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Conceptualizing the Boundaryless Career Attitude

The concept of the Boundaryless Career Attitude (BCA) emerged in the late 20th century as a

critical psychological response to the fundamental shifts occurring in the global labor market. It

represents a paradigm shift away from the traditional, hierarchical, and organizationally-managed

career model toward one characterized by fluidity, self-direction, and frequent movement across

organizational and geographical boundaries. BCA is not merely a description of actual job mobility;

rather, it is defined as the individual's psychological readiness, intention, and belief system

regarding movement across various career boundaries throughout their professional life. This

attitude emphasizes an individual's psychological ownership of their career path, viewing external

organizations less as permanent employers and more as temporary platforms for skill acquisition

and experience gathering. Consequently, individuals high in BCA are conceptually prepared to

transition roles, industries, or geographies whenever such a move aligns better with their evolving

professional goals and personal values.

Understanding BCA requires recognizing that the term "boundaryless" pertains to both external

and internal career structures. Externally, boundaries include the physical walls of a specific

organization, the borders of a country, or the defined limits of a professional industry. Internally,

boundaries relate to the psychological contracts and the individual's internalized sense of

professional identity and role stability. High BCA indicates a diminished reliance on organizational

structures for career development and stability, replacing it with a strong reliance on personal

networks, transferable skills, and adaptability. This psychological orientation serves as a crucial

determinant of actual career behavior, predicting not only voluntary turnover but also the proactive

search for diverse learning opportunities and challenges that transcend conventional organizational

limitations.

Crucially, the manifestation of BCA is often viewed along a continuum, differentiating between

those who actively seek mobility and those who merely accept it as inevitable. Individuals with a

deeply ingrained BCA perceive career movement as an enriching and necessary component of

professional growth, actively cultivating the social capital and portable competencies required to

thrive in dynamic environments. This attitude reflects a proactive stance toward career

management, where the individual acts as the primary agent of change, constantly scanning the

environment for opportunities that maximize their personal marketability. Thus, BCA captures the

internalized psychological readiness to embrace the instability and ambiguity inherent in the

modern employment landscape, framing transitions not as disruptions, but as strategic career

advancements.

The Historical Context of Career Transitions

The rise of the Boundaryless Career Attitude is inextricably linked to profound macro-level
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economic and organizational transformations that began in the 1980s and accelerated through the

1990s. Prior to this era, the prevailing model was the "organizational career," characterized by long

tenure, defined career ladders within a single firm, and an implicit psychological contract based on

loyalty and reciprocal security. This structure was largely supported by stable industrial economies

and vertically integrated corporations. However, globalization, rapid technological advancements,

intense international competition, and subsequent organizational restructuring (such as

downsizing, mergers, and outsourcing) fundamentally eroded the foundation of this traditional

contract. Organizations shifted their focus from guaranteeing lifelong employment to ensuring

short-term flexibility and efficiency, thereby externalizing career risk onto the individual employee.

This systemic change necessitated a corresponding shift in employee mindset. As organizations

could no longer credibly promise long-term security, employees began to recognize that loyalty to

the organization might impede, rather than facilitate, their long-term career success. The

psychological contract evolved from a transactional exchange of loyalty for security into a

transitional relationship based on the exchange of current performance for immediate skill

development and marketability. The boundaryless career concept, therefore, serves as a

theoretical framework for understanding this new reality where the career structure is no longer

defined solely by the employer but is co-constructed by the individual, their professional network,

and the external labor market. This historical context illuminates BCA as an adaptive psychological

mechanism, allowing individuals to navigate a highly volatile and fragmented employment

landscape effectively.

The emergence of BCA also correlates strongly with the rise of knowledge work and specialized

expertise. In fields where knowledge and skills depreciate rapidly, continuous learning and

exposure to diverse organizational contexts become paramount for maintaining professional

relevance. Employees in these sectors often find that the fastest way to acquire necessary cutting-

edge experience is by moving between different organizations or projects, rather than relying on

internal organizational development programs. This structural demand reinforces the utility of a

boundaryless mindset. Furthermore, demographic shifts, including increased educational

attainment and greater geographical mobility, have provided the necessary human capital

infrastructure to support frequent career transitions, normalizing the idea that a successful career

trajectory involves multiple employers, sectors, and sometimes, continents.

