet 

organisationally set performance targets, that is, to ensure sufficient number of jobseekers 

find and keep a job, and it’s likely that a failure to meet these key performance indicators 

would contribute to feelings of job insecurity.  Accordingly, we speculate that the inherent 

tensions in the role are a contributing factor in these very high turnover rates.   

Whilst one might assume the high staff turnover rates are a significant problem for 

ESPs (as they are in most organisations), our study also found evidence that poor staff 

continuity and a perceived lack of capability had flow-on effect to jobseekers.  Participants 

reported that their appointments were not only ‘box ticking’ compliance events but were 

also highly disorganised, unproductive and unhelpful experiences.  Furthermore, when 
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jobseekers felt that their EC was not sufficiently experienced to usefully assist them, that 

engagement with ECs was purposeless and a waste of their time, or they had to endure 

frequent staff changes, jobseekers’ competence and relatedness needs were frustrated 

with consequential negative impacts on their mental health and their job search intentions.  

Thus, from these experiences, our study also offers evidence that the degree to which 

ESPs are able to effectively organise their human and operational resources can have a 

direct impact on jobseekers.   

Drivers of Organisational Behaviour 

As many critics of the employment services system (previously described) have 

concluded, the system operates as a quasi-market whereby the government purports to 

purchase services from ESPs ‘on behalf of’ the unemployed person, and that it stands in 

stark contrast with a traditional (or true) market arrangement in which the jobseeker’s wants 

and needs (as the customer) would determine what services were of value to them and for 

what they would pay.  In reality, the client or customer of the ESP is the government, not 

the unemployed person and, as we have also previously described, the government’s 

wants and needs as a customer are to have unemployed people exit the income support 

system as quickly as possible.  

Consequently, the policy that manifests as the contract for services between the 

government and ESPs is designed to reward (and punish) the organisational behaviours of 

ESPs which achieve (or fail to achieve) this objective.  ESPs are remunerated based on 

how quickly they can place an unemployed person into a job, any job, and whilst the 

structure attempts to reward ESPs if a jobseeker sustains that employment, the initial 

placement is the priority.  In other words, ESPs are not remunerated by the government 

according to how well, or poorly, jobseekers fare in their engagement with any ESP, nor are 

they rewarded for placing an unemployed person into a role in which they are well-suited 

and hopeful of being able to sustain.  In practice, this means that there are inherent 

disincentives (or at least an absence of positive incentives) for ESPs to allocate their 
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organisational resources (both financial and human) to processes or activities not aligned to 

fulfilling their contractual obligations even though for many ESPs, the results of our study 

provide evidence the mental health of their clients is being adversely affected.  

For example, from our study’s findings, we would be justified in arguing that the 

mental health of unemployed people would be better served if ESPs sought to improve the 

nature of the interpersonal relationships ECs had with jobseekers.  Based on SDT research 

in education, this might be achieved by way of a professional development program to train 

ECs in how they could interact with jobseekers using a need supportive motivating style 

and/or reducing or eliminating ECs need thwarting behaviours.  It would also be suggested 

that the potential for positive results from this training would be enhanced through an 

aligned recruitment strategy which selected ECs who were more likely to have the capacity 

(and beliefs) to be need supportive in their engagements.  

Of course, other organisational drivers must also be taken into consideration when 

considering the likely success of such an approach.  For example, ECs have reported that 

they are heavily influenced by ‘numerical targets’, and by the attention paid by their 

employer to the income they generated though job placements (Lewis et al., 2016; 

O'Sullivan et al., 2021).  In addition, anecdotal evidence suggests that the remuneration 

package of ECs in some ESPs includes financial incentives for ECs based on a jobseeker 

gaining and sustaining a job over a 4, 8 or 12 week period, and the employability level (the 

‘stream’) of the unemployed person. Thus, taking these drivers of organisational behaviour 

into account, one might expect that recruitment and training initiatives alone may be 

insufficient to change the behaviour of ECs.  

Despite many ESPs in the sector being mission-based not-for-profits, they are 

nevertheless still corporate entities which must maintain a level of viability and 

sustainability.  Likewise, for the increasing number of large, for-profit ESPs, the financial 

imperative is strong and therefore they are unlikely to modify these organisational drivers 

without a change to the outcomes upon which they are not only remunerated but the means 
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by which their performance is assessed, which has implications for the renewal of their 

contracts for service with the government.  Thus, a key recommendation for policy change 

is the inclusion of a mental health outcome for assessing the performance of ESPs; a 

measure which would distinguish between the acknowledged effects of unemployment on 

mental health and, as we have done, identify the degree to which jobseekers were being 

additionally adversely impacted by engagement with the ESPs themselves. 

The Reality of Job Brokerage  

Another important finding emerging from this study, in particular through the 

qualitative data analysis, was the evident disconnect between what the government expects 

ESPs will offer jobseekers, what ESPs advertise they will offer and what is actually 

delivered.  As we described, the government provides a set of guidelines about what it 

wants to be delivered to jobseekers in its tender for services (the Service Guarantee), and 

ESPs submit a Service Delivery Plan which describes those services.  ESPs make the 

claim that in addition to helping their unemployed clients in a general sense (such as 

assistance in the recruitment process with resumé writing and the like), they also have the 

capacity to make connections between jobseekers and employers to secure actual jobs.  

We described this in an earlier chapter (as the sector does) in terms of a ‘job brokerage’ 

function.  

Evidence from our study suggests that whilst it might be an intention, or even a 

contractual requirement of ESPs to offer this service, the reality experienced by jobseekers 

is that these connections are simply not made.  Many participants told us they had never 

had any help from ESPs in finding a suitable job, one even remarking they had been told it 

wasn’t the job of the EC to do so.  Yet, as was shown in a sample of promotions on the 

websites of a number of ESPs these claims were (and are) being made.  In any other 

commercial environment, when a business makes promises about services which it fails to 

deliver, the customer can draw upon the protections of consumer law concerning refunds 

and reparation, or even complain in order to correct false and misleading advertising.  Of 
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course, the nature of this quasi-market means that jobseekers have no similar right to 

complain about the services that are advertised but not delivered.    

It can be argued that the contradictions between the expectation that they will 

receive practical assistance to find work and the reality that the system is simply not 

designed to prioritise delivering that assistance, is the source of a substantial amount of the 

distress experienced by jobseekers.  The comments participants made in our study paint a 

picture of people who come into the system expecting the assistance advertised by ESPs 

only to find that the service is, in their words, ‘a box ticking exercise’ with little substantive 

help available to them.  These are the experiences that are likely to have triggered the 

frustration of our participants’ needs for competence and relatedness; feeling that they 

couldn’t get the help they needed and were being left to their own devices, alone and 

abandoned, while simultaneously being threatened with the withdrawal of income support 

for not meeting sometimes onerous job search and engagement requirements.  Considered 

in this way, our findings that the mental health of jobseekers is adversely affected by their 

engagement with this system, we suggest, is unsurprising.   

