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Abstract
As scholarly interest in the impact of career difficulties like 
career setbacks grows, research increasingly aims to under-
stand how individuals navigate these difficulties. To explore 
how individuals handle them and prevent career regret, we 
conducted a qualitative investigation with a total sample of 
109 participants. Our findings reveal that many individu-
als embraced difficulties in their careers instead of regret-
ting them. We saw that the difference between regretting 
and embracing these difficulties lies in whether individuals 
employ repair strategies: embracing difficulties was possi-
ble through repair, whereas failing to engage in repair led 
them to feel a sense of regret about the difficulty. We identi-
fied three repair strategies—reclaiming (i.e., realigning career 
with personal values or restoring measurable, tangible con-
ditions), enriching (i.e., adding new knowledge or extending 
career towards greater fulfilment), and mobilizing (i.e., dis-
rupting the career, or transitioning into a more promising 
career)—which enable individuals to embrace difficulties. 
Additionally, our findings revealed that two triggering fac-
tors foster engagement with repair, namely, adopting a protean 
career attitude and exercising courage. Taken together, our find-
ings promote the importance of repair strategies as a crucial 
response that can alter how people perceive difficulties in 
their careers and avoid emotions of regret.
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INTRODUCTION

No regrets, they don't work. No regrets now, they only hurt. 
(A phrase from the song ‘No regrets’ by Robbie Williams)

Regret is conceptualized as the painful emotion when people realize or imagine that their current 
situation could have been better if they had done something differently in the past, accompanied by 
a clear sense of self-blame about the current situation that the person wishes to undo (Zeelenberg 
& Pieters, 2007). Scholars from various fields have sought to better understand regret (e.g., Brehaut 
et al., 2003; Martinez & Zeelenberg, 2015; Reynolds et al., 2006). Prior research has focused on whether 
actions or inactions lead to greater regret (e.g., Kahneman & Tversky, 1982) and has proposed that indi-
viduals often engage in ameliorative behaviours—either behavioural or cognitive strategies—to resolve 
or rectify the situation (e.g., Gilovich & Medvec, 1994). However, insights from prior studies primarily 
come from research on consumer decision-making, where regret is viewed as a temporary emotion that 
fades over time (Zeelenberg, 1999), raising the question of how relevant and applicable these insights 
are for more long-lasting regrets.

Indeed, career-related regrets are expected to differ from other regrets, such as consumer decision-
making, because careers represent work experiences developed throughout one's professional life (c.f. 
Arthur et  al.,  1989) and are characterized by ongoing reflection and reevaluation of past decisions 
throughout one's professional journey. We know that as individuals navigate their professional paths, 
they often face difficulties, such as setbacks (e.g., Kutscher & Mayrhofer, 2023) and failures (e.g., Rieger 
et al., 2023), which can trigger feelings of regret (e.g., Sullivan et al., 2007). A meta-analysis by Roese 

Practitioner points

•	 People experience various difficulties throughout their careers. While some of these difficul-
ties merely create periods of hardship, others can lead to feelings of regret. This suggests that 
the emergence of regret is shaped by more than the presence of a difficulty alone. We found 
that engaging in repair strategies as a response to difficulties in careers, such as setbacks 
(e.g., not gaining a promotion) and failure (e.g., underestimating the importance of salary 
negotiations), enables individuals to avoid the feeling of regret. We uncover three main repair 
strategies used to address career difficulties: reclaiming, enriching, and mobilizing.

•	 Individuals engage in reclaiming through realigning their career with personal values based 
on subjective success factors (e.g., standing up for oneself, establishing clear personal bound-
aries), or restoring objective career conditions (e.g., reassessing and negotiating one's salary). 
Individuals engage in enriching when they accumulate new knowledge (e.g., by attending a 
seminar) or extend their current job by adding new tasks or projects that provide greater ful-
filment. Lastly, they engage in mobilizing when they make career changes (e.g., returning to 
a prior position, founding their own company, or linear transitioning into a more promising 
environment).

•	 Awareness about the benefits of engaging in repair strategies can help individuals embrace 
career difficulties. Career counsellors and developmental practitioners can help individuals 
develop the tools for this by teaching clients to strive for repair and how to engage in repair 
strategies. More specifically, they can help individuals foster a protean career attitude by en-
hancing clients' understanding of their values and how to act accordingly, as well as helping 
them develop self-confidence and exercise courage. Consequently, individuals can learn how 
to avoid career-related regret and the negative implications of regret for their well-being and 
satisfaction.
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and Summerville  (2005) showed that individuals experience the strongest regret for educational and 
career decisions, yet almost 20 years later, the topic of regret in terms of careers remains rather na-
scent (Budjanovcanin et al., 2019; Byington et al., 2019). Furthermore, the changing nature of careers 
means individuals now exercise greater self-directedness and agency in determining their career paths 
(e.g., Arthur et al., 2005; Hall, 2004). While this increased freedom empowers individuals, it also shifts 
the responsibility for career decisions onto them, which can lead to greater self-blame—a key factor 
for regret development (Roese & Summerville, 2005; Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2007). Research into re-
grets in careers has to date focused predominantly on occupational choice regret (e.g., Budjanovcanin 
et al., 2019), which is defined as the persistent negative emotion about the inability to undertake a partic-
ular profession (Wrzesniewski et al., 2006) or having chosen the wrong profession (e.g., Budjanovcanin 
& Woodrow, 2022). Other scholarly efforts devoted to understanding career-related regrets have fo-
cused on specific samples, such as laid-off individuals (Sullivan et al., 2007). These previous studies 
have focused on understanding the notion of career regret by studying different regret types (Sullivan 
et al., 2007), its social-related antecedents (Budjanovcanin et al., 2019), and consequences of occupa-
tional choice regret (e.g., Budjanovcanin & Woodrow,  2022), leaving us with a constrained view of 
which types of challenges, in the context of careers, promote the feeling of regret and the ways that 
individuals might avoid it.

