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Abstract
The idea the boundaryless career has recently permeated the careers literature. 
However, critics have claimed that the concept is fuzzy and difficult to operationalize. 
Moreover, one of the core assumptions, namely the collapse of traditional organizational 
careers allied to increasing mobility across organizational boundaries, has rarely been 
seriously analysed in the careers literature. This article aims to take forward the analysis 
of the boundaryless career concept in two ways. First, we discuss its conceptual and 
operational problems. We argue that the current debate, focused on the permeability of 
organizational boundaries, fails fully to address the complexity of contemporary careers. 
Second, we integrate contributions from labour economics on job stability to argue that 
the assumption of the collapse of the traditional career model is not supported by the 
evidence. In our conclusions, we draw on boundary theory to outline the potential of a 
different approach to the conceptualization of career boundaries.
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Introduction

For some years, there has been considerable interest in the concept of the ‘new’ career 
and in particular in the boundaryless career. Since the idea was introduced to a wider 
audience in the 1990s (Arthur, 1994) the concept has made an important contribution by 
highlighting the limitations of organizational career research and proposing a new 
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perspective for career inquiry (Arthur, 2008). However, despite the widespread assump-
tion that the decline of organizational careers in advanced industrial societies is both inev-
itable, and, for many people, desirable (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996; Cappelli, 1999), little 
systematic evidence that careers have become more boundaryless has been presented. 
Moreover, critics have outlined a number of conceptual and operationalization problems, 
which can partly explain Sullivan and Arthur’s (2006) recently expressed disappointment 
about the amount of empirical work the boundaryless career had stimulated.

Our article contributes to the analysis of the boundaryless career in two ways. First, 
we extend existing critiques of the boundaryless career (see, for example, Arnold and 
Cohen, 2008; Feldman and Ng, 2007; Inkson, 2006; King et al., 2005) through an empha-
sis on an evidence-based approach, reflecting the need for a stronger empirical basis on 
which to evaluate the claims for the emergence of the boundaryless career. Furthermore, 
we argue that the current debate has tended in practice to centre on the permeability of 
organizational boundaries, and in so doing fails to address the complexity of contempo-
rary careers. Second, we integrate contributions from labour economics on job stability 
with careers research to explore how far the core assumption about the emergence of the 
boundaryless career, namely the collapse of the traditional career model, is supported by 
the empirical evidence. Finally, in the conclusion of this article we briefly outline a way 
forward for boundaryless career research, drawing on boundary theory.

Disentangling the boundaryless career
The basis for the boundaryless career echoes the core arguments of recent trendsetting 
literature on globalization, innovation, and corporate strategy, positing the changing 
nature of competitive environments and employment relations (Cappelli et al., 1997). In 
order to survive competitive market turbulence, companies restructured and downsized, 
decentralized, identified and developed core competences (Prahalad and Hamel, 1990), 
and implemented continuous improvement policies and high performance practices 
(Osterman and Burton, 2005).

The boundaryless career is predicated on the assumption that organizations are no longer 
able (or willing) to offer workers job stability and progressive careers in exchange for loy-
alty and commitment (Arthur, 1994; Arthur and Rousseau, 1996). As a result, commentators 
have posited the end of traditional careers, in which individuals follow a progressive path 
towards a pinnacle of power, income, and prestige within an organization, and its replace-
ment by an independent, individually driven, and subjectively assessed career concept 
(Arthur and Rousseau, 1996). Under the new deal, the key concepts are flexibility, network-
ing, marketable skills, and continuous learning, which workers exchange for performance in 
a career that unfolds across organizational boundaries (Sullivan and Arthur, 2006).

The boundaryless career is then the opposite of the organizational career (Arthur and 
Rousseau, 1996). The idea is frequently associated in the literature with physical mobility 
across jobs, functions and organizations, as well as the demise of rigid job structures and 
hierarchical career paths (Arthur, 1994; Briscoe and Hall, 2006; Eby, 2001). The concept 
is, however, broader and richer. Arthur (1994) originally described the boundaryless 
career along six streams of meaning depicting different aspects of permeability of, and 
movement across, organizational boundaries:
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The most prominent [meaning] is when a career, like the stereotypical Silicon Valley career, 
moves across the boundaries of separate employers [italics added]. A second meaning is when 
a career, like that of an academic or a carpenter, draws validation – and marketability – from 
outside the present employer. A third meaning is when a career, like that of a real estate agent, 
is sustained by extra-organizational networks or information. A fourth meaning occurs when 
traditional organizational career boundaries, notably hierarchical reporting and advancement 
principles, are broken. A fifth meaning occurs when a person rejects existing career opportuni-
ties for personal reasons. Perhaps a sixth meaning depends on the interpretation of the career 
actor, who may perceive a boundaryless future regardless of structural constraints. A common 
theme to all these meanings is one of independence from, rather than dependence on, traditional 
organizational principles. (Arthur, 1994: 296)