Here again we find a further inherent conflict in the system that is rarely 

acknowledged: the matter of whether it is, indeed, possible for ESPs to help the hundreds 

of thousands of people currently receiving income support to actually secure a job at all, 

and in particular, one they can sustain.  This is where we move to a discussion about macro 

level issues, about the notion of a labour market and a match (or mismatch) of the demand 

for labour (available jobs) and its supply (unemployed people).   

Structural Unemployment and Punishing the Unemployed 

In describing the mismatch between what an individual has to offer the labour 

market and what the labour market wants, we are referring to what economists refer to as 

‘structural unemployment’ (Reserve Bank of Australia, 2021).  Again, this economic 

construct is typically described in aggregate terms, an observation or characteristic of the 

total labour market, and one that is usually left for ‘the market’ to solve.  Occasionally, 
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however, governments might create policies or interventions to address a specific gap, for 

example, we might imagine some emanating from the current public discussions about how 

to transition workers in fossil fuel generated power industries to other jobs in the future.  

We propose that this notion of structural unemployment could also be useful in the 

context of a mismatch at the individual level.  As we have previously described, when an 

individual fails to secure employment, the problem is typically cast as a deficiency of the 

individual to meet the standards of the available jobs and therefore the solution is for the 

person to ‘improve their employability’ to meet the demands of the job market.  This is the 

‘work first’ approach, to provide training that will breach the gap between an unemployed 

worker and a job.  In many instances, this is quite a logical and useful approach.  If there 

are lots of truck driving jobs, or jobs as a barista available, increasing a person’s 

employability would likely be enhanced by acquiring a truck license or completing training in 

how to make coffee.  The reality, however, is that participants in our study commented that 

the training offered to them was unhelpful, generic and unrelated to available jobs, or 

sometimes simply not available.  Moreover, they reported that securing a job was not only a 

function of having, or gaining some qualification, but also employers’ preferences for a 

minimum level of experience.  Consequently, they felt that gaining a certificate was likely to 

add little value to their prospects.  

Our qualitative analysis found ample evidence of the mismatch between what our 

participants had to offer as employees and what the market wanted in an employee.  Some 

reported that they were deemed to be ‘over-qualified’ for the roles they were applying for, 

whereas for others, the jobs required qualifications or a level of experience they didn’t have.  

Some participants also reported that their capacity to work was limited by their mental or 

physical health.  For many, being a mature age worker was cited as a significant barrier to 

job search success and consequentially, to feelings of frustration and despondency at what 

they described as unacknowledged age discrimination.  Notably, participants reported they 

had experienced age as a barrier as early as when in their 40’s. 
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Whilst it might be argued that some ‘employability’ deficits, or mismatches between 

the individuals skills and attributes of the individual and the available job market of the day 

represent an opportunity for the type of training discussed above, the reality is that many of 

the mismatches are not readily or easily solved.  One cannot make oneself younger, or gain 

five years’ experience overnight, and physical or mental health challenges cannot be 

wished away.  For some people, the reality is that the labour market simply does not, or will 

not, see their value as an employee, and punishing them for this with threats and sanctions 

considered unconscionable.   

The View from Employment Services    

The corollary of our earlier proposition that ESPs are at the nexus between 

government and jobseekers is that ESPs and their ECs are simply executing the contract 

as determined by the government’s policy; that they are ‘caught in the middle’ and that, 

even if they wanted to, lack the necessary agency to change the nature of the services they 

provide.  This could be further rationalised on the basis of the imperative to operate a 

commercially profitable (or at least financially sustainable) organisation to meet the 

demands and obligations of their shareholders, members and staff; in effect, that they are 

driven by the remuneration structure set by the government.  Some might have sympathy 

with this view because, after all, ESPs did not design the market-driven system in which 

they operate, and for the many mission-driven ESPs, they are compelled to participate in 

order to help vulnerable people find jobs. 

Despite the concerning findings of our study and the challenges to making 

improvements in the light of the inherent policy conflicts, in the next section we will suggest 

that some in the employment services sector are seeking changes which are consistent 

with the notion of psychological need support. 
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The Aspiration of Employment Services Providers 

In 2018, the Australian government published a discussion paper called The Next 

Generation of Employment Services (Australian Goverment, 2018b) and sought input from 

the sector on a number of proposals, a process which was a precursor to the changes that 

would be made in the next contract for services which was due to begin in 202017.  

Responses to the paper were comprehensive but the most common stakeholder suggestion 

was to ‘work from a strengths-based, person-centred approach’ (The Qualitative Research 

Unit, 2018, p. 9).  The notion of a person-centred, or client centred, approach emanates 

from the work of psychologist Carl Rogers in the 1940s and 1950s, who held the view that 

humans have an innate capacity to solve their own problems when provided with supportive 

conditions to do so (Rogers, 1949).  In practice, this means a style of counselling which is 

non-directive, empathetic, and built on acceptance of, and high regard for, the other person 

(Crisp, 2015).  Rogers viewed this approach less as a technique or process to be followed, 

rather an ‘attitudinal orientation’ of the person in the role of counsellor (Rogers, 1949).  As 

Chan (2015) explains, the approach is therefore relevant not only to professionally trained 

counsellors and psychotherapists but to any role in which one person is a socialising agent 

for another, attempting to help them navigate life’s challenges and make positive changes 

in their life; a characterisation that could apply to the role of an EC.  Notably, the person-

centred approach has been applied in the comparable context of vocational rehabilitation 

(Chan, 2015; Crisp, 2011, 2015) yet not to employment services in Australia.  Thus, in 

calling for a person-centred approach the sector may have, at best, been suggesting that 

relatedness support should be incorporated into the design of the new system, or, at worst, 

 

 

17 Shortly after the re-election of the Morrison Government in 2019, the jobactive contract was 

extended for a further two years.  The new contract called ‘Workforce Australia’ began on July 1 
2022. 
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reflecting an expectation that relatedness thwarting was likely to be experienced in the 

employment services system.   

In this study, we have found compelling evidence to support this conclusion; that is, 

experiencing a feeling of relatedness between jobseekers and their ECs really does matter, 

and that when it is thwarted, there are consequences for mental health.  In our quantitative 

analysis we found evidence that when jobseekers felt someone cared about them and their 

situation, and related to them as an individual, their well-being improved and ill-being 

diminished.  Conversely, when jobseekers felt nobody cared, and they felt they had been 

abandoned, and left to fend for themselves, we found adverse effects on their mental 

health, with ill-being increasing and well-being decreasing.  These results were also 

strongly supported in the qualitative data, with many participants commenting that ‘they [the 

ECs] don’t care’, further observing that it was a one-size fits all system that didn’t 

accommodate their individual circumstances. 

The results of our study, therefore, should provide welcome support to the 

proponents of changes to the policy, but as we will discuss in the next section, also have 

relevance for the most recent iteration of the employment services system.   

The New Employment Services Model 

Of relevance to the general discussion in this chapter and the implications of our 

study for policy and practice, is the New Employment Services Model18.  The model was 

being designed and trialled during the course of our study and was subsequently 

implemented on July 1, 2022.  It might be noted that the following does not reflect an 

exhaustive account of the new model. Rather we will describe several of the changes that 

 

 

18 In the new model, ESPs are referred to under the umbrella brand of Workforce Australia (instead 

of jobactive) providers.  The new model is administered by the Department of Employment, Skills 
and Education. 
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have been made and provide a discussion on the implications of our findings for the 

execution of the new model in the future. 