Moreover, recent research points to an interesting proposition that not every career difficulty re-
sults in regret (e.g., Kutscher & Mayrhofer,  2023; Rieger et  al.,  2023). This research highlights that 
difficulties may sometimes offer opportunities to grow or change one's career course instead of only 
being something to avoid (e.g., Kutscher & Mayrhofer,  2023; Mansur & Felix,  2020). This research 
also emphasizes that individuals use cognitive strategies (e.g., reflection etc.) to manage occupational 
choice regret (e.g., Budjanovcanin & Woodrow, 2022) or to learn from career setbacks (e.g., Kutscher 
& Mayrhofer,  2023), aside from actions like changing occupations or seeking career coaching (e.g., 
Budjanovcanin & Woodrow, 2022; Kutscher & Mayrhofer, 2023). However, the knowledge about how 
individuals navigate career difficulties through behavioural strategies to prevent regret from emerging 
remains lacking. This knowledge is critical for research to develop interventions that can enable or help 
individuals to engage in behavioural strategies to deal with difficulties in their career, and eventually, 
prevent regret from developing.

In this article, we aim to answer the following question: how do individuals navigate the difficulties they 
encounter in their careers so as not to experience them as a regret? Given the nascent state of research (Edmondson 
& McManus, 2007), we took an inductive, explorative research approach (Gioia et al., 2013; Strauss & 
Corbin, 1998). Accordingly, we started with collecting retrospective narratives. Prompted by the insight 
that not all our informants experienced regret despite facing difficulties, we were intrigued to discover 
how the pathways of these individuals differ from those who experience regret.

We explored this further by drawing on qualitative data collected from professionals who, in addition 
to their regular work, engaged in developmental programmes (i.e., executive education or career coach-
ing). Our study contributes to the regret and career literature in several ways. First, we extend prior in-
sights into the importance of action and inaction in regret development (e.g., Gilovich & Medvec, 1994). 
Building on the argument that inaction tends to elicit stronger regret than action (Kahneman & 
Tversky, 1982; Verbruggen & De Vos, 2020), we propose that engaging in repair strategies not only 
alleviates current regret but also serves as a proactive way to prevent future regret. Notably, as we offer 
new insights into the development of career regret and how individuals can mitigate it, we address an 
important yet underexplored aspect in research on regrets in careers (e.g., Budjanovcanin et al., 2019; 
Sullivan et al., 2007). Specifically, we identify repair strategies for addressing career difficulties and the 
factors that facilitate this repair cycle. Building on this, we propose a theoretical model that illustrates 
how these strategies can transform experiences of difficulty into a sense of embracing. In doing so, our 
study offers valuable theoretical insights into the dynamics of embracing and regretting, thereby extend-
ing the emerging conversation on regret in careers (e.g., Budjanovcanin & Woodrow, 2022).

Second, by identifying three distinct behavioural repair strategies, we provide valuable insights 
into approaches for addressing career difficulties, an area whose importance has been underscored by 
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prior scholars (Budjanovcanin & Woodrow, 2022). We further suggest insights into factors that foster 
engagement in repair strategies and contribute to understanding how personality traits shape the re-
sponse to career regret, a question raised in earlier studies (Budjanovcanin et al., 2019; Budjanovcanin & 
Woodrow, 2022). Lastly, by providing novel insights into how individuals navigate career difficulties to 
prevent the emergence of regret, we extend research on the imperfect side of careers, including difficul-
ties such as career setbacks and failure in careers (e.g., Baruch & Sullivan, 2022; Baruch & Vardi, 2016) 
and the role regret plays (Byington et al., 2019).

THEOR ETICA L BACKGROUND

Although our research is explorative, and therefore, not determined by a priori concepts, we begin by 
providing an overview of prior work to guide the reader towards our emergent findings.

Regret (in careers)

Regret differs from disappointment and frustration about situations (Budjanovcanin et al., 2019; Gilovich 
& Medvec, 1994) in that it relates to a person's behaviour: individuals believe their current situation 
would be better if they had behaved differently, whereas disappointment relates to aspects of a situation 
that they wished to be different, in particular, outcomes (Zeelenberg, van Dijk, der Pligt, et al., 1998). 
Regret also differs from other emotions because it is cognitive in nature. As Zeelenberg (1999, p. 327) 
states, ‘to feel regret one has to think’, meaning that regret is the result of an evaluation process. Although 
regret has been defined in various ways in different literature streams, we build on the definition stated 
in our introduction of Zeelenberg and Pieters (2007), in which a person's responsibility for the situation 
is underlined as a crucial factor for regret (e.g., Roese & Summerville, 2005; Zeelenberg et al., 2000). 
Notably, a study by Gilovich and Medvec (1994) on a diverse sample of 77 participants (10 professors, 
11 residents of a nursing home, 40 undergraduate students, and 16 adults employed as clerks and facility 
staff), found that of 213 regrets, only 10 were about a situation that was outside of a person's control. 
This finding underscores that personal accountability is a crucial precondition for the experience of 
regret because self-blame, which constitutes a core characteristic of regret (Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2007), 
is rather absent when agency is not attributed to the self.