The richness of the concept, as presented by Arthur, may help account for the 
attraction of the boundaryless career but also contributes to the analytic and opera-
tional challenges it presents. At the same time, the highlighted section in the quote 
from Arthur illustrates the primacy given to organizational boundaries at the heart of 
the concept. Despite this, the core assumption of increasing mobility across organiza-
tional boundaries has rarely been systematically analysed in the careers literature. 
Several aspects of career mobility encompassed by Arthur’s definition have been 
linked to the growth of the boundaryless career. Research has suggested that the 
meaning of work is changing for the younger generations, who aspire above all to a 
healthier work–life balance rather than a traditional organizational career (Smola and 
Sutton, 2002). Getting balanced also appears to be a salient orientation among several 
groups of workers, including managers (Sturges, 2008), some of whom seem to be 
adopting idiosyncratic and self-referent criteria of success. It has also been suggested 
that some workers are taking responsibility for the development of their own human 
capital, choosing or being forced to manage their own careers, instead of relying on 
formal organizational career development programmes (Barley and Kunda, 2004; 
Hall and Moss, 1998).

Though attracting recent interest, these aspects of career behaviour are hardly new 
(Scase and Goffee, 1989; Sofer, 1970) and until there is stronger evidence that they 
reflect contemporary practice in a distinctive way, they seem to be insufficient to sug-
gest that we are entering a ‘new’ career era. There is also counter-evidence suggesting 
that many young managers still expect traditional forms of organizational support in 
managing their careers (Sturges et al., 2002). If we are to accept the boundaryless 
career argument, then there should be more consistent evidence in advanced indus-
trial economies to suggest a significant change in career-related behaviour and in 
employment patterns and, more specifically, in levels of mobility across organiza-
tions. Since a core argument at the heart of the case for the boundaryless career main-
tains that careers are increasingly played out across organizational boundaries rather 
than within a single organization, this would appear to provide a critical test of the 
concept. In the following sections we will unpack the boundaryless career concept 
and explore the extent to which the evidence suggests that there is a widespread 
change in employment and career patterns, particularly among those who have tradi-
tionally enjoyed organizational careers.
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The boundaryless career concept

The boundaryless career has been depicted as ‘the antonym of the ‘‘bounded’’ or ‘‘orga-
nizational’’ career’ (Arthur, 1994: 296) that dominated careers research from the 1970s 
onwards. Even though it is common for a new metaphor to be defined as the antithesis of 
a previous dominant image (Inkson, 2006), the opposition between ‘new’ and ‘old’ 
careers potentially implies that the boundaryless and the organizational career share 
some important conceptual and operational limitations (e.g. the focus on organizational 
boundaries). The way the boundaryless career has been construed has attracted criticism 
concerning its adequacy to address contemporary careers (Arnold and Cohen, 2008; 
Feldman and Ng, 2007; Inkson, 2006; Mallon, 1998; Pringle and Mallon, 2003). In broad 
strokes, critics have claimed that: 1) the idea of the boundaryless career lacks accuracy 
(Arnold and Cohen, 2008; Inkson, 2006); 2) the concept overemphasizes individual 
agency over structure (Inkson, 2006); 3) the boundaryless career, like the organizational 
career model, ascribes primacy to organizational boundaries (Gunz et al., 2000); and 4) 
the empirical support for the dominant meaning (i.e. inter-firm career mobility) of the 
metaphor is modest (Mallon, 1998; Pringle and Mallon, 2003). In this section we review 
and extend the conceptual and operational challenges presented by the boundaryless 
career. The fourth issue will be discussed in the second part of the article.

The first limitation of construing the boundaryless career as the opposite of the 
organizational career is that it provides an oversimplified account of changes in career 
patterns that risks caricaturing and stereotyping both metaphors. Metaphors provide a 
useful lens to describe, explain, and develop insights about social phenomena (Morgan, 
1980). However, metaphors are also incomplete explanations of reality (Inkson, 2004). 
Both the organizational and the boundaryless career models emphasize distinct aspects 
of career mobility (intra-organizational progression/inter-firm mobility) and therefore 
offer a partial account of contemporary careers. As Arnold and Cohen (2008) observe, 
mobility across organizational boundaries is not incompatible with traditional hierar-
chical notions of career and success. Moreover, the evidence also suggests that the type 
of career mobility commonly associated with boundarylessness has been present in the 
US and other countries in periods considered to be dominated by hierarchical careers 
within organizations. For instance, following a panel of workers between 1957 and 
1972, Topel and Ward (1992) showed that American workers held an average of 10 
jobs throughout their careers. Hashimoto and Raisian (1985) reported that a typical 
65-year-old Japanese worker in 1977 would have had five jobs. Moreover, Abraham 
and Farber (1987) showed that between 1968 and 1981 the wages of American profes-
sionals and managers who were in long-term employment relations increased only by 
an additional half a percent per year in comparison with similar workers in indepen-
dent career paths. The evidence challenges not only the consistency of the organiza-
tional career model but also the case for a shift in career patterns from the 1980s 
onwards. In summary, even if metaphors usefully signal changes and point new direc-
tions for social research, in order to further our understanding of contemporary career 
dynamics one needs to go beyond the dominant imagery and consider embeddedness 
and boundarylessness as co-existing career dimensions. We will return to this issue 
later in the article.
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The second cause for concern is the assumption underpinning many of the contributions 
to the boundaryless career literature that individuals are becoming ‘the main agents in career 
direction and progression’ (Bird, 1994: 337). The excessive emphasis on individual agency 
is fostered by an ideology that legitimizes ‘individual career actors’ emancipation from the 
constraints of ‘‘traditional’’ careers’ (Inkson, 2006: 49). Freeing oneself from organizational 
control is often being depicted as the expression of a new employment choice and the 
assumption of a protean attitude (Forret and Dougherty, 2001; Hall and Moss, 1998). 
However, the evidence suggests that people are less proactive in managing their careers than 
what is often being implied. For instance, Swinnerton and Wial (1995) provide evidence that 
in the 1980s patterns of job mobility in the US seem to be more readily explained by changes 
in the business cycle than by individual’s propensity to enact an independent career. Sturges 
et al. (2002) also showed that young managers perceive career self-management as a com-
plement to, rather than a replacement for, organizational career management.