Point-based Job Search Activity Requirements  

One of the changes to be made in the new system is that a points-based system will 

replace the required benchmark of 20 job applications, the government’s website 

acknowledging that ‘Finding a job is about more than just submitting job applications. The 

points system recognises other tasks and activities that help you find a job’ (Workforce 

Australia, 2022), and jobseekers are given the opportunity to select from a range of 

activities they think will best serve their needs.  Given our discussion about the 

consequences of high, prescribed job application numbers and its role as the single 

measure of job search effort, this change could be seen as a welcome improvement.   

In addition, from the perspective of SDT, providing unemployed people with choice 

about what activities they choose to do could be perceived as being supportive of their 

autonomy, which, as we have previously described would be predictive of need satisfaction 

and more optimal motivational and well-being outcomes.  However, although we would 

agree this is also an improvement, our study found that it was predominantly the frustration 

of the needs for relatedness and competence which explained the negative impacts of 

engagement with the system on the mental health of jobseekers and this, therefore, may 

continue to be an unresolved issue. 

It is noted that this points-based system is still a part of the compliance framework 

and its regime of financial sanctions, and that failing to meet one’s points target, regardless 

of how it was constructed, will result in payment cessation.  It will be interesting, therefore, 

for future research to examine whether providing jobseekers with some autonomy negates 

or mitigates the impact that sanctions have been shown to cause, and furthermore, whether 

autonomy will assist in inoculating jobseekers against the frustration of the psychological 

needs for relatedness and competence.   
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Online Employment Services 

The second area of interest is that the new model moves those jobseekers who 

would be deemed ‘job ready’ (current Stream A) away from direct contact with ESPs and 

their ECs to a completely online engagement with the system, known as ‘digital services’.  

Given the findings of our study that engagement with ECs has the potential to adversely 

impact the mental health of unemployed people when their need for relatedness and 

competence was frustrated, this might seem like a potential improvement for jobseekers.   

However, it was also the case that when jobseekers’ need for relatedness was satisfied in 

their engagement with ECs, there were positive benefits for their mental health and 

therefore, it is recommended that the online service should consider how positive support 

might be offered to unemployed people via alternative means. 

In addition, as previously described, competence needs can also be readily 

thwarted in an online environment and thus may have consequences for both the mental 

health and job search intentions of unemployed people.  Accordingly, we would recommend 

that future research on the evaluation of the new program would be served by taking a SDT 

perspective and examining the degree to which the online experience satisfies or frustrates 

the jobseekers’ three psychological needs.   

Enhanced Services 

Whilst Stream A participants will be moved to an online engagement with the 

system, those in Stream C, and some of those in Stream B who are assessed as being at 

risk of longer-term unemployment, will be moved to what is described as ‘Enhanced 

Services’.  This service is purported to be a case management model, a description which 

usually connotes an individual and more intensive, person-centred engagement.  Again, 

considering the findings of our study and the descriptions of the perceived capabilities of 

ECs described by our participants, we might also consider how such a case management 

function could be effectively delivered without significant changes to the way ESPs prioritise 

their organisational resource allocation; in other words, that the quality of this engagement 
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with jobseekers will be dependent on whether ESPs can effectively redesign the role of the 

EC so that it is more likely to meet the needs of both the EC and the jobseeker.  For 

example, ESPs might consider how ECs can be provided with sufficient time to carry out 

their tasks and ensure that the demands of their role are tolerable (Parker et al., 2017), that 

is, they are less likely to feel conflicted in their role and, as a consequence, more likely to 

be able to deliver both the practical assistance and empathetic engagement that jobseekers 

require. 

However, some observers have noted that the emphasis of Enhanced Services 

remains on the delivery of employability coaching and on job placement brokerage rather 

taking a longer-term approach (Casey, 2022).  In our study, we described in detail the 

nature of these functions, and participants recounted their experiences of the delivery of 

these services, citing many deficits.  In this discussion, we also argued that an employability 

improvement approach did not necessarily address the mismatch between jobs and the 

individual unemployed person, particularly for mature aged workers, and therefore it is 

difficult to see how this key issue has been addressed in the new model.    

In addition, the reader may recall that despite the claims of ESPs to connect 

jobseekers with jobs and jobseekers’ experience, participants reported that these 

connections were not forthcoming.  Therefore, the degree of success of this rearrangement 

of services may depend upon the ESPs’ capacity to create viable connections with 

employers, which in itself depends upon employers’ willingness to consider employing 

people who may have been unemployed for some time, be over-qualified, or be of mature 

age.  

Reconsidering Employment Services 

In the context of this study, we argue that, at the macro level, the social structure (or 

social institution) that ultimately influences the behaviour of both ECs and jobseekers is the 

government and its relevant public service departments.  These structures have created a 

social welfare policy which is based on a set of assumptions about human behaviour, in 
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essence, the behaviourist perspective of ‘carrots and sticks’ and the employment services 

system similarly reflects this structure.  In its continued and increasing adherence to these 

assumptions about human behaviour, we have argued that the espoused goals of the 

system are conflicted and, therefore many of its functions rendered fundamentally 

incompatible, for example, the dual role of ECs as compliance officers and employment 

guidance counsellors.  The consequence of this conclusion is that without a fundamental 

shift in the foundational assumptions of this system, there may be little likelihood of 

changes to the outcomes measured.  In other words, without policy amendments, the 

mental health of jobseekers will continue to be adversely affected. 

As it is inconceivable that a social support system could be allowed to continue to 

adversely impact the mental health of unemployed people policy change must therefore be 

a priority.  For whether a person does or does not find a job, and for however long it takes, 

the guiding principle of the system must surely be to first, do no harm.  

While we strongly encourage policy makers to address the fundamental issues we 

have observed, we also submit that, as organisations, ESPs themselves have the 

opportunity to influence behaviour differently.  For, as we have discussed in this thesis, 

social contexts exist not only at the macro level where policy is created, but also at the 

meso (organisational) level, following down to the micro level in the interpersonal 

interactions between ECs and jobseekers which have been at the heart of this study.  From 

this perspective, our study provides some evidence of the capacity to create positive 

outcomes regardless of, or perhaps in spite of, the current settings.  For example, although 

our study found that, overall, need thwarting interactions were prominent in employment 

services and produced adverse outcomes, we also found that when interactions between 

ECs and jobseekers were supportive of the need for relatedness, positive outcomes for 

mental health occurred.  In light of the consequences of the alternative, that is, need 

thwarting, we contend it is critical that ESPs consider how organisational strategies and 

resources can be realigned to support rather than thwart psychological needs .   
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In offering these observations to ESPs, particularly those that are mission-based, 

we infer a requirement to challenge the inevitability of ‘mission drift’ and the notion that their 

contractual obligations necessarily dictate the type of organisational behaviours that are 

experienced as need thwarting by their jobseeker clients.  ESPs could contest the validity of 

the system’s inherent assumptions about human motivation we have described and 

instead, at the meso and micro levels, create the conditions in which psychological needs 

are supported for both ECs and jobseeker, with high quality motivation a natural 

consequence.  Given the high turnover rates of ECs in ESPs, we propose that redesigning 

the role of the EC, even within the current contractual constraints, could offer an improved 

work experience for their frontline workers, with positive flow-on effects for the mental 

health and motivation of their jobseeker clients.  In addition, we also submit that in taking up 

the challenge to create more need supportive engagements in the more intensive 

Enhanced Services model, ESPs could deliver sound, evidence-based employment 

guidance practices, choosing to challenge the ‘work first’ premise and embrace one in 

which both jobseeker capability and well-being were embedded outcomes (Whelan et al., 

2021).   