Given the long-term nature of careers (c.f., Arthur et al., 1989), they inherently involve uncertainty 
and the possible trajectories and outcomes into which they might unfold are seen as potentially wide 
ranging. When these are mentally contrasted against reality, often prompted by the question, ‘What if?’, 
they give rise to counterfactual thoughts, which can, in turn, lead to regret (Byrne, 2005; Roese, 1997). 
Research on regrets in the career context has focused predominantly on studying occupational choice 
regret. While these research endeavours provide important insights on antecedents of occupational 
choice regret—including social comparison and social influence (Budjanovcanin et al., 2019), they also 
highlight the cyclical nature of occupational choice regret (Budjanovcanin & Woodrow, 2022). More 
specifically, the authors use the term cyclical to represent how the emotion of regret is recurring and dy-
namic, prompted by specific triggers. Throughout a career, regret can recur when individuals encounter 
situations that remind them of their now unwanted career choice decision and trigger the emotion. For 
example, an individual who regrets not becoming a medical doctor might find that this regret returns 
when they find themselves in a hospital for medical reasons and they are reminded of their missed 
opportunity.

In contrast, Sullivan et al.  (2007) took a broader perspective on regrets in careers, extending be-
yond occupational choice regret to encompass decisions made throughout one's career. Specifically, 
they found that regret can stem from not engaging in more political behaviour in organizations or not 
pursuing alternative career paths due to, for instance, wanting to focus more on work-life balance and 
family. In summary, previous research has mostly addressed occupational choice regret and has been 
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based on informants who have experienced regret (there have been only a small number of participants 
in previous research who have reported not feeling regret) or very specific contexts (i.e., individuals 
being laid off). As such, this research offers only limited insight into different kinds of regrets in ca-
reers, the factors that lead an individual to experience regret, and how individuals can prevent regret 
development in the first place.

Responses to difficulties in careers

In the past, much research has been devoted to the concept of job crafting, defined as proactive and 
self-initiated changes that employees make to their jobs to better align their work with their skills, in-
terests, and values (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). Job crafting can be further differentiated between 
task crafting (i.e., altering the task itself in terms of type, score or amount), relational crafting (i.e., 
modifying the nature and/or extent of personal interactions) and cognitive crafting (i.e., reinterpret-
ing the meaning or purpose of one's work) (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). Accordingly, job crafting 
has been explored from different perspectives, such as its role for well-being and burnout (e.g., Tims 
et al., 2013), work engagement (e.g., Petrou et al., 2017) and meaningful work (e.g., Berg et al., 2013). 
In so doing, prior research suggests that job crafting serves as a proactive mechanism for employees to 
mitigate negative work experiences and workplace difficulties, reduce stress and burnout, and enhance 
overall job satisfaction, work engagement and well-being (e.g., Petrou et al., 2017; Tims et al., 2013). 
Nevertheless, these proactive and self-initiated changes can generally be understood as ongoing efforts 
to adjust and improve one's work experience (e.g., Tims et al., 2013; Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). 
While job crafting may at times be triggered by difficulties, it is more commonly driven by a desire to 
enhance job fulfilment on a day-to-day basis. Thus, although it can be linked to prior difficulties in 
careers, addressing them is not typically the primary motivation behind job crafting. Moreover, to date, 
the role of job crafting in shaping experiences of regret, or the absence thereof, has not been examined 
in the literature.

Once the emotion of regret has occurred, some people seek to address it. For instance, Budjanovcanin 
and Woodrow  (2022) showed that individuals respond to occupational choice regret after a trigger 
through ‘avoidance’ strategies (such as distraction with holidays), which aim to mitigate the effects of 
regret, ‘primary approach’ strategies (such as career coaching or occupation change), which focus on 
directly addressing the source of regret (i.e., the wrong occupation), and ‘secondary approach’ strate-
gies (such as adapting cognitively to the regret), which is related to one's mindset. However, except for 
their ‘primary approach’ strategies, the responses they found were more cognitive in nature. Thus, the 
authors called for future research to investigate which behavioural strategies (beyond an occupational 
change) people engage in to deal with their regrets, as well as how personality traits, career agency, or 
workplace environment shape these responses. Moreover, their study explored strategies as a response 
to existing occupational choice regret. However, it is possible that individuals use behavioural responses 
that prevent regret before it occurs, which needs further investigation.

Knowing that career-related regret can arise from not only occupation choice but also broader 
contexts, a rich stream of potential sources of regret can be difficulties, such as career setbacks (e.g., 
Kutscher & Mayrhofer, 2023) and failures (e.g., Rieger et al., 2023). This prior research highlights the 
importance of engaging in action to deal with failures. For instance, Kutscher and Mayrhofer (2023) 
find that people who experience setbacks engage in more thoughtful reflection, adjusting their career 
goals and expectations based on their experiences. However, Kutscher and Mayrhofer (2023) did not 
explore any strategies that individuals undertake to deal with career setbacks except suggesting they 
engage in reflection.