These contributions suggest that, despite the arguments favouring greater organiza-
tional flexibility and re-structuring and the assumption that workers are developing more 
of a boundaryless career attitude, the evidence indicates that both organizations and work-
ers still value and retain traditional careers (Dany, 2003; Guest and Mackenzie Davey, 
1996). The free worker ethos seems to be associated with particular career patterns, 
formed in specific contexts, such as those of IT professionals in Silicon Valley (Saxenian, 
1996). Hence, the boundaryless career framework, like the organizational career model, 
risks leaving the careers of the majority of workers unaddressed (Guest and Sturges, 
2007). Moreover, it underestimates the degree of stability, and the desire for stability in 
industry and employment and the extent to which organizations benefit from and have 
succeeded in gaining sufficient commitment to embed workers in their employment set-
tings (Tsui et al., 1997). Even if heightened international competition has affected the 
structure of traditional internal labour markets, and people no longer have the implicit 
guarantee of long-term employment and hierarchical promotion, ‘workers’ desire for job 
security and employers’ need for a predictable source of adequately skilled workers create 
strong, continuing pressures to rebuild something akin to ILMs’ (Moss et al., 2000: 3).

The third limitation of construing the boundaryless career as the opposite of the organiza-
tional career is that both metaphors share an underlying assumption that organizations are the 
main, or even the only, device structuring people’s careers. In this respect, both may adopt a 
limited perspective towards career boundaries. The label ‘boundaryless career’, in particular, 
would suggest that the range and nature of career boundaries would be extensively discussed. 
Surprisingly, and with a few exceptions (Bagdadli et al., 2003; Gunz et al., 2000), the ques-
tion is largely overlooked. The focus and primacy ascribed to organizational boundaries is 
reflected in all six meanings with which Arthur (1994) illustrated the concept as well as in 11 
of the 13 items of the boundaryless career attitude scale developed by Briscoe et al. (2006) to 
operationalize the metaphor (e.g. ‘In my ideal career, I would work for only one organiza-
tion’; ‘I would feel very lost if I couldn’t work for my current organization’).

In a recent clarification of the concept, Sullivan and Arthur highlighted the interdepen-
dence between the objective and the subjective sides of career, arguing that a boundary-
less career should be understood as ‘one that involves physical and/or psychological 
career mobility’ (2006: 22). They also acknowledged that boundarylessness may involve 
mobility across several career dimensions, such as organizational, occupational, and 
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cultural boundaries. However, their elaboration raises additional questions concerning the 
conceptual clarity and, particularly, the operationalization of the metaphor. At the concep-
tual level, as Arnold and Cohen (2008) observe, unless there is complete career immobil-
ity it is difficult not to classify any career as potentially boundaryless. As a result, the 
contrast between organizational and boundaryless careers, upon which the idea is predi-
cated, would be lost. At the operational level, it is also not clear how Sullivan and Arthur’s 
(2006) model contributes to stimulate research that has applicability for individuals, man-
agers, and career counsellors and also furthers our understanding of contemporary careers. 
Even though their distinction between physical and psychological boundarylessness high-
lights the versatility of the concept, it presents two additional challenges concerning the 
operationalization of the metaphor. First, while the idea of physical career mobility is 
clear and easy to assess, the notion of psychological boundarylessness, defined as ‘the 
perception of the capacity to make transitions’ (Sullivan and Arthur, 2006: 21) is fuzzy 
and difficult to operationalize. Second, it is unclear how operationalizing the boundary-
less career by ‘the degree of mobility exhibited by the career actor along both the physical 
and psychological continua’ (Sullivan and Arthur, 2006: 23) can usefully address the idea 
that careers may be shaped by sets of multiple and coexisting boundaries. Their model 
does not seem to consider that people may perceive boundaries as qualitatively different 
and, therefore, ascribe to them different degrees of physical and psychological permeabil-
ity. As Inkson (2006) observes, ‘the crossing of one type of boundary (e.g., organiza-
tional) may inhibit the crossing of others (e.g., occupational, industry)’ (2006: 55). Hence, 
what does being in a boundaryless career mean? We argue that a more complete elabora-
tion and operationalization of the concept needs to consider the range and the nature of 
boundaries, identifying the relevant domains that structure people’s careers and discuss 
how different career boundaries operate to influence one’s career choices and trajectories. 
We will return to this argument in the conclusion of the article.