Dimensions of Boundaryless Career Attitudes

Research consistently identifies two primary, though correlated, dimensions underlying the

Boundaryless Career Attitude: physical mobility and psychological mobility. These dimensions

capture the dual nature of boundary crossing--both the tangible act of movement and the

internalized readiness for such movement. The physical dimension of BCA refers specifically to the

individual's willingness and intention to move across organizational boundaries (changing
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employers) or geographical boundaries (relocating for work). High physical BCA individuals are not

only comfortable with the prospect of voluntary turnover but may actively prefer it, viewing stable,

long-term tenure as potentially limiting to their professional trajectory. This dimension is highly

predictive of actual job search behavior and turnover rates, reflecting a low level of commitment to

any single organizational entity and a high commitment to the marketability of their skills.

In contrast, the psychological dimension of BCA focuses on the individual's capacity and

willingness to transfer knowledge, skills, and identity across diverse work settings, often

characterized by maintaining strong external professional networks. This dimension is less about

the physical location of employment and more about the cognitive and relational aspects of career

management. Individuals high in psychological BCA exhibit a strong sense of self-reliance, valuing

continuous learning and the application of diverse competencies in novel contexts. They utilize

their external networks--including mentors, former colleagues, and industry peers--as primary

sources of career guidance and opportunity identification, rather than relying solely on internal

organizational resources. This psychological readiness ensures that even when physically

remaining within one organization, the individual maintains a market-focused perspective,

constantly benchmarking their skills against external standards.

It is essential to understand that these dimensions are not mutually exclusive; indeed, they often

reinforce each other. High physical mobility is frequently facilitated by strong psychological

mobility, as the ability to adapt skills and network effectively makes job changes less disruptive.

However, the dimensions can diverge. An individual might exhibit high psychological BCA--being

highly skilled, networked, and self-directed--but remain physically stable due to family constraints

or specialized local market conditions. Conversely, an individual might be forced into high physical

mobility (e.g., due to layoffs) without possessing the requisite psychological readiness, leading to

negative outcomes like career stress or lack of professional integration in new roles. Therefore, the

most successful navigators of the modern career landscape are those who exhibit strength in both

the willingness to move and the capacity to adapt.

Antecedents and Drivers of Boundaryless Career Attitudes

The development of a strong Boundaryless Career Attitude is influenced by a complex interplay

of individual characteristics, demographic factors, and prior career experiences. At the individual

level, personality traits play a significant role. Traits such as high proactive personality,

characterized by a tendency to identify and act upon opportunities, are strongly associated with

BCA, as proactive individuals are naturally inclined to take control of their career path rather than

waiting for organizational direction. Similarly, individuals high in openness to experience and low in

neuroticism tend to embrace the uncertainty and change inherent in a boundaryless trajectory.

Furthermore, high self-efficacy regarding career management bolsters BCA, as individuals must

believe they possess the competency to successfully navigate job transitions and skill
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obsolescence.

Demographic variables and human capital investments also serve as crucial antecedents. Higher

levels of education and specialized training often correlate with higher BCA, as advanced degrees

and niche skills increase an individual's marketability and portability across organizational

boundaries. Age often presents a more nuanced relationship; while younger workers may initially

exhibit higher BCA due to fewer personal constraints, highly successful professionals across all

ages maintain high BCA if they operate in dynamic, knowledge-intensive sectors. Prior experience

of organizational instability, such as witnessing or experiencing layoffs, can also significantly drive

BCA. When traditional organizational loyalty is demonstrably unrewarded or punished, individuals

psychologically decouple their career success from the fate of a single employer, reinforcing the

utility of a boundaryless mindset.