Research into life regrets offers further insights into how individuals try to respond to regret, 
noting that regretful individuals may undertake repair attempts in response to regret. Gilovich and 
Medvec (1994) discussed the possibility of individuals engaging in ameliorative behaviour, which in-
cludes both behavioural actions (i.e., seeking to rectify a mistake) and cognitive repair (i.e., mentally 
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reframing or rationalizing a decision to minimize feelings of regret). Notably, ameliorative behaviour is 
shaped by momentum, meaning that once individuals begin taking steps to address a regret, this action 
can create momentum for further change. In other words, the act of beginning to rectify a regret can 
lead to sustained efforts, as individuals feel motivated to continue building on their initial attempts to 
reduce feelings of regret (Gilovich & Medvec, 1994; Roese, 1994; Zeelenberg, 1999). This, however, 
raises the question of whether regret is the sole trigger for engaging in repair actions. In fact, as we 
suggest in our findings, these repair efforts may themselves transform difficulties in careers into oppor-
tunities, rather than leading to regret, which is the central focus of our study.

METHODOLOGY

This study sought to better understand how individuals navigate difficulties in their careers so as not 
to regret them. The nascent state of research on career regret provided an opportunity for more ex-
ploratory inquiry (Edmondson & McManus, 2007). We used grounded theory as our methodological 
approach (Gioia et al., 2013; Strauss & Corbin, 1998), adhering to its core principles and following the 
interpretive approach from Gioia et al. (2013). By following its tenets, we engaged in systematic data col-
lection and constant comparison, allowing themes to emerge organically from our participants' perspec-
tives. This iterative process enabled us to develop a deeper understanding of the complex experiences 
(Lee et al., 1999) that could denote individuals' difficulties in their careers, how they responded to them, 
and their later perceptions of those difficulties while taking an interpretivist perspective.

Data collection

We used two different strategies for qualitative data collection from the sample of 109 professionals. 
The first set of qualitative data, reflective narratives collected from 50 professionals in an executive 
MBA programme (henceforth, EMBA), helped us gain initial insights into our participants' career tra-
jectories and a better understanding of the phenomenon of interest. These written reflections were part 
of a coaching-related assignment in one of the EMBA courses and were collected in September 2020. 
Participants were requested to reflect on their past careers to uncover potential difficulties and regrets. 
Specifically, we asked them to reflect on the question: ‘If you could go back … years ago and give yourself career-
related advice that you wish you had received at that time, what would it be?’ This broad question was designed to 
gain insight into individuals' careers and the regrets they may have. Since research into the phenomenon 
is nascent, we decided to retrieve initial insights from the first set of data to develop our understanding. 
In so doing, we discovered that all informants were able to recall moments when they faced difficul-
ties in their careers, however, experiences of negative emotional responses to these difficulties varied. 
In fact, while some informants expressed regret (i.e., actively stating they experienced regret or had a 
strong desire to ‘undo’ a choice), other participants even expressed gratitude or validation for the dif-
ficulties in their careers. This prompted us to explore why some experience regret from such difficulties 
while others do not.

Hence, our research focus, aiming to understand how individuals navigate their difficulties to avoid 
regret, emerged inductively from this first set of data. The data resulted in 26 single-spaced pages in 
MS Word (Times New Roman, 12). Participants were assured that their answers would be anonymized 
and that they could withdraw at any time. To balance out potential bias and obtain the most insightful 
answers, we advised the participants to indicate beforehand whether they felt comfortable with their 
answers being used for research.

The second set of qualitative data was made up of semi-structured interviews with 59 professionals 
and built on the abovementioned insights, delving deeper into how professionals dealt with difficul-
ties in their careers. Specifically, in the first round of interviews, we collected data on a sample of 
N = 27 professionals in Spring 2021 to gain more insights on regret in the context of careers—still in an 
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explorative manner. Thereby, we aimed to better understand the nature of the phenomenon and how 
people viewed it as shaping their careers, as well as how they addressed it. These data helped to advance 
our understanding of why some individuals experience their difficulties as regret, whereas others view 
them in a positive light. Specifically, our initial data analysis revealed that all our participants faced 
difficulties at some point in their careers. When comparing the cases of those individuals who reported 
experiencing regret with those who did not, we found that the different outcomes could be attributed 
to how the individuals responded to the difficulty in their efforts to resolve or improve their situations.

Although there were some instances of individuals hinting at the importance of agency in their ca-
reer as a triggering factor of repair, because we did not explicitly ask about these factors, we could not 
make any strong conclusions in this regard. Therefore, we entered a second round of interviews and 
collected data from a sample of N = 32 professionals in Fall 2024 to gain more insights into the factors 
shaping these repair efforts. Accordingly, the interview protocol has been adapted in line with the prin-
ciples of grounded theory to gain more insights into these findings and further support our emerging 
model. Specifically, we aspired to better understand which factors shape whether they respond to the 
difficulties they experienced in their careers.

We used semi-structured interviews to collect rich data to discover difficulties in our participants' 
careers, their feelings concerning them, and the impact the decision had later in their careers. The 
interview protocol included four parts. First, we asked about individuals' career paths, with particular 
attention to key events and milestones. Starting the interviews with this narrative approach helped the 
informants to recapitulate their careers, reflect on events and decisions, and serve as an ‘ice breaker’ as 
they got the opportunity to talk about something they lived firsthand. We then asked them to reflect on 
difficult career moments and what advice they would give their younger selves based on their current 
experiences and knowledge.