Finally, critics have claimed that the empirical support for the core assumption of the 
boundaryless career is modest (Jacoby, 1999; Pringle and Mallon, 2003). Even if we 
were to agree that the boundaryless career encompasses more than physical career mobil-
ity, in practice the concept has been introduced and derives its popularity among scholars 
and practitioners from the idea that organizational boundaries have become more perme-
able so that traditional careers have been compromised. However, the evidence-base for 
the most prominent meaning that can be derived from the boundaryless career concept 
has not been systematically analysed in the literature. There may be a variety of ways in 
which we can seek to test this core proposition but given the preceding analysis, the key 
test is whether there has been an increase in movement across organizational boundaries. 
This can be explored by analysing longitudinal trends in job stability. We will therefore 
address this in the next section by seeking evidence for any changes in patterns of 
employment stability and career mobility.

Are careers becoming more boundaryless?
If careers are becoming boundaryless, we should expect to observe an accelerating trend in 
workers’ mobility across organizational boundaries from the 1980s onwards. It is difficult to 
pinpoint the time when careers are considered to have become boundaryless. Cappelli (1999), 
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for instance, locates the shift in employment and career patterns in the early 1980s, associated 
with factors such as the increasing pace of globalization and technological change, and pres-
sures to increase shareholder value. In order to assess this assumption, we will review litera-
ture on job stability from a variety of sources and analyse data extracted from the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) Employment Statistics Database. We 
are interested in capturing historical trends in job stability that provide systematic information 
to evaluate the core proposition of the boundaryless career. Our data do not cover the period 
encompassed by the recent economic crisis. Even though it is plausible that the latest eco-
nomic events will have an impact on employment stability, it is too early to speculate whether 
any changes in employment patterns are likely to produce long-term career effects.

Research on job stability has analysed trends in the duration of jobs from two main 
perspectives. The first explores trends in job tenure, either counting the number of years 
people are with their employer, or calculating the probability of people staying with their 
employer for an additional number of years (job retention rates). The second focuses on 
job separations, analysing overall trends and counts of voluntary and involuntary turn-
over. The use of tenure and turnover as measures of job stability requires caution as both 
indicators are sensitive to business cycles. Nevertheless, earnings seem to correlate posi-
tively with average job tenure, and involuntary job loss usually entails a decline in earn-
ings in the subsequent job (OECD, 2001).

In the next sections we will explore the following questions: is there evidence of an 
overall increase in job mobility that supports the case for the boundaryless career? Is job 
mobility concentrated on particular regions, industries, or groups of workers whose 
careers are becoming more organizationally boundaryless? Research on the boundary-
less career has spanned a large number of countries such as the US (Eby et al., 2003), 
New Zealand (Pringle and Mallon, 2003), Nigeria (Ituma and Simpson, 2009), France 
(Cadin et al., 2000; Dany, 2003) or Germany (Stahl et al., 2002). Since this seems to be 
a widespread phenomenon we will review evidence and analyse data from the US, Japan, 
and major European economies such as France, Germany, and the UK, where there is 
available an extensive and rich literature on job stability.

General trends in job stability: Evidence from the US, Japan, and Europe
Job stability has been extensively studied by American economists. Researchers have 
relied on data from two large cross-sectional data sets – the Current Population Survey 
(CPS) and its biennial supplement, the Displaced Workers Survey (DWS) – and three lon-
gitudinal data sets – the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID), the Survey of Income 
and Program Participation (SIPP), and the National Longitudinal Surveys (NLS). These 
sources differ both in the type of data collected and sampling procedures (for additional 
information, see Bansak and Raphael, 2006 and Jaeger and Stevens, 1999), which explains 
some of the differences in results available in the literature. In addition, the variation in 
non-response rates and changes in the wording of the questions have imposed additional 
constraints on the analysis of longitudinal trends and research results comparability.

Evidence from the CPS suggests that job tenure has remained relatively stable since 
the 1970s (Diebold et al., 1997; Neumark et al., 1999). In one of the few exceptions to 
this view, Swinnerton and Wial (1995) report a significant overall decline in four-year 
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job retention rates between 1979 and 1991. However, their conclusions have been chal-
lenged by Diebold et al. (1997) who found evidence of only a negligible decline at best 
in job stability between 1973 and 1991. The differences between the studies are owing to 
sampling issues and the way non-response rates were dealt with (see Schmidt and Svorny, 
1998). Swinnerton and Wial later revised their estimates, agreeing that ‘CPS data do not 
appear to suggest that the entire 1979–1991 period was a time of decreasing job stability’ 
(1996: 355). Other contributions further support the view that jobs did not become less 
stable from the 1970s onwards. For instance, Hall (1982) calculated job retention rates 
for the period 1968 through 1978. His analysis suggests that even though the median job 
tenure in 1978 was relatively low (3.6 years), all but younger workers were likely to keep 
their jobs for 10 or more years. Osterman (1994) also compared data from the May 1979 
and the May 1988 CPS for people in the 35–44 and 45–64 age cohorts, concluding that 
there is not a clear trend in average tenure.