Finally, in examining employment services from a new perspective in this study, we 

hoped to provide an expanded account of plausible explanations for our results, and, in 

positioning them within this critical framework, meet our objective of contributing to the 

discourse on improving the employment services system with recommendations for 

change.     

Theoretical Implications 

This thesis makes a number of important practical, theoretical, empirical and 

methodological contributions to our understanding of the impacts of the mandatory 

employment services system on the mental health and job search behaviour of unemployed 

people.   
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Self-determination Theory  

This thesis makes a contribution to the SDT body of knowledge in several ways.  To 

our knowledge, this is the first study using a model which simultaneously tested both need 

support and need thwarting as antecedents, respectively, of psychological need satisfaction 

and frustration in a mediation model with parallel pathways.  Furthermore, the SDT model 

was tested in the context of Australian employment services, a new environment for the 

application of SDT. 

Our results were both supportive of, and in contrast with, past SDT studies thus 

providing useful insights for future SDT research.  The results were largely supportive of 

core tenets of SDT, that is, the satisfaction and frustration of competence and of 

relatedness (respectively) predicted well-being and ill-being outcomes.  Unexpectedly, 

however, neither autonomy satisfaction nor autonomy frustration played a role in the mental 

health outcomes in this study and it is interesting to consider why this might be so.  One 

potential explanation is that there might be some hierarchical aspect to the satisfaction and 

frustration of psychological needs in particular contexts.  For example, we might make a 

comparison with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs framework (Maslow, 1943), in which the 

physiological needs (air, water, food, shelter etc) and safety (security for self and family, 

employment, health and property) were met before the psychological needs of belonging, 

esteem and self-actualization were sought.  In the case of SDTs psychological needs, it 

may be the case that when a person is (or becomes) unemployed, autonomy is less salient 

than competence, which is likely to be challenged or in question by the situation itself.  

Similarly, given the social stigma, the ostracism and the deprivation experienced during 

periods of unemployment, it also seems plausible that the need to feel more connected (or 

less disconnected) and valued as an individual would be a more pressing need than having 

the volition to choose job search activities or job-related goals more broadly. 

It might also be the case that the nature of need satisfaction and frustration is more 

synergistic than separable in this particular context and therefore the statistical separation 
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of the needs in this study was problematic in itself.  There is some evidence of this when 

considering the total indirect influence of a need thwarting environment on jobseeker well-

being.  Whilst the indirect effects via autonomy satisfaction and autonomy frustration were 

non-significant, the combined indirect effects for all four variables explained a large, 

negative effect on jobseeker well-being.  That is, the more the interactions between ECs 

and jobseekers were experienced as thwarting the three psychological needs, the greater 

was the adverse impact on well-being.   

The study of need support and need thwarting as parallel pathways also represents 

a contribution to SDT research as we found that need thwarting was, overall, a much 

stronger predictor of the outcomes variables than was need support.  Thus, SDT research 

could be well served by including both pathways in the design of future studies to capture 

whether need thwarting (as distinct from low need support) might better predict some 

outcomes.  In addition, such enquiry might also explore whether need support and need 

thwarting are more salient in particular contexts.  For example, in contexts that we might 

construe as more need thwarting, such as a prison, is need thwarting/frustration any more, 

or any less, likely to predict negative outcomes (e.g., ill-being) than need 

support/satisfaction would be likely to predict positive outcomes (e.g., well-being)? 

This study also highlights some additional opportunities for future research, for 

despite the theoretical importance of the social context in SDT, studies have been typically 

focused on interactions at the micro level without a broader consideration of how the meso 

and macro contexts might influence behaviour at the ‘level’ below.  As previously described, 

two studies in the education domain which have shown relevance of the broader social 

context, with teachers’ interpersonal behaviour toward students’ becoming more controlling 

when they felt they were under administrative and performance pressures (Pelletier et al., 

2002; Pelletier & Sharp, 2009).  Taken one step further (or to the level ‘above), future 

research might investigate whether the policies or values directing (or guiding) particular 

education systems might also differentially influence the behaviour of individuals operating 
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within it; for example, between the public and private school systems, or those with cultural 

or religious affiliations.  Similarly, the influence of controlling behaviours might also be 

examined simultaneously and at the level of various individuals, from those making policy at 

the macro level, through implementing it at the organisational (meso) level, and those at the 

frontline (the teachers and teaching assistants).  

Future research might not only address this gap in terms of this ‘trickle down’ effect 

but also whether differences are related to the nature of the pressures – or controls – being 

experienced.  Studies could examine the degree to which remuneration and pay-for-

performance structures influence the motivating styles of those in leadership positions, not 

only in traditionally incentivised domains such as sales but also in other similarly 

government funded sectors. Thus, we submit that taking a multi-level view of the social 

context in which research is conducted offers a rich area of discovery for future SDT 

studies. 

Finally, this study represents a methodology that is not often used in SDT studies: 

the combination of quantitative and qualitative data to answer a single research question, 

and therefore makes a further contribution to SDT scholarship.  To recommend this 

approach, we assert that the incorporation of the voices of jobseekers into the study 

brought both a degree of confirmation of the quantitative analysis but also additional 

insights that would not have been otherwise found.  For example, the substantive impact of 

being a mature age jobseeker was not identifiable in the quantitative model yet was clearly 

an issue of concern for many of the study’s participants.  A plausible explanation for this is 

that their age wasn’t necessarily a negative factor for jobseekers in their engagement with 

ECs, and therefore was not highly correlated with our study’s independent variables but 

was, nevertheless an issue that was top of mind when considering their broader 

experiences of job search and their unsuccessful job search efforts.  Similarly, the 

qualitative findings revealed the deep frustration that employers rarely responded to their 

job applications, with some commenting that even after an interview, they were not 
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provided with feedback.  Thus, the inclusion of qualitative data can be seen to add to the 

contribution without undermining the veracity of the scientific method employed in the 

quantitative analysis.  Accordingly, we submit that future SDT studies may benefit from the 

inclusion of qualitative data analysis. 