To encourage our informants to reflect on their career trajectories and disclose potential regrets, 
we asked questions about decisions and situations they wished they had handled differently, as well as 
the career-related advice they would offer to their younger selves. Given the exploratory nature of our 
research through which the focus on regret emerged, we did not explicitly use the word ‘regret’ during 
the data collection unless participants referred to it themselves. To ensure that individuals were indeed 
referring to the phenomenon of regret, we added verifying questions to our interview protocol to elicit 
references to key characteristics of regret, such as self-blame. To determine whether the informant ex-
perienced regret, we drew on the conceptualization offered by Zeelenberg and Pieters (2007, p. 6). Their 
definition outlines four key characteristics of regret, namely, feeling that one should have known better, feeling 
that one lost an opportunity due to a mistake, feeling a tendency to correct a mistake, and wanting to undo the event and 
get a second chance. To identify these elements and thereby assess the presence of regret, we asked specific 
verifying questions aligned with each characteristic.

Moreover, many of the informants also actively used the word' regret' to describe their feelings about 
the situation. Some participants referred to regretful emotions in these moments, whereas others pointed 
out that their difficulties were part of their journey or that they valued the difficulties they had faced and 
did not wish the situation to be different (which would have been a key characteristic of regret). In fact, 
those participants who expressed regret also articulated a strong desire to be able to ‘undo’ something 
and blamed themselves for the situation, reflecting the notion of regret discussed in prior research (c.f., 
Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2007). Next, we asked the participants about their initial feelings about the career 
difficulties, if their impressions changed over time, and how this shaped their future careers. Lastly, we 
offered interviewees the opportunity to add something to the interview that they viewed as important 
to their experiences to ensure that we covered all insights. We concluded by asking participants for their 
demographic data. The final interview protocol can be found in the Appendix. Similar to our first set 
of data, we also actively compared all interviewed individuals from the second data set who stated they 
had regret about the difficulties in their careers with those who did not experience regret.

The interviews were conducted in English and German via the online platform Zoom and in person 
and lasted 30–75 min. The first round of interviews took place in March and April 2021, October 2022, 
and April and May 2023. The second round of interviews was conducted in September–October 2024. 
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Participants signed a consent form beforehand, and all interviews were recorded and transcribed by the 
first and fourth authors. We opted to conduct an additional round of data collection in the Fall of 2024 
to explore the findings from the first round of interviews in more depth to increase the rigour of the 
findings and reconfirm our previous findings. After no new insights were gained from the interviewees 
in relation to our research question and our informants' experiences validated our findings, we decided 
to stop conducting interviews.

Research setting and sampling

This qualitative study took place in the context of two leading European business schools. In alignment 
with our research approach, we decided to conduct this study in a context that enhanced reflection 
and sensemaking, which is the essence of an educational environment. We sampled different groups of 
working professionals (Creswell, 2007; Patton, 1990) who, in addition to their regular work, engaged in 
postgraduate education in these European business schools at the time of data collection. Specifically, 
43 participants were in an Executive PhD programme, 14 professionals in an EMBA, and two individu-
als in career coaching (N = 59). These programmes were expected to foster sensemaking of their prior 
careers and address potential difficulties.

We chose our participants because working professionals who decided to pursue an educational 
curriculum next to their regular job were expected to actively engage in sensemaking and reflection on 
their career path and difficulties (De Déa Roglio & Light, 2009; Warhurst, 2011). Indeed, many individ-
uals decide to undertake such developmental programmes to have the space to reflect on and address 
difficulties, with the aim of determining how to develop their future career paths. Both EMBA and 
Executive PhD programmes, as well as career coaching, create a framework for managers to engage in 
self-exploration and development of their ‘possible selves’ (Markus & Nurius, 1986), thereby supporting 
the notion that they may have a clear idea of their past, present, and possible future selves (Petriglieri 
& Petriglieri, 2010).

Furthermore, we purposefully recruited working professionals from the EMBA and executive PhD 
programmes because such educational programmes require work experience in managerial positions. 
The average work experience of participants was 21 years. Building on Super's (1957) work on career 
stages, we define early-, mid-, and late-career individuals as those with <10, 10–20, and more than 
20 years of work experience, respectively. We reasoned that it was important to study more experienced 
individuals as we wanted to explore reflections on careers over a longer period (c.f. Arthur et al., 1989). 
We expected these professionals to provide reflective insights into their career trajectories and the dif-
ficulties they were facing, as well as how they dealt with these experiences. We approached all our par-
ticipants face-to-face or via email and elaborated on our research goals without revealing our research 
question. We told them that we were interested in understanding their career paths, as well as critical 
moments and difficulties.

The study consisted of a total of 109 professionals, 64 of whom were men and 45 of whom were 
women. On average, our informants were 42 years old, with a range of 28–61 years. An overview of 
their demographic characteristics, the strategy of data collection (i.e., reflective narratives or semi-
structured interviews), and their experiences of their difficulties (regret: yes or no) is presented in 
Table 1.

Data analysis

In line with our exploratory research design, we followed established grounded theory techniques for 
the data analysis (Gioia et al., 2013; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). We chose this approach as it provides a ro-
bust framework for qualitative analysis that emphasizes our participants' perspectives, enhances rigour, 
and supports the development of relevant theories. The structured approach and its flexibility make it 
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particularly valuable for qualitative research that aims to build new theories (Gehman et al., 2018; Gioia 
et al., 2013).