In contrast, PSID-based studies display a more inconsistent picture of trends in job ten-
ure. On the one hand, Rose (1995) suggested that the proportion of workers with ‘strong 
employment stability’ (people who didn’t change employers more than once in the previous 
decade) decreased significantly from the 1970s to the 1980s. On the other hand, Marcotte 
(1999) reports only a modest decline in job stability from the 1970s to the early 1990s. 
Jaeger and Stevens (1999) also found no significant trend in the share of workers with one 
year or less of tenure, although they report a decline in job stability among men who were 
with their employers for less than 10 years. These inconsistencies might be accounted for by 
limitations in the data (for additional details, see Gottschalk and Moffit, 1999).

Research on job separations suggests that overall job displacement did not increase 
significantly from the 1970s onwards. Using data from the PSID, Polsky (1999) analysed 
patterns of job loss between 1976–81 and 1986–91, reporting overall stability in the 
incidence of job separations. Gottschalk and Moffitt (1999) contrasted data from the 
PSID with monthly data from the SIPP, arguing that any increase in job instability from 
the 1970s to the 1980s did not persist into the 1990s. Evidence from the DWS and the 
CPS further suggests that turnover rates remained stable. For instance, Farber (2007a) 
analysed data from 1984 to 2006, reporting that there has been no secular increase in job 
separations, despite a counter-cyclical growth in the rate of job loss in the first half of the 
1990s. Using the March CPS data, Stewart (2002) also showed that job separation rates 
changed very little in the US from 1976 to 2001.

By and large, even though the US is among the countries with the highest mobility rates 
in the world (Hashimoto and Raisian, 1985), the literature does not support the view that, 
during the period about which boundaryless career advocates were initially writing or sub-
sequently, jobs have become significantly less stable or careers more boundaryless.

In contrast with the US, the practice of lifetime employment has been a hallmark of 
the Japanese employment system, even though, in practice, it applied only to blue-collar 
and white-collar men working in large firms and in the public sector (Cheng, 1991). 
Contrary to claims in the popular press, evidence suggests that employment stability in 
Japan has not been compromised by market turbulence or international competition. For 
instance, Kato (2001) compared job retention rates between the period prior to the burst 
of the economic bubble in the late 1980s and the post-bubble period, concluding that 
there is little evidence of any decline in job tenure among Japanese workers. Moreover, 
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a survey conducted by the Japan Institute for Labour Policy in 2004 shows that lifetime 
employment is a growing priority among managers and workers (Ono, 2007).

In Europe, contrary to the assumptions underpinning boundaryless career theory, 
research by the OECD (1997) shows that job stability changed little between the 1980s 
and the 1990s. With the exception of Ireland, where average tenure declined during their 
prolonged economic boom, job tenure remained stable or even increased slightly in most 
European countries (see Table 1).

Evidence from the largest European economies further corroborates the view that 
employment stability changed little over recent decades. In the UK, Burgess and Rees 
(1996) and Gregg and Wadsworth (1995, 2002), using data from the General Household 
Survey and the British Labour Force Survey, respectively, showed that job stability 
changed only marginally for the majority of workers from the 1970s to the 1990s. 
Doogan (2001) also reported that the rates of long-term employment increased in all 
activity sectors with the exception of mining, utilities, and agriculture in the 1990s.

In Germany, research suggests that job stability changed little from the 1970s onwards. 
Winkelmann and Zimmermann (1998) analysed data from the German Socio-Economic 
Panel between 1974 and 1994, suggesting that job mobility rates actually decreased. 
Their findings are consistent with the moderate increase in job tenure between 2000 and 
2006 revealed in the OECD data (see Table 1).

Finally, in France, average job tenure increased by 1.5 years between 1992 and 2006 
(see Table 1). However, Givord and Maurin (2004) report that the incidence of involun-
tary job loss also increased in the 1980s and 1990s, particularly in industries with larger 
shares of R&D workers and new technology users.

In summary, the evidence does not support the view that job tenure is changing dra-
matically. Nevertheless, some posit that the absence of any significant trend in the aggre-
gate statistics hides an effective drop in job stability. They argue that as the population 
ages we should expect an increase in job stability, since job churning is usually concen-
trated at the early career stages (Cappelli, 1999). However, their view does not account 
for some recent factors that may potentially contribute to declining job stability and may 

Table 1  Average job tenure in years in selected European countries (total 
employment) (1992–2006)

Country 1992 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006

France 10.5 10.8 10.9 11.3 11.1 11.3 12.0 12.0
Germany 10.7 10.1 10.0 10.4 10.3 10.8 11.3 11.1
Ireland 11.1 11.0 10.7   9.8   9.3 10.1   9.3   9.6
Italy 11.9 12.1 12.0 12.1 12.0 12.5 12.5 12.3
Netherlands   8.9   9.1   9.3   9.4   9.2 10.3 11.0 11.4
Portugal 11.1 12.4 12.3 11.6 12.1 12.3 12.7 12.8
Spain   9.7   9.8   9.7   9.7   9.8   9.9   9.8   9.7
Sweden – – 11.0 11.9 11.4 10.9 11.6 10.9
UK   8.1   8.3   8.2   8.2   8.2   8.7   8.8   8.8