Finally, organizational factors, particularly the nature of the psychological contract perceived by the

employee, heavily influence the development of BCA. If an organization is perceived as failing to

provide adequate developmental opportunities, fair compensation relative to the external market,

or sufficient organizational support, the employee is likely to develop a higher BCA as a self-

protective measure. This heightened attitude facilitates their readiness to seek better opportunities

externally. Conversely, while organizations cannot eliminate BCA, those that foster high-quality

developmental relationships, offer challenging assignments, and invest in transferable training may

channel the boundaryless energy into internal mobility and project-based work, allowing the

employee to satisfy their need for variety and growth without requiring external transitions.

Psychological Correlates and Outcomes

The adoption of a strong Boundaryless Career Attitude is associated with a distinctive pattern of

psychological outcomes and professional behaviors. On the positive side, BCA is strongly

correlated with indicators of career success, particularly subjective success metrics such as career

satisfaction, job satisfaction, and perceived marketability. Individuals with high BCA often report

greater feelings of autonomy and control over their professional lives, which contributes directly to

higher levels of well-being and reduced feelings of career plateauing. Furthermore, the focus on

external networking and continuous learning inherent in BCA facilitates greater innovation and

adaptability, making these individuals highly effective in dynamic, project-based work environments

where cross-functional collaboration is essential. They are typically viewed as valuable assets due

to their breadth of experience across different organizational cultures and problem sets.

However, the boundaryless mindset is not without its costs, particularly regarding traditional

organizational commitments. High BCA is consistently associated with lower levels of affective

organizational commitment--the emotional attachment and identification with the current employer--

and higher intentions to quit. While this does not necessarily translate into immediate turnover, it
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signifies that the individual views their current employment relationship as conditional and

temporary. This dynamic can pose management challenges, as employees with high BCA may be

less willing to invest in organization-specific knowledge or participate in long-term organizational

citizenship behaviors that do not directly enhance their external market value. The primary

allegiance of the individual shifts from the organization to their profession or occupational

community.

Moreover, while BCA promotes flexibility, it can also induce psychological strain if the necessary

external opportunities or support systems are lacking. The constant need for self-marketing, skill

updating, and network maintenance requires significant effort and emotional labor. If transitions are

frequent but do not result in meaningful career progression, or if the individual lacks strong social

support outside the workplace, high BCA can lead to feelings of instability, career anxiety, or

burnout. Successfully navigating a boundaryless career requires robust self-management skills,

resilience, and the capacity to manage the inherent ambiguity of non-linear career trajectories,

highlighting the necessity of psychological resources to capitalize on this attitude effectively.

Differentiating Boundaryless and Protean Careers

While often used interchangeably in popular discourse, the Boundaryless Career Attitude and

the Protean Career Attitude represent distinct, though frequently overlapping, psychological

orientations toward work. The boundaryless concept primarily emphasizes mobility--the readiness

to cross physical or psychological boundaries, focusing on the structural aspects of career

movement across organizational lines. It is fundamentally concerned with the external environment

and the individual's strategy for navigating the fragmented labor market. The core measure of BCA

involves the willingness to change employers, locations, and industries to optimize external

opportunities.

In contrast, the Protean Career Attitude (PCA), derived from the Greek god Proteus, who could

change shape at will, centers on two core psychological components: self-direction and value-

driven identity. Self-direction refers to the individual taking personal responsibility for managing

their career, prioritizing autonomy over organizational mandates. Value-driven identity means that

career choices are made primarily based on the individual's internal values, beliefs, and life goals,

rather than based solely on traditional external markers of success like salary or title. PCA

emphasizes psychological growth, learning, and the alignment of work with personal identity.