The Reemployment Literature 

To our knowledge, this is the first Australian study, and one of only a few 

internationally, that has used a contemporary psychological theory to examine the impacts 

of mandatory reemployment interventions on the mental health and job search behaviour of 

program participants.  Historically, research on these types of programs has emanated from 

the domain of labour market economics and is typically focused on the assessment of their 

effectiveness, and, in particular, the effectiveness of sanctions to increase exits from the 

system and reduce the unemployment period.  In examining the experience of jobseekers 

in the context of a system in which a rigorous sanctions regime is embedded, this study 

provides an alternative outcome variable worthy of consideration in the labour market 

economics literature, namely the economic cost of adverse mental health impacts which 

appear to emanate from these types of programs. 

Our study also contributes to the research stream concerned with unemployment 

from the perspective of job search. Whilst this body of knowledge has examined the many 

antecedent variables of job search behaviour and the psychological impacts of job search, 

few, if any, studies have examined how participation in a reemployment intervention could 

itself influence both the behaviour and mental health of its participants.  In addition, our 

study answers the call of eminent scholars to take a multi-disciplinary approach to the job 

search research (Manroop & Richardson, 2016) by applying a contemporary psychological 

theory (SDT) to the context of job search and reemployment studies. 

Future research examining the employment services sector might also be well 

served by the use of more innovative data collection methods.  For example, a longitudinal 

diary study with jobseekers could use technology to capture participant responses to their 
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interactions with employment consultants in real time, thus providing a deeper and more 

nuanced understanding of the behaviours that are perceived to be need supportive and 

thwarting by jobseekers.    

Finally, we propose that future studies in the domain of reemployment interventions 

might consider challenging the inherent assumptions we have described in this thesis by 

using different measures to examine the efficacy of the interventions; for example, voluntary 

engagement in the system itself.  However, rather than assuming poor engagement with 

the intervention would reflect adversely on jobseeker motivation to work, it might instead be 

considered a measure of how well the intervention is serving the needs of its participants.   

In other words, that voluntary engagement would measure the degree to which the 

reemployment program supported, or thwarted, the psychological needs of unemployed 

people.  

Public Policy 

In the earlier part of this chapter, we reflected on the results of our study in the 

context of jobactive, the employment services system that was in place at the time of this 

study.  In addition, we also presented some plausible arguments for what drives the system 

and highlighted its inherent conflicts.  We believe our results make a significant contribution 

to the extant body of knowledge by providing an empirically grounded study into the effects 

the mandatory engagement of jobseekers with ECs has on their mental health and job 

search activities; one of only a few studies in the Australian context that has done so.       

In addition, given the government has implemented its new model of service, 

Workforce Australia, our study also provides a valuable benchmark for future research.  It 

provides an objective measure of the impacts that the system, jobactive, had on the mental 

health and job search activities of a sample of unemployed people and therefore, 

represents a yardstick for the evaluation of the new system.  Also, given our study is 

theoretically grounded in SDT, continuing to study employment services through this lens 

might go some way to countering the prevailing assumptions within this system.  That is, 
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rather than starting from the assumption that the job search efforts of an individual reflect 

their motivation to work, we might look instead to understand how the social context itself 

plays a role in both their motivation and their mental health during their job search journey. 

Limitations  

A number of limitations must also be taken into account when considering the 

overall findings of the study.  First, is the sample size in relation to the total population.  

From approximately 16,000 emails and several posts to numerous Facebook groups, our 

final merged dataset contained 422 participant responses, which was disappointingly low.  

As a longitudinal study, it was also expected that attrition rates would be reasonably high 

and they were (although it was interesting to note that the level of attrition declined over the 

course of the study, for example, between survey one and two the attrition rates was 47% 

whereas between surveys four and five it had reduced to 8%).  Consequently, missing data 

across the surveys is also a limitation of the study. 

Based on their own communications with jobseekers, staff from the ESP who had 

sent out the email containing the invitation to participate in the research had warned that 

response rates would likely be low, a fact that was (perhaps unsurprisingly) attributed to 

general jobseeker disengagement with the job search process.  If that assessment has 

validity, then it could be argued that our sample represents people who are more engaged 

in the job search process than those who did not participate.  That might mean that the 

responses in our sample reflected those of individuals who were more frustrated by the 

system than those who did not participate, thereby representing selection bias.  In other 

words, it may be the case that those who chose not to participate are highly satisfied, and 

not frustrated, in their engagement with the employment services system.  It may also be 

the case, however, that the low engagement with the survey was a consequence of being 

so adversely affected by the system that participation was just not possible.  We do know, 

however, that participant demographics indicated that the sample was broadly 

representative of the population of interest. 
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This study also sought to test a causal model, that is, that the experience of need 

support and need thwarting would predict mental health and job search activities via the 

satisfaction or frustration of psychological needs.  We attempted to address the challenge 

of supporting the notion of a causal explanation by ensuring that variables were temporally 

ordered: data for the outcome variables (well-being, ill-being and job search activities) and 

mediator variables (satisfaction and frustration) were collected two weeks after the 

measurement of the independent variables (support and thwarting).  It may also be recalled 

that careful consideration was given to the timing of the surveys in order to accommodate 

the varying requirements for participants to reflect back on previous meetings with ECs, as 

well as on present and future-focused variables.  In addition, we also sought to eliminate 

competing explanations for variance in the outcomes by adapting the measurement scales 

of the independent variables to this specific context and the application of two control 

variables which were found to be correlated with the outcomes. 

It must also be said though that claims of causal explanations are best supported by 

experimental designs in which random assignment and manipulation of the variables of 

interest are possible.  We might also have better tested the degree to which the motivating 

styles of ECs impact the mental health of jobseekers using matched data (EC and 

jobseekers) which was observational rather than self-reported survey data.  However, in 

this field of research, such a study design would be both practically difficult to accomplish 

and, most importantly, would be considered to be highly unethical.  We submit that this 

study makes a contribution within the constraints inherent in this particular context. 

Another limitation of the study were some issues concerning the construct validity 

tests of some of the measurement scale for need satisfaction and frustration, which, as was 

described in detail, did not load onto the two factors as expected.  However, good fit was 

achieved for the alternative four-factor model, and the rationale for the decision to adapt the 

model accordingly was provided.  There were also high correlations between need support 

and thwarting (and to a lesser extent) between need satisfaction and frustration, and future 
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SDT research could examine the degree to which models can accommodate both 

constructs.   

Future studies might also take into account the perspective of ECs, although it was 

noted in some initial attempts in this study to do so, that this might be difficult to achieve 

with several ECs reporting their employment contract prevented them from commenting 

(even anonymously) on their work. 

Thesis Conclusion 

In this study, we have examined the employment services system in Australia from 

the perspective of unemployed people who are mandatorily required to engage in it.  We 

found evidence that this engagement is more likely than not to have adverse negative 

effects on the mental health of unemployed people.  In addition, we found that rather than 

helping them in their job search, participants reported that the system provided no practical 

assistance to them, while our empirical analysis suggested that it was likely to reduce their 

intentions to search for work.   