Source: OECD Employment Statistics Database (authors’ tabulation).
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offset the impact of population ageing in the aggregate statistics. Younger people are 
investing more in education and postponing entrance into the labour market (Batt, 2005), 
thus settling in more stable employment relations later than the previous generations. 
Moreover, unionism (Freeman, 1980; Gerlach and Stephan, 2008) and the strictness of 
employment protection legislation (OECD, 2004, 2006) are declining in most industrial-
ized countries, facilitating quits and separations. This trend has affected particularly, 
though not exclusively, the use of temporary workers. Commentators have also claimed 
that the aggregate statistics hide a considerable breakdown in job stability among those 
who actually benefited from long-term employment security and progressive organiza-
tional careers (Cappelli, 1999). We will now address this issue.

Compositional changes in job stability: Are core workers  
bearing the brunt of instability?

In the US, despite the overall employment stability, research highlighted compositional 
changes in patterns of career mobility affecting workers at both ends of the labour mar-
ket. There is a broad consensus that job stability declined among more disadvantaged 
groups of workers, younger workers, and men. From the 1970s to the 1980s job tenure 
declined for black people relative to white people and high school dropouts relative to 
the college educated (Diebold et al., 1997; Marcotte, 1995, 1999; Neumark et al., 1999). 
From the 1960s onwards turnover also increased among younger workers, particularly 
men (Bernhardt et al., 1999; Monks and Pizer, 1998). In fact, men generally became 
more susceptible to job loss (Boisjoly et al., 1998) and job churning until the age of 30, 
and less likely to be in long-term employment (Farber, 2007a). This trend was compen-
sated by women, who increased their participation in the job market and became also 
more likely to be in higher tenured jobs than in the past.

There is less consensus in the literature about the evolution of job stability among 
core organizational workers. Some studies have indicated that managers and profession-
als (Polsky, 1999), older (Chan and Stevens, 2001), more tenured, and better-educated 
workers (Aaronson and Sullivan, 1998; Farber, 2007b) were not immune to job instabil-
ity. However, the evidence suggests that the impact of globalization and company re-
structuring was modest among those who traditionally had access to employment security 
and progressive organizational careers. Farber et al. (1997) reported that job loss among 
managers and professionals increased in the late 1980s and declined in the early 1990s, 
thus reflecting the business cycle rather than a more general alternative trend in employ-
ment and career patterns. Polsky (1999) also did not find evidence of an increase in the 
probability of job loss among managers and professionals from the mid-1970s to the 
early 1990s, even though the adverse consequences of involuntary turnover, namely a 
reduction in the probability of reemployment and an increased likelihood of wage cuts in 
the subsequent job, became more severe. Moreover, in a study in 51 large American 
corporations Alan et al. (1999) showed that mean job tenure and the percentage of work-
ers with more than 10 years of service remained virtually unchanged, even when compa-
nies downsized. Overall, the evidence suggests insofar as we are witnessing any changes, 
they are ‘changes of degree, not of kind’ (Jacoby, 1999: 124) in patterns of career mobil-
ity in the US and that key workers can still count on organizations for their careers.
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There is no evidence that job stability declined among core workers in Japan. 
Companies avoided layoffs by transferring employees to subsidiaries and hiring cuts 
(Kato, 2001). While there is evidence of some decline in job stability among younger and 
low tenured workers from the 1980s to the 1990s (Cheng, 1991; Kato, 2001), job tenure 
soared among full-time working women and at the same time female part-time employ-
ment increased dramatically (Farber, 2007c). Hence, there seems to be segmentation in 
the Japanese labour market between those who already hold good jobs in large firms and 
some younger and less protected groups of workers for whom accessing well paid and 
reasonably secure jobs may be getting more difficult (Ono, 2007).

European evidence does not indicate significant changes in job stability in recent 
decades. In the UK, from the 1970s to the 1990s job instability seems to have particularly 
affected unskilled workers (Booth et al., 1999), men (Burgess and Rees, 1996), contin-
gent workers (Gregg and Wadsworth, 2002), and people in disproportionately female 
and non-white workplaces (Mumford and Smith, 2004). However, despite a negligible 
decline in job tenure among men in all age cohorts from the early 1990s onwards, job 
stability increased consistently among women aged 25 and above (see Table 3). Moreover, 
from the year 2000 onwards, long-term employment increased for both men and women 
(see Table 2). Overall, the data suggest some segmentation in the British labour market 
between the good jobs held by full-time permanent employees, who were not affected by 
market turbulence, and the lower quality jobs made available to the remaining workers 
(Gregg and Wadsworth, 1995).