Data analysis was performed using the ATLAS.ti software by the first author in consultation with 
the other authors.1 The first and second subsets of the collected qualitative data were processed in 
the same way, and hereafter, we discuss the analysis procedure without specifying the data subset, 
instead treating them together as one. Below, we provide a detailed explanation of the three-step 
coding process. For clarity, the steps are discussed in chronological order; however, given the itera-
tive nature of our research, we collected and analysed the data while simultaneously engaging with 
prior literature.

Step 1

First-order concepts

We started with open coding of our data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), where we tried to stay as close as 
possible to our participants' own words and terms by using mostly ‘in vivo’ codes (Gioia et al., 2013). 
In line with the inductive research approach, we remained very open in this first step and tried to 
capture as much of the phenomenon as possible. After generating more than 800 open codes in this 
first step, which referred to emotions, actions, views, and events related to difficulties in individuals' 
careers, we realized that not all difficulties led to regret. Indeed, only some individuals referred to 
their difficulties in careers as regret: ‘One of the decisions which I regret in the past is that…’, ‘what I always 
regretted…’, whereas others emphasized not experiencing regret for the difficulties: ‘I don't see it as 
a bad thing. I don't regret it’. To investigate this further, we identified differences and commonalities 
between the first-order codes, grouping similar codes into first-order themes. This process clarified 
the distinction between regretting and not regretting. We further coded individuals' explanations 
for why they did or did not regret difficulties in their careers, helping to clarify the distinction be-
tween them. Regretting was described as a negative state marked by a desire to ‘undo’ situations and 
is characterized by a feeling of helplessness and being stuck. In contrast, not regretting was char-
acterized by feeling in control and doing something about the situation. Individuals often referred 
to the event as a learning experience. Therefore, the participants viewed these difficulties in their 
careers in a positive light.

Step 2

From empirical codes to theoretical (second-order) themes

We proceeded with axial coding to summarize statements into primary classifications (Strauss & 
Corbin, 1998). Initially, first-order codes were identified and summarized into more generalizable 
classifications. This step aimed to align participants' statements with theoretical constructs, identi-
fying overlapping concepts to classify them into theoretical themes. As mentioned, we first found 
differences in the ways that individuals think about the difficulties in their careers. Accordingly, we 
engaged in an iterative refinement of our codes until we felt that our data accurately represented 
the themes. We focused solely on the themes that directly addressed our research objectives, which 
yielded 345 first-order codes. Here again, we focused on both regretting and not regretting to com-
pare outcomes.

 1The research team consisted of four scholars affiliated with a European institution, having extensive knowledge of careers and qualitative 
research experience, ranging from four to more than twenty years.
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We continued by focusing solely on difficulties that were not regretted. The data indicated that 
individuals who reported this absence of regret actively responded to their difficulties using a variety 
of strategies to try to change the situation. This helped them to view them positively, for instance, as 
‘gifts’ or ‘part of the trajectory’. We observed that the distinction between experiencing regret and avoiding 
it is contingent upon individuals' behavioural responses. In comparison, those who ended up regretting 
stated, ‘I am kind of stuck. I am ceiling [sic.] [at the upper limit] at my job’, or admitted feeling cowardly about a 
decision because they did nothing about it.

During a discussion with the research team about how to capture these emergent findings, we no-
ticed that one of the participants described the way he addressed the difficulties in his career as ‘a big 
repair’. This prompted us to investigate the concept of repair, which we found was mentioned in research 
on social relationships (e.g., Dindia & Baxter, 1987) and customer relationships (e.g., Xie & Peng, 2009). 
In making sense of our data, we drew inspiration from prior work on regret in other contexts (e.g., 
Gilovich & Medvec, 1994; Roese & Summerville, 2005). Specifically, it has been noted that some in-
dividuals respond to regretted events by coping, reversing, or compensating for the negative outcome. 
Gilovich and Medvec (1994) mentioned that individuals may engage in behavioural repair work, which is 
defined as steps initiated to correct a regretted action. We proceeded to use the notion of repair in rela-
tion to difficulties in one's career and use this emergent concept to capture how participants dealt with 
difficulties in their careers so that they did not regret them. This is an example of how, during the data 
analysis, we engaged in dialogue between our emergent findings and prior research to make sense of 
our data (Gioia et al., 2013).

Next, we attempted to understand the implications of these repair strategies for our participants. Our 
data revealed that engaging in repair enabled participants to learn and develop from their difficulties; 
thus, they were viewed positively. We returned to the interview transcripts and coded the ways that 
participants viewed their difficulties after they engaged in repair strategies and how their perspectives 
differed if they failed to engage in repair. Further, we coded for factors that prompted or inhibited en-
gaging with repair strategies. We noticed that individuals highlighted the importance of acting accord-
ing to their values, as well as feeling in control. We found that these characteristics share similarities 
with the concept of protean careers, which highlights that people take control of their own career paths 
and shape them based on their personal goals and needs (Hall, 2004). Thus, adopting a protean career atti-
tude has been found to be an important shaping factor. We further saw that participants who engaged in 
repair felt self-confident and were willing to take a risk to repair their careers. Building on the insights 
of Norton and Weiss  (2009), who define courage as a person's continuous efforts even though they 
experience fear, we named this factor exercising courage. In line with the principles of grounded theory, 
we engaged in data collection and data analysis simultaneously, which allowed us to adapt our interview 
protocol to explore these factors further.