Yet our study can also be taken as a beacon highlighting what ESPs could do to 

better support the mental health of unemployed people. For despite the constraints 

imposed by their contractual obligations with the government, when ESPs created the 

conditions in which unemployed people felt their ECs genuinely cared about them as a 

person, their well-being was higher and ill-being was lower.  Thus, we argue that whilst 

there is strong evidence to support a call for policy change, we also submit that ESPs could 

better assist and protect their unemployed clients through organisational strategies in which 

need supportive behaviours were embedded and the problem of EC turnover and capability 

addressed.  

In providing this research, we hope it may inform future policy direction and thus 

ensure that unemployed people truly can be assisted in a journey toward meaningful and 

sustainable employment. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Example 1 of Job Brokerage Offering by ESPs 

Example 1 of Job Brokerage Offering by ESPs 
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Appendix B:  Example 2 of Job Brokerage Offering by ESP 

Example 2 of Job Brokerage Offering by ESP  
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Appendix C: Explainer video – link and transcript 

Link to video: https://www.futureofworkinstitute.com.au/navigating-job-search-survey 

 

We’re trying to find out the good, the bad, and the ugly of looking for work - because 

we want to make it great. 

Whether you’re after your dream job or simply looking for one that pays the bills, we 

all know that no one grows up hoping to get stuck in the ‘job search’ process.   

For some people, finding a job can be as simple as being in the right place, at the 

right time.  

For many more though, it can be a real grind – requiring support from people who 

really understand what you’re going through, what you’re looking for in work and how to help 

you get it.  

To improve the job search experience of all Australians, the Future of Work Institute 

at Curtin University is undertaking a research project to understand the experience of looking 

for work – the good, the bad, and the ugly.   

The results of the research will be used to help inform the employment services 

sector, employers, and government about how to create a better individual experience for 

people who are looking for work. 

If that sounds like something you think is worthwhile too, we’d love your help. 

Ready? Then let’s do this!  

To participate, all you need to do is complete a series of online surveys over a 4-

month period.  

You’ll be asked questions about topics such as job search and the application 

process, and how you feel about those experiences. 

Participation is voluntary, all information is totally confidential, and you can withdraw 

at any time.  
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We know that your time is precious, and so are your insights and experiences. We 

really appreciate all of it. 

To get started, simply click on the link that follows. 

e slides 

Explainer video: Sample slides 
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Appendix D: Email to participants from ESPs to their client base 

Email to participants from ESPs to their client base 

 

Dear XXX  

We’d like to hear about the challenges you’ve faced looking for work so we can 

improve the job search journey for everyone.  To say thank you for your time and feedback, 

we’ll enter you into a draw for gift vouchers each time you complete a survey.  

We’re partnering with the Future of Work Institute from Curtin University to make the 

job search journey better. Tell us about the good, the bad and the ugly so we can find out 

what’s working and what needs to change. Your feedback will really make a difference. 

When you fill out the first survey, you’ll be entered into a draw for one of twenty $100 

vouchers to spend at JB Hi Fi, Myer, Bunnings, or another large retailer. For each following 

survey, you’ll also be entered in a draw for one of ten $100 vouchers, and if you complete all 

five surveys, you’ll also be entered into a final draw for one of five $250 gift vouchers.  

Ready? Then let’s do this. 

Once you’ve registered your participation with Curtin University, they will email you 

an invitation to complete one of five short online survey each fortnight.  Each survey will take 

around 10 minutes. Everything you share is confidential, and you can withdraw at any time.  

To get started, or find out more, click here [link to the Qualtrics page] 

We know your time is precious. Don’t worry, we won’t waste it.  

If you’d like to know more about the research, you can get in touch with the Curtin 

Research Team here [link to Jobsearch-Research@curtin.edu.au 

Curtin University Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) has approved this 

study (HRE2020-0551) 

Sign off from Employment Services Provider 
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Appendix E: Social Media Post Examples 

Social Media Post Examples 

 

Are you currently receiving the Jobseeker (Newstart) allowance? Then Curtin 

University wants to hear about your experiences with the employment services system – the 

good, the bad and the ugly – so we can help improve the experience for everyone. 

To thank you for your time, for each survey you complete, we’ll enter you in a draw 

for one of ten vouchers to spend at large retailer of your choice.  Complete all five surveys, 

and you’ll also be entered into a final draw for one of five gift vouchers.    

To watch a short video and get started: 

https://www.futureofworkinstitute.com.au/navigating-job-search-survey 

Or you can get started right now 

https://curtin.au1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_3r34rFPETsuz3EN?t 

Curtin University Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) has approved this 

study (HRE2020-0551) 

 

https://www.futureofworkinstitute.com.au/navigating-job-search-survey
https://curtin.au1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_3r34rFPETsuz3EN?t
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Social Media Post Example 2 

 

 

 

Facebook - Paid Ad 

Headline: On JobSeeker Payment? 

If you're receiving the *JobSeeker/Newstart* allowance, then I'd really like to hear 

about your experiences navigating the employment services (aka Job Network Provider) 

system - the good, the bad and the ugly!  We're hoping that, with your help, our research at 

Curtin Uni might be able to improve the experience for everyone. 
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Of course, we totally get that your focus will be on finding work at the moment, and 

that online surveys take time, and sometimes, just sometimes, it can seem like simply 

answering some questions will do nothing to figure out what works and what doesn’t in the 

grand scheme of things. Trust me, my research team and I have put A LOT of thought into 

that - we know we need to start somewhere and we think this is a solid and important first 

(baby) step. So, we’d be really very grateful if you would say ‘yes’ to being part of it. 

We also get that your time is valuable so to say thanks, for each online survey you 

complete, you’ll be entered into a draw for one of ten vouchers to spend at large retailer of 

your choice. Complete all five surveys, and you’ll also be entered into a final draw for one of 

five gift vouchers. I'd like to tell you the value of the vouchers but our ethics committee won't 

let me (we're doing this by the book!). 

So, whether you’ve just started navigating the system, or you’ve been engaged with 

an Employment Services/ Job Network Provider for a while, if you can get clicking and join 

us, we can get analysing… and you can say you’ve done what you could to help us do what 

we could, to see how to improve the system for everyone. 

Click here to get started: http://bit.ly/JS_Survey 

Or click here if you like video intros: https://bit.ly/JSJVideo 

And in the meantime, all power to you for success in your job search! 

 

Facebook groups post examples 

I am a PhD candidate at Curtin Uni researching the impact of the employment 

services system aka Job Network Providers on people receiving JobSeeker payment. I 

would like to invite your members to participate. More info here: https://bit.ly/JSJVideo 

Hello to you, and thanks for allowing me to join your group - it's great to be here. I'm 

really hoping you can help, and I promise I'm not selling anything! 

I'm a PhD candidate at Curtin Uni, and if you're receiving the *JobSeeker/Newstart* 

allowance, then I'd really like to hear about your experiences navigating the employment 

https://bit.ly/JSJVideo
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services (aka Job Network Provider) system - the good, the bad and the ugly! We're hoping 

that, with your help, our research might be able to improve it for everyone. 

