The Flexibility
Paradox

Why searching more broadly for work
narrows your prospects—and how we
fix the modern hiring mismatch.

|

Based on the landmark longitudinal study
of 672 jobseekers and the emerging
science of skills-based hiring.




The universal consensus demands
jobseekers ‘cast a wide net’

The logic feels intuitive: More breadth equals more opportunities.
But empirical data proves the exact opposite.
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Casting a wider net actively damages
re-employment prospects

Flexible Job Search Behaviour (FJSB)

Significantly increases
rates of severe
underemployment.

Decreases overall
re-employment
likelihood.

Reduces the total number
of job offers received.

When candidates demonstrate maximum adaptability,
the modern hiring market systematically filters them out.

Source: Vansteenkiste, Verbruggen, & Sels, 2016
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Deconstructing the anatomy
of a flexible search

Pay & Hierarchical Flexibility
Accepting lower wages or a drop in seniority.

Market Reality: Lowest risk to employers, but highest risk of
individual psychological dissatisfaction and relative deprivation.

Skill-Use Flexibility

Pivoting to new competencies or entirely new industries.

Market Reality: Highest barrier to entry. Triggers immediate
rejection from traditional credential-based hiring algorithms.

Commuting Flexibility
Accepting significantly longer travel times.
Market Reality: High correlation to rapid burnout and early turnover.

Policy treats flexibility as a single virtue.

Employers treat it as three distinct liabilities.
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The reality of who actually
searches flexibly

The Jobseeker Motivation Matrix

l | The Myth:
E, The Protean Professional

The Empirical Reality:
The Pushed Searcher

d D
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Profile: Adaptable, self-directed, confident
career-planners.

Assumed Action: Proactively explores new fields
to build a diverse portfolio.
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Data Reality: Individuals with strong career

\planning actually search narrowly and specifically.

Profile: Driven by external pressure and
perceived helplessness.

Actual Drivers: Financial hardship, low re-
employment efficacy (believing the market is
closed), and desperate attempts to escape poor
prior job fit.

y
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Broad searches are rarely a strategic masterplan; they are a
symptom of structural pressure and market pessimism.
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The Dual-Pathway Hiring Collision

Flexible
Applicant

The Effort Pathway: The candidate works harder
and secures initial meetings.

Higher Search More Interviews
Intensity (3=.13) (B=.29)
'@ ) g EIETI
Triggered “Misfit” | . | Imm(eszzﬁggslice_j?;:tlon ht ‘

i Bias in Employers L . Commute: B=-.08) I

The Bias Pathway: The employer's rigid
“Person-Job Fit” heuristic kicks in.

Final Decision:

Total Effect B=-.10

(Negative Job
Offers)

The negative employer bias against non-traditional backgrounds
mathematically overpowers the applicant's increased effort.
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The revolving door of underemployment

5. The Return
Back to
unemployment.

1. The Compromise

Accept substandard role
outside core competency.

4. The Exit

High turnover intentions
and rapid disengagement.

Poor-quality
re-employment
produces wellbeing
| levels only marginally |
\ better than remaining
A\ unemployed.

2. The Waste
Severe skill and pay
underutilization
(Skill =.21, Pay B=.25).

3. The Toll

Relative deprivation and
plummeting wellbeing.
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The Systemic Mismatch

The Push: Activation Policies

Legally mandating jobseekers to disperse,
scatter, and widen their search.

The Wall: Occupational Heuristics & ATS

Psychologically and algorithmically programmed
to reject non-traditional matches.

The flexibility paradox is a bilateral failure. We are legally mandating jobseekers
to act in a way that employers are mathematically programmed to reject.

) Rebuilding the system requires action from both ends (Employers & Policymakers)




Employer Action I: The shift to skills-based selection

Credential-Based Hiring Skills-Based Hiring
D 1 i
: R i
D i
» Requires specific degrees. » Competency-based job descriptions.
« Relies on exact prior job titles. » Work-sample assessments and blind reviews.
 Screens via résumé proxy. * Mapping adjacent skills.

Case Study: Walmart

Removed degree requirements for the majority of corporate roles. Created “either/or” experiential pathways
and invested $1 billion in the Walmart Academy to transition frontline workers into technical roles.
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Employer Action lI: Structured
integration stops the revolving door

: - 6] .
@ Day1: o—) © Day 30: = © Day90:
Learning Q@ Transition ® Formal Fit
Pathways = Sponsorship i) Check-In
Role-specific learning plans Assignment of a mentor from Explicit measurement of
deployed to close identified a non-traditional background skill utilization to prevent
competency gaps. to model adaptation. underemployment.
—& &3 O >
. il
Case Study: Amazon Web Services (AWS) 3aws )
Removed degree requirements for 500+ early-career roles. Partnered directly with community 5
colleges to co-design onboarding curricula, ensuring non-traditional hires have educational oy
support embedded through their first year. %”®
4
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Employer Action Ill: Hacking recruiter
cognition

Occupational Heuristics: The Fixes:
The unconscious assumption

that different backgrounds

e Train recruiters to assess transferability,
mean poor performance.

not just exact title matches.

* Incentivize hiring managers on 12-month
retention outcomes, rather than just
speed-to-fill.

Case Study: Siemens SIEMENS

Built an “adjacent skills” taxonomy. Allowed recruiters to confidently pull talent from entirely different technical
domains (e.g., mechanical to automation) by mapping underlying capability rather than surface-level titles.
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Policy Action I: Precision reorientation

Actionable Directives for Public Services

Stop requiring day- Protect the Help candidates

one diffuse flexibility. | | jobseeker's primary translate flexible
Acknowledge the field in early months. | | skills into
multidimensional Only expand employer-friendly,
risks of broad deliberately if market | | competency-based
searching. Y, signals demand it. p language. y,

Case Study: VDAB Flanders VDAB

7
/ -
Abandoned day-one flexibility mandates. Now utilizes readiness-assessed search strategies, assessing ((
occupational fit and market conditions before recommending a pivot.
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Policy Action Il: Intelligent benefit design

The Cliff Effect

Avoid Cliff Effects: Sudden drop-offs induce panic
and broad, desperate searching. Gradual tapering
provides the breathing room necessary for a focused,
high-quality search.

' The Smooth Ramp

Transitional Wages: Subsidize the pay gap for
career-changers during their early learning curve in a
new industry.

Reward Quality, Not Volume: Condition
unemployment benefits on highly targeted, relevant
applications, rather than the sheer breadth of search.




The Ultimate Fix: Continuous Learning Architectures

 Shift to Embedded Modular

Learning Micro-Credentials

Move from episodic Build a documented,

training triggered by \ transferable portfolio

]doat;I)I/O;rSotv(\)/t ﬁ?ntlnuous Active P, Career \ while still employed.
Employment / / Transition

e —

Internal Mobility

Deploy internal talent
marketplaces for
cross-functional
exposure.

If workers continuously update their skills, the ‘leap’ to a new role becomes a small
step, preventing the mismatch that triggers employer skepticism.




From blind breadth to precision matching

The Old Paradigm: The Wide Net The New Paradigm: The Precision Lens
= Mandated diffuse flexibility = Phased, targeted reorientation

== Strict credential screening 4+ Skills-based architecture

== Reactive desperation == Intelligent benefit design

== The revolving door of underemployment £ Continuous embedded learning

Flexibility is not a substitute for strategic career planning.
Employers must recognize transferable capability, and policymakers must
enable targeted, protected reorientation.

Solving the paradox demands we stop treating breadth of search as an unqualified
virtue, and start treating quality of match as the metric that matters most.