This phase of analysis produced 12 second-order themes, reflecting the outcomes of engaging in 
repair strategies (or the lack thereof)—regretting versus embracing; the three different strategies that 
individuals used and two repair-triggering factors.

Step 3

Developing aggregated theoretical dimensions

These second-order themes were aggregated into six overarching theoretical dimensions, which served 
as a basis for theory development. Through this process, it became apparent that individuals differ in 
their responses to difficulties in their careers, either embracing or regretting them. Individuals were able to 
embrace difficulties in their careers when they engaged in at least one of the three repair strategies to deal 
with their difficulties. These three repair strategies lead to separate aggregated dimensions (reclaiming 
repair strateg y, enriching repair strateg y, and mobilizing repair strateg y). Lastly, we formed an aggregated dimen-
sion that encompassed the triggering factors for repair strategies. The aggregated dimensions form the 
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16 of  40  |      SCHULZE SCHLEITHOFF et al.

basis of our findings, telling the story of how individuals navigate difficulties in their careers to avoid 
regretting them. The analytical process is depicted in the data structure (Figure 1), illustrating the steps 
taken to organize the data (Gioia et al., 2013).

To ensure the trustworthiness of our research, we have described our analytical process in as much 
detail as possible, demonstrating how our data structure evolved. All data were transcribed, anonymized, 
and stored in line with research integrity standards. We also aimed to represent the different perspec-
tives of our informants accurately. Furthermore, to increase the consistency of the interpretation of our 
data, the research team undertook regular brainstorming sessions to discuss the exemplifying empirical 
data to ensure alignment in the observations. Whenever different interpretations occurred, they were 
discussed until a consensus was reached (Flick, 2007; Levitt et al., 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

F I G U R E  1   Data structure.
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       |  17 of  40‘NO REGRETS, THEY DON'T WORK’

T A B L E  2   Additional qualitative evidence for (second-order) themes related to the identified aggregated dimensions.

Aggregated 
dimensions

Second-order 
themes Example quotes

Regretting Feeling 
dissatisfaction 
with own 
behaviour

So, I left this company in 2019. […] I was 42, and thinking that, ‘Okay, so now I 
could do a lot of things’. And one of my ideas was that […] HR is perfect, but I need 
just to broaden a little bit more care and maybe just to look at the social houses, 
social projects […], and I got it [a job offer]. It was one of my biggest regrets, 
because I didn't try it [did not apply out of fear]. ( Jennifer)
I think one of the regrets I have was my internship, the way I got the job at [the 
bank]. I had an interview. The hiring manager was not particularly kind in that 
interview. It was extremely rude. Then they said, ‘Alright, we'll offer you the 
internship’. I was super happy. Two weeks before the internship period would 
start. They said: ‘Actually, [ Jerome], we have a place for five people instead of six. 
Sorry. You were the last one we got. You don't have an internship’. […] I completely 
panicked. I managed to get the same offer at [a different bank], where they were 
really kind. They were also located at a nice place in the centre. People were very 
pleasant to me. I perceive them as nicer people. Then, the moment I went to sign 
the contract there, I got a call from [the previous bank]. They said, ‘[ Jerome], we 
know we screwed up. We're actually going to offer you this internship because 
you're a good candidate and we […] have an extra space. Do you want it?’ So, I 
said: ‘Okay!’ Because in my mind, [the bank] is like the biggest [national] bank, 
so, I thought, ‘Okay, I want [them] on my CV’. Now, later I know who works at 
[the different bank]. At the time, there was actually a really good team. So, now I 
sometimes [think] had I gone there I would have had such a better experience in 
than [the bank] where I was really miserable. […] And I think the internship was, 
was 20 weeks of boredom because they had too many interns and the work was just 
boring. I think what I regret is ignoring my gut. ( Jerome)

Constructing 
idealized 
scenarios

If I would have gone into journalism [experiences occupational choice regret] 
[instead of ] not IT, I would have been a very precise, very ambitious journalist. 
(Annika)
[After refusing a company's offer] I tried to get an interview with them. They never 
accepted it […]. So, I wanted, but I guess they just put a very big cross […] next to 
my name. I was completely banned from any further conversation with the firm. 
So, this is probably [the] stupidest thing that I personally did. Just not letting things 
explode, just basically putting limitations in my mind for something that could have 
become […] a very interesting career, completely different one, very alternative, 
probably closer to what, where I was coming from [advertising and media], the 
background that I had. Probably I wouldn't have to struggle through all this, you 
know, changed the industry, countries. I would probably have lived in a different 
country since then. Probably would have been in Switzerland ever since. Perhaps, a 
completely different financial situation over the years. I'm quite comfortable today, 
but it was not the case for many, many years. So, I think this could be [a] very, very 
different path.[…] It's very funny because now, we are in Zurich quite often with 
my boyfriend, and every time we drive past the village headquarters, I'm like: ‘You 
know, this is the regret of my life. One, one stupid response in a phone call’. (Zara)

Embracing Valuing of 
learning

And because of this sort of negative experience in America, I was very determined 
in the UK to actually actively build a social life right from the start. I think I did 
a lot better there. So that negative experiences somehow managed to leverage and 
turn around in a more positive sense later on in life. (Bob)
It took me some time to learn two things about failure. One, we might learn much 
more when we fail than when we succeed. And two, it' is better to try and fail than 
never trying. (Sarah)

Expressing 
redemptive 
appreciation

Other people might have said: ‘That was crap and waste of time’. I say: ‘Life is 
happening to us for a reason. And it always comes in a way that will be relevant for 
later on’. (Veronica)
It is all holistic all following each other. So, we did, yes, of course, all things you 
experience will shape yourself and will shape the future. Every experience changes 
you provides you with guidance and will bring you further. (Thaisen)

(Continues)
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18 of  40  |      SCHULZE SCHLEITHOFF et al.