In Germany, as Table 1 showed, average job tenure has remained stable with a 
slight tendency to increase in more recent years. However, as Tables 2 and 3 reveal, 
this hides some variations within the working population. Job tenure declined mod-
erately among younger and low tenured workers and men in the 55–64 age bracket 
(see Tables 2 and 3). In contrast, tenure increased for women over 25 years of age 
and remained remarkably stable among higher tenured workers (see Tables 2 and 3). 
Mertens and colleagues (Bergemann and Mertens, 2004; Burda and Mertens, 2001) 
have also argued that job mobility increased among men, low wage workers, and 
some specific sectors.

Finally, in France job tenure and long-term employment increased for both men and 
women in all age cohorts between 1992 and 2006, with the exception of women in the  
15–24 age bracket (see Tables 2 and 3). The gender gap in France is almost non-existent, 
partly due to a dramatic increase of women’s participation in the labour market. Moreover, 
job instability doesn’t seem to be affecting any groups of workers in particular (Givord 
and Maurin, 2004).

From the evidence presented here and in the previous section we conclude that the 
changes in employment patterns do not support the core proposition of the boundaryless 
career. We presented evidence from several countries suggesting that most people still 
have long-term employment. There is also no evidence of a significant increase in mobil-
ity across organizational boundaries. Moreover, managers and professionals, who tradi-
tionally benefitted from progressive organizational careers and have been the main focus 
of the boundaryless career literature, seem to be the least affected by market instability. 
Overall, careers have not become organizationally boundaryless and it seems that ‘firms 
will continue to be the dominant organizing device in the labour market’ (Osterman and 
Burton, 2005: 442).
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Conclusion: Towards a reconceptualization of career 
boundaries

In this article we have shown that the current idea of the boundaryless career is problem-
atic. The growth of boundaryless careers, broadly defined in terms of increasing mobility 
between employers, is not supported by the empirical evidence. Job tenure and turnover 
have remained relatively stable in Europe, Japan, and the United States. Moreover, job 
mobility has not increased significantly among those who traditionally benefited from 
organizational career opportunities, namely managers and professionals. Commentators 
have also emphasized some of the conceptual limitations of the boundaryless career, 
stemming particularly from the way the issue of career boundaries is being addressed in 
the literature. For instance, Sullivan posits that the concept is a misnomer since ‘systems 
need boundaries in order to define themselves and to separate themselves from the envi-
ronment’ (1999: 477). King et al. (2005) have showed that careers are constrained by 
multiple boundaries, such as one’s prior work history or occupation, and argued that it 

Table 2  Average job tenure in years by gender and job tenure intervals in France, Germany and 
UK (total employment) (1992–2006)

Country Sex Job tenure 1992 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006

France Men 1 to <3 years   1.9   1.9   1.8   1.5   1.5   1.5   1.5   1.5

10 years + 20.2 20.2 20.7 20.8 20.7 21.4 21.9 22.3
Women 1 to <3 years   1.9   1.9   1.8   1.5   1.5   1.5   1.5   1.5

10 years + 19.2 19.5 20.1 20.3 20.2 20.9 21.7 22.0
Men and 
women

1 to <3 years   1.9   1.9   1.8   1.5   1.5   1.5   1.5   1.5

10 years + 19.8 19.9 20.4 20.6 20.4 21.2 21.8 22.1
Germany Men 1 to <3 years   1.9   1.9   1.9   1.6   1.6   1.6   1.6   1.6

10 years + 21.9 21.9 21.6 21.6 21.1 21.4 21.7 21.7
Women 1 to <3 years   1.9   1.9   1.9   1.6   1.6   1.6   1.6   1.6

10 years + 19.8 19.9 19.7 19.8 19.3 19.5 19.9 20.0
Men and 
women

1 to <3 years   1.9   1.9   1.9   1.6   1.6   1.6   1.6   1.6

10 years + 21.2 21.2 20.9 20.9 20.4 20.6 21.0 21.0
UK Men 1 to <3 years   2.0   1.9   1.8   1.6   1.6   1.6   1.6   1.6

10 years + 19.6 19.7 19.4 19.5 19.4 20.7 21.0 21.1
Women 1 to <3 years   1.9   1.9   1.8   1.6   1.6   1.5   1.6   1.6

10 years + 16.8 16.9 16.7 16.9 16.9 18.1 18.6 19.0
Men and 
women

1 to <3 years   1.9   1.9   1.8   1.6   1.6   1.6   1.6   1.6
10 years + 18.7 18.7 18.4 18.5 18.4 19.6 20.0 20.2

Source: OECD Employment Statistics Database (authors’ tabulation).
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makes more sense to conceptualize careers as bounded than as boundaryless. Inkson 
(2006) has also suggested that the idea of a boundary-crossing career would more accu-
rately capture the essence of contemporary careers. The lack of conceptual precision of 
the boundaryless career has turned the metaphor into an umbrella concept for career pat-
terns and preferences that do not fit the constraints of the traditional career model. As 
new meanings and dimensions are attached to the concept, it loses usefulness in address-
ing changing career dynamics (Feldman and Ng, 2007).