Of course, I totally get that your focus will be on finding work at the moment, and that 

online surveys take time, and sometimes, just sometimes, it can seem like simply answering 

some questions will do nothing to figure out what works and what doesn’t in the grand 

scheme of things. Trust me, my research team and I have put A LOT of thought into that - 

we know we need to start somewhere and we think this is a solid and important first (baby) 

step. So, we’d be really very grateful if you would say ‘yes’ to being part of it. 

 

Sample of Tweets 
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Appendix F: Participant information sheet 

Participant information sheet 

 

What is the Project About?  

In this study, we want to learn about your experiences as a jobseeker, how you feel 

about searching for work, about the support you receive and the challenges you face. We 

hope the results of this research will assist jobseekers in more successfully navigating the 

job search process, and also assist employment services providers in understanding how to 

improve the experiences of the people they support.   

Who is doing the Research? 

This research is being undertaken by the Future of Work Institute at Curtin University, 

Western Australia. It is being led by Prof. Marylène Gagné and a PhD candidate, Ms. Cheryl 

Sykes.  The results of this research project will be used by Cheryl Sykes to obtain a Doctor 

of Philosophy at Curtin University.  The research is funded by the University. 

Why am I being asked to take part and what will I have to do? 

If you are currently unemployed and receive the JobSeeker (Newstart) allowance, 

then we are very interested in learning more about your experiences as you search for work. 

In this study, we will invite you to complete an online survey each fortnight for a 

period of ten weeks. Each survey will take about 15 minutes.  We will ask you to answer 

questions about yourself, your occupation, your job search experiences, your experiences 

with your employment services provider, and how you feel about those experiences.  

Please note that participation is completely voluntary. If you wish to end your 

participation, during a survey you can close down your browser, and you will be able to 

unsubscribe via a link in any of the invitations or reminders we send you.  

There will be no cost to you for taking part in this research. 
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Are there any benefits to being in the research project? 

We hope this research will help us inform the government and employment services 

about how to improve the experiences of jobseekers, and that this will mean jobseekers will 

find the job application processes less frustrating. We also hope this research will help us 

understand how to help job seekers stay positive while they are unemployed and looking for 

work. 

Will I be reimbursed for my time in any way? 

To recognise your time and contribution, for each survey you complete you will be 

entitled to an entry in a draw for gift vouchers.  When you complete the first survey, you will 

be entered into a draw for a $100 gift voucher for a large retailer of your choice, (e.g., Myer, 

JB HiFi, Bunnings). We will randomly draw 20 entries from the pool at 4 weeks, then 10 

entries will be drawn at 6 weeks from the date the initial invitation to participate email was 

sent. 

Draws will continue every 2 weeks until the final surveys are completed. 

You will also be entered into a final draw for a $250 gift voucher from a large retailer 

of your choice for every survey you complete.  There will be 5 x $250 vouchers available in 

the final draw.     

The final draw will take place 14 weeks from the date the initial invitation to 

participate was sent.  

Are there any risks, side-effects, discomforts, or inconveniences from being in 

the research project? 

We have been careful to make sure that the questions will not cause you any 

distress. But, if you feel uncomfortable about any of the questions, you can skip them or 

completely stop. If the questions cause any concerns or upset you, please immediately stop 

completing the survey, and we encourage you to contact Lifeline on 13 11 14. Alternatively, 

please contact your preferred counselling service or General Practitioner. 
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Apart from giving up your time, we do not expect that there will be any risks or 

inconveniences from taking part in this study. 

How will my information be treated and who will have access to it? 

The following people will have access to the information we collect in this research: 

the research team and, in the event of an audit or investigation, staff from the Curtin 

University Office of Research and Development.  Your responses will be treated 

confidentially and will never be reported to any organisation or any person other than 

yourself.  Any information we collect will be treated as confidential and used only in this 

project.  

We will ask you to provide an email address.  This email address will ONLY be used 

for the following purposes: 

• To add you to our participant pool, 

• To contact you when your surveys are ready to be completed with links to the 
surveys, 

• To send you friendly reminders if a survey has not been completed, 

• To match your survey responses up with one another, 

• To contact you if you have had an entry drawn for one of the prizes, and 

• To provide you with tools and resources that we might develop from the 
research 

• To offer you an invitation to voluntarily participate in related research 
projects. 
 

The information collected in this research will be re-identifiable (coded). This means 

that we will collect data that can identify you but will then remove identifying information on 

any data or sample and replace it with a code when we analyse the data. Only the research 

team have access to the code to match your email address if it is necessary to do so.  Any 

information we collect will be treated as confidential and used only in this project unless 

otherwise specified.  

This means the during the survey period, the data we collect will be identifiable. 

However, after all surveys have been completed and final all prize draws into which you 

have been entered drawn, we will remove the email addresses from the data file. Should you 
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wish to withdraw from the project prior to the completion of all surveys, you can unsubscribe 

from the study, which will remove your email from our participant pool. 

Electronic data will be password-protected and hard copy data (including researcher 

notes) will be in locked storage. 

The information we collect in this study will be kept under secure conditions at Curtin 

University for 7 years after the research is published and then it will be destroyed. 

The results of this research may be presented at conferences or published in 

professional journals but because the data is non-identifiable, you cannot be identified in any 

results that are published or presented.  

The following people will have access to the information we collect in this research: 

the research team and, in the event of an audit or investigation, staff from the Curtin 

University Office of Research and Development.  For more information, can contact the 

research team directly via this email: jobsearch-research@curtin.edu.au 

 Once the project is complete, the de-identified data set may be published in an 

online data repository (e.g., the Open Science Framework). Sharing the de-identified data 

allows other researchers from all around the world to investigate the job search experience 

in Australia and is part of a broader global initiative to make access to science more open. 

Will you tell me the results of the research? 

From time to time, we will provide updates on the Future of Work Institute’s LinkedIn 

page and website.  When the research is completed, we will provide information about it on 

these pages. 

Do I have to take part in the research project? 

Taking part in a research project is voluntary. It is your choice to take part or not. You 

do not have to agree if you do not want to. If you decide to take part and then change your 

mind, that is okay, you can withdraw from the project by unsubscribing on the email invitation 

to each survey. 

Who can I contact about the research? 

mailto:jobsearch-research@curtin.edu.au
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Prof Marylène Gagné marylene.gagne@curtin.edu.au +61 8 9266 4825. To contact 

the whole team, you can email: jobsearch-research@curtin.edu.au 

What happens next? 

If you decide to take part in this research, on the next page we will ask you to give 

consent by selecting a checkbox to indicate you have understood the information provided 

here in the participant information statement. 