The distinction becomes critical in research and practice. An individual can exhibit high BCA

(willingness to move frequently) but low PCA if their moves are motivated solely by external

rewards (e.g., higher salary) rather than internal values or self-development goals. Conversely, an

individual might have high PCA (self-directed and value-driven) but low BCA, choosing to remain

within one organization because that specific environment optimally supports their internal values
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and growth objectives. Research suggests that while BCA predicts actual physical turnover, PCA is

a stronger predictor of subjective career success and psychological well-being, as it ensures that

career choices are internally congruent. Ideally, the modern professional seeks to integrate both

attitudes--employing the mobility (BCA) necessary to achieve the growth and value congruence

(PCA) they desire.

Measurement and Empirical Research

The empirical study of the Boundaryless Career Attitude relies primarily on standardized

psychometric scales designed to capture the nuances of physical and psychological mobility

intentions. The most widely recognized measurement instrument is the Boundaryless Career

Attitude Scale, often based on the work of prominent career researchers such as Sullivan and

Arthur. This scale typically employs a Likert format, asking respondents to rate their agreement

with statements designed to assess their comfort with and preference for career transitions.

Specific elements measured in the BCA scales include:

Organizational Mobility Preference: Measures the individual's willingness to change employers

frequently (e.g., "I prefer to work for a variety of different organizations over the course of my

career").

Geographical Mobility Preference: Assesses the readiness to relocate for career reasons (e.g.,

"I am willing to move to a different city or country to advance my career").

External Networking Orientation: Gauges the reliance on external professional contacts for

career guidance and opportunities (e.g., "My professional network outside my current company is

very important to my career success").

Boundary Crossing Identity: Reflects the psychological comfort with transitioning skills and

identity across different work contexts (e.g., "I enjoy applying the skills I learned in one job to a

completely different type of job").

Empirical findings have consistently validated the BCA construct, demonstrating its strong

predictive validity. Studies across diverse industries and nations confirm that BCA is a significant

positive predictor of voluntary job turnover, the pursuit of entrepreneurial ventures, and

engagement in continuous professional development activities. Furthermore, cross-cultural

research indicates that while the prevalence of BCA may vary based on national labor market

structures (e.g., higher in the U.S. than in Germany or Japan), the underlying psychological

dimensions of mobility preference remain robust predictors of career behavior across different

cultural contexts. Ongoing research continues to explore how BCA interacts with technological

changes, particularly the rise of gig work and digital platforms, which further facilitate boundaryless

professional engagement.
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Organizational Implications and Future Directions

The prevalence of the Boundaryless Career Attitude poses significant challenges and

opportunities for modern human resource management. Organizations must acknowledge that the

traditional retention strategies based on loyalty and long-term security are largely ineffective for

employees high in BCA. Instead, successful organizations are shifting toward a transactional

approach that focuses on maximizing the value exchange during the employee's tenure. This

involves providing high-quality, transferable training, offering challenging assignments that quickly

develop skills, and maintaining competitive compensation relative to the external market.

Organizations that embrace a "tour of duty" mindset, where the employment relationship is defined

by specific, high-value projects rather than indefinite tenure, can attract and utilize talent with high

BCA effectively.

To manage the potential negative outcomes associated with low affective commitment,

organizations should focus on fostering high levels of continuance and normative commitment by

making the current workplace an invaluable platform for growth. This means creating internal

boundaryless structures, such as project rotations, secondments to different departments, or cross-

functional teams, which allow high BCA employees to satisfy their need for variety and skill

diversification without having to physically leave the organization. By facilitating internal mobility,

organizations can harness the energy and adaptability of boundaryless employees while retaining

valuable organizational knowledge for longer periods.

Future research on BCA is likely to explore several emerging areas. Firstly, the impact of

technology on BCA, particularly the proliferation of remote work and digital nomadism, demands

investigation into how geographical boundaries are being redefined. Secondly, research must

address the sustainability of boundaryless careers, focusing on long-term well-being, financial

security, and the creation of stable identities amidst constant change. Finally, comparative studies

are needed to understand how BCA manifests in different demographic groups, such as the

relationship between BCA and gender, particularly in light of differing constraints related to family

responsibilities and career breaks, ensuring that the boundaryless model is equitable and

accessible across the entire labor force.ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
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