Despite the conceptual problems with, and the lack of empirical support for, the most 
popular meaning of the boundaryless career, there is little doubt that this is a construc-
tive metaphor. The boundaryless career has introduced novel thinking about careers and 
contributed to broadening the research agenda in three ways. First, it has discussed the 
limitations of mainstream career research and proposed an alternative perspective of 
career inquiry that is better equipped to address contemporary career issues (Arthur, 
2008) such as the interplay between work and life (Sturges and Guest, 2004), the central 
role of networks in shaping career development and identity at work (Ibarra and 

Table 3  Average job tenure in years by gender and age group in France, Germany and UK 
(total employment) (1992–2006)

Country Gender Age 1992 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006

France Men 15 to 24 1.6 1.8 1.6 1.5 1.3 1.6 1.8 1.8

25 to 54 10.8 11.1 11.2 11.7 11.4 11.6 12.0 11.8

55 to 64 21.6 21.9 21.8 21.9 21.8 22.7 23.5 22.8
Women 15 to 24 1.6 1.7 1.6 1.4 1.3 1.4 1.7 1.6

25 to 54 10.1 10.3 10.6 11.0 10.9 11.0 11.7 11.6

55 to 64 18.8 19.1 19.2 19.6 19.4 20.3 21.3 21.9
Germany Men 15 to 24 2.6 2.5 2.3 2.2 2.2 2.4 2.4 2.3

25 to 54 11.4 10.5 10.2 10.5 10.6 11.1 11.4 11.2

55 to 64 24.1 22.5 21.5 21.8 21.7 22.1 22.7 22.5
Women 15 to 24 2.5 2.4 2.3 2.3 2.2 2.2 2.5 2.3

25 to 54 9.4 8.8 8.6 9.1 9.1 9.6 10.1 10.1

55 to 64 18.2 17.1 16.3 16.9 17.0 17.7 18.4 18.1
UK Men 15 to 24 2.4 2.4 2.0 1.9 1.8 2.0 2.1 2.1

25 to 54 9.6 9.6 9.4 9.3 9.2 9.6 9.5 9.3

55 to 64 16.8 16.3 15.7 15.4 15.2 15.7 15.5 15.8
Women 15 to 24 2.1 2.1 1.9 1.6 1.6 1.8 1.9 1.8

25 to 54 6.4 6.8 7.0 7.3 7.3 7.7 7.9 7.9

55 to 64 12.6 12.9 12.4 12.7 12.9 13.2 13.3 13.5

Source: OECD Employment Statistics Database (authors’ tabulation).
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Deshpande, 2008), the impact of technology on the nature of work and careers 
(DeFillippi et al., 2003), and the increasing importance of subjective career success 
(Arthur et al., 2005). Second, it has called attention to alternative career preferences and 
to a career model that is developing alongside the traditional organizational career. 
Third, it has raised awareness of the issue of career boundaries. Given the contribution 
that the concept of the boundaryless career has already made to the careers literature, 
our critical conceptual and empirical analysis is not intended to lead to its rejection but 
rather to pave the way for a re-focus and reconceptualization of the boundaryless career.

Future research should build on the work of Arthur (1994) and Sullivan and Arthur 
(2006) to broaden the nature of boundarylessness and restructure the current debate on 
the boundaryless career by integrating insights from what has been loosely labelled 
boundary or border theory (Lamont and Molnar, 2002; Paulsen and Hernes, 2003). In 
contrast to the current debate on the ‘new’ career and on boundarylessness, we argue that 
boundaries are essential, and not marginal, to careers. If anything, they are probably 
more important and complex now than in the past (Pringle and Mallon, 2003). Moreover, 
boundaries are not dissolving. What we seem to be witnessing is not the demise but 
rather a redefinition, a growing complexity, and a more subjective perspective on career 
boundaries (Heracleous, 2004). When some boundaries are removed or become more 
permeable, others can take their place or become stronger. This has been observed by 
Currie et al. (2006) in a study with two samples of workers in the television and pharma-
ceutical industries. They described how, following company restructuring, organiza-
tional boundaries became more permeable and occupational boundaries stronger. One 
potential way forward for boundaryless career research is to explore how people’s careers 
are shaped by a range of multiple and co-existing boundaries. We therefore propose to go 
beyond the focus and the primacy given to organizational boundarylessness and identify 
what other relevant career boundaries are acknowledged by people. Moreover, we need 
to address the nature of boundaries and how dimensions of perceived boundary perme-
ability and flexibility (Clark, 2000; Hernes, 2004) influence people’s patterns of career 
mobility. Several career boundaries have already been acknowledged in the literature, 
such as occupation, geographical location of work, employment contract, and the family, 
though in an isolated rather than systematic way. Future research should incorporate the 
simultaneous effect of multiple boundaries in structuring people’s careers. In capturing 
sets of salient boundaries we should be able to identify distinctive patterns of career 
boundarylessness and embeddedness among different types of worker, and thus obtain a 
more nuanced understanding of how factors influencing work and employment, such as 
new information and communication technologies, are affecting career mobility. This 
line of inquiry acknowledges the richness and versatility of the boundaryless career and 
contributes to extend the concept beyond the perception of physical and psychological 
permeability of organizational limits. In this sense, a boundaryless or bounded career 
should be understood as located on a permeability continuum across a range of poten-
tially salient career boundaries.
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