 

Curtin University Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) has approved this 

study (HREC number HREXXXX-XXXX). Should you wish to discuss the study with 

someone not directly involved, in particular, any matters concerning the conduct of the study 

or your rights as a participant, or you wish to make a confidential complaint, you may contact 

the Ethics Officer on (08) 9266 9223 or the Manager, Research Integrity on (08) 9266 7093 

or email hrec@curtin.edu.au.
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Appendix G: All Items in Need Support and Thwarting Scale 

All Items in Need Support and Thwarting Scale 

Item Code Item  

SupAut1 They give me the opportunity to make my own decisions about which jobs to apply for 

SupAut2 They give me choices about how to develop my Job Plan, such as training/education activities, work experience, job search assistance 

SupAut3 
They consult with me about how I would choose to meet my mutual obligation requirements, e.g., such as applying for a certain number of 
jobs, or undertaking skills training  

SupAut4 When they ask me to do something, they take the time to explain how the activity could be of value to me 

SupAut5 When they ask me to do something, or not do something, they take the time to explain why it is important 

SupAut6  When I ask why I must complete a task, they give me good reasons 

ThwAut1 They don't take the time to ask me about how I could do something, they just tell me I need to do it 

ThwAut2  They use pressuring language, like 'must' and 'have to' when they speak to me 

ThwAut3 They use an authoritarian tone of voice when speaking to me 

ThwAut4 They try to make me feel bad when they are not satisfied with my job search activities 

ThwAut5 They try to motivate me by making me feel guilty for not doing enough to find a job 

ThwAut6  They try to make me feel guilty when I have not been able to all my job search activities 

ThwAut7  They often remind me that my payment could be suspended 

ThwAut8 They often threaten to report me to Centrelink 
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Appendix G (Continued) 

ThwAut9 They sometimes threaten not to help me anymore if I don't do things their way 

SupCom1  They help me develop a clear plan of action to help me get a job 

SupCom2 They give me useful feedback about my skills and abilities 

SupCom3 They give me help that is practical and useful to me 

SupCom4  The job search and training activities they give me are achievable for my level of skills 

ThwCom1 They want me to do training that is irrelevant to my skill needs 

ThwCom2 They recommend that I apply for jobs I know I am not qualified for 

ThwCom3 In meetings, they focus on doing their administrative tasks rather than giving me practical help 

ThwCom4 My Job Plan doesn't consider my needs and goals 

ThwCom5 The advice they give me is not tailored to my situation 

ThwCom6 The goals they set for me are not realistic for my current skill level 

SupRel1  They are open to hearing my opinions and my point of view even when different from theirs 

SupRel2 They take the time to listen to my opinion and point of view when I disagree with them 

SupRel3 They show they understand that sometimes job search is very unpleasant 

SupRel4 They are available to help me when I need them 

SupRel5 They take the time to get to know me 

ThwRel1 They don't know me as a person, I'm just a number to them 

ThwRel2 They only talk to me because it's their job - they don't really care about me as a person 

ThwRel3  They don't understand how hard it is for me to find work 

ThwRel4  They don't try to understand what life is like for me  
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Appendix H: All Items in Need Satisfaction and Need Frustration Scale 

All Items in Need Satisfaction and Need Frustration Scale 

Item 
Code 

Item 

AutSat1  I feel free to conduct job search activities in my own way 

AutSat2 I feel free to decide for myself how to meet my mutual obligation requirements 

AutSat3  I feel like I can pursue my own job search or training goals 

AutFru1  I feel pressured to follow the advice of my Employment Consultant 

AutFru2  The job search or training activities feel like an obligation I have to meet 

AutFru3  I feel like I am forced to follow the directions of my Employment Consultant 

ComSat1  I feel confident that I can do well in all activities needed to secure a job 

ComSat2  I feel capable of doing what needs to be done to get the job I want 

ComSat3  I feel I can handle any job search or training activities competently 

ComFru1  I have serious doubts about whether I can find a job 

ComFru2  I feel incompetent when doing job search activities 

ComFru3  I don't feel competent to do what needs to be done to get a job 

RelSat1  I feel supported by my Employment Consultant 

RelSat2  I feel understood by my Employment Consultant 

RelSat3 I feel that my Employment Consultant really cares about me 

RelFru1  I feel judged by my Employment Consultant 

RelFru2 I feel misunderstood by my Employment Consultant 

RelFru3 I feel that my Employment Consultant is unfriendly towards me 
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Appendix I: Proportion of Missing Data on Need Support and Need Thwarting Items 

Proportion of Missing Data on Need Support and Need Thwarting Items 

 

Item Code N 
Proportion of 

Data Missing 

T1SupAut1 304 0.0% 

T1SupAut2 304 0.0% 

T1SupAut3 303 0.3% 

T1SupAut4 303 0.3% 

T1SupAut5 302 0.7% 

T1SupAut6 303 0.3% 

T1SupCom1 299 1.6% 

T1SupCom2 303 0.3% 

T1SupCom3 302 0.7% 

T1SupCom4 303 0.3% 

T1SupRel1 299 1.6% 

T1SupRel2 297 2.3% 

T1SupRel3 299 1.6% 

T1SupRel4 299 1.6% 

T1SupRel5 299 1.6% 

T1ThwAut1 302 0.7% 

T1ThwAut2 300 1.3% 

T1ThwAut3 302 0.7% 

T1ThwAut4 303 0.3% 

T1ThwAut5 300 1.3% 

T1ThwAut6 303 0.3% 

T1ThwAut7 302 0.7% 

T1ThwAut8 302 0.7% 

T1ThwAut9 303 0.3% 
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T1ThwCom1 299 1.6% 

Appendix I (continued) 

T1ThwCom2 299 1.6% 

T1ThwCom3 297 2.3% 

T1ThwCom4 298 2.0% 

T1ThwCom5 298 2.0% 

T1ThwCom6 297 2.3% 

T1ThwRel1 299 1.6% 

T1ThwRel2 298 2.0% 

T1ThwRel3 298 2.0% 

T1ThwRel4 298 2.0% 
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Appendix J: Proportion of Missing Data on Time 2 Measurement Models 

Proportion of Missing Data on Time 2 Measurement Models 

Item Code N 
Proportion 

of Data Present 

Autonomy Satisfaction and Frustration Items 

T2AutFr1 226 0.44% 

T2AutFr2 227 0.00% 

T2AutFr3 227 0.00% 

T2AutSa1 227 0.00% 

T2AutSa2 227 0.00% 

T2AutSa3 226 0.44% 

T2ComFr1 226 0.44% 

T2ComFr2 227 0.00% 

T2ComFr3 227 0.00% 

T2ComSa1 227 0.00% 

T2ComSa2 226 0.44% 

T2ComSa3 227 0.00% 

T2_RelFru1 226 0.44% 

T2_RelFru2 227 0.00% 

T2_RelFru3 227 0.00% 

T2_RelSat1 226 0.44% 

T2_RelSat2 227 0.00% 

T2_RelSat3 227 0.00% 
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Appendix J (continued) 

Well-being Items 

T2_LifeSat 225 0.88% 

T2_Thr1 224 1.32% 

T2_Thr2 225 0.88% 

Ill-being Items 

T2_IllB1 224 1.32% 

T2_IllB2 224 1.32% 

T2_IllB3 224 1.32% 

T2_IllB4 224 1.32% 

T2_IllB5 224 1.32% 

Voluntary Job Search Activities 

T2JSBAc1CO 222 2.20% 

T2JSBAc2CO 222 2.20% 

T2JSBPr1CO 223 1.76% 

T2JSBPr2CO 223 1.76% 

T2JSBPr3CO 223 1.76% 

T2JSBPr4CO 223 1.76% 
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