Aggregated 
dimensions

Second-order 
themes Example quotes

Reclaiming 
repair 
strategy

Realigning 
subjective career 
success

And the only thing I was doing was data entry and just like business cards in the 
system, and that. Okay, you know what, there is nothing to do. And there was no 
money. They did not pay for the work, for the simple work that I did. They even did 
not pay only twice a year or so. So, I thought, ‘Okay, this is not okay’. But I wanted 
that experience. But yet I thought: ‘This was not the right experience. This is not 
what I'm proud of. This is not fair. And I need to speak up’. And I did. So I stopped 
it, andI think throughout my whole career, I will never not speak up if it's really like 
needed […], and I tried to do those things in the best way so that it can be received. 
But I think it is important to not be afraid in careers, which is still like a taboo 
sometimes. And it is challenging. ( Jeannet)
CV wise, maybe it would be would have been smart to stay a bit longer because I 
had two relatively short jobs […], but I also know that by doing that, I am where 
I am today. And now I feel so much happier and I have so much more freedom to 
take my own decisions. So, no, I don't regret it. Back then, it was quite a difficult 
choice because I knew it is smarter for my career, but also money wise because I had 
like shares in the company, etc., to stay. But my happiness was more important to 
me. (Clara)

Restoring 
objective career 
success

A lot of times, I was so excited and honoured by the opportunities that I simply 
did not think about the value of my own work. I noticed 6 months in my first 
manager position that I basically earned less than any of my employees. Also, in my 
first regional director position, I was so proud of being promoted to this position 
at the age of 29 that I didn't really invest too much effort in the salary negations 
(‘You can fix this later’). Only when I talked openly with a colleague about his 
salary, I recognized that I basically made half of that. […] This gap only closed/got 
significant[ly] smaller because I have been approached by an external company and 
my company made a counteroffer. ( Jenna)
The job […] was limiting me in my growth and visibility. […] I stayed in it for 
5 years and while I learned a lot it was only out of sheer chance that I left it to start 
something new. This was a wake-up call and I feel like slowed down my overall 
growth in the long run. I have tried to make up for it through some good stretch 
assignments since and built a good track record. I use that as a lesson now to decide 
on future assignments. (Enzo)

Enriching 
repair 
strategy

Acquiring new 
knowledge

And now […] I have a tipping point now in my career. Two years ago, so around 
one and a half years ago, something happened what was really new to me. […] So, I 
worked for [company] in 6 years. And when I asked for a promotion or being a part 
of the talent pool, [it was] always said: ‘[Hendrik] you are very young, you will make 
it. So, no problem’. Then, I think 2 years ago, […] my initiative was to apply for the 
talent pool just because there was an intranet article where you could apply for that. 
And then I wrote an application for the talent pool and the answer was from the 
HR person: ‘You are really great, [Hendrik] You have everything you need, but you 
are too old’. And I thought, ‘Okay, talent pool, no option anymore’. I was 44. I don't 
think so. Then, […] in parallel I got […] a new boss. So, my boss was 37, so younger 
than I. […] And then I made my decision to start with a PhD. (Hendrik)
[Struggled with feeling differently in engineering setting] But then, I was also very 
much in designing the strategy of the company because I was working directly with 
the company's director. And I always felt like—he was an engineer himself—and 
I always felt like if you had studied some management, maybe you would be better 
at managing this company. So, I felt like, I mean, my objective was not necessarily 
to become a director or getting in a leadership position, but I was just in touch with 
these management issues. So, I decided that I need some more academic education on 
this. So, more training. So, I went for a Master of Business Administration. (Cecille)

T A B L E  2   (Continued)
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Aggregated 
dimensions

Second-order 
themes Example quotes

Extending work 
diversification

But I got bored because it started being an automatism that didn't fulfil me any 
longer. And then that was the moment when I had this epiphany about my own 
self of what can I do with this next skill, this talent of simultaneous listening and 
speaking and this talent of listening deeply because when you interpret you really 
have to listen for the essence of what is being said, look for the words. […] And that 
was the moment when I said, ‘Okay, I would like to train people’. (Veronica)
And then. in this new job, it was really nice. And I also discovered new things 
about me. For example, that I am really good at communicating with people from 
different cultures. And having a diplomatic communication, even with the directors 
from that I advised and at the ministries, […] there would have been so much 
reason and failing it. And I suddenly I was able to see what I am capable of. Because 
somehow and I am not saying that is the fault of anybody. I think the one who is 
guilty for it is myself. Because I have been too strict with myself, but suddenly, 
somehow, I gained confidence in myself and in my capacities again, which was 
also necessary, actually, to get this PhD done, because I think I would not maybe I 
would not have been able to get this far without this positive work experience. Also, 
by this time, I mean I was working from home, but I have been travelling every 2 
or 3 weeks for 4 days. Show me one mother who does this with kids who are aged 
under 5. Everybody looks at you and says, ‘Are you crazy?!’ Yes, I am! But I actually 
needed this. (Cecille)

Mobilizing 
repair 
strategy

Disrupting the 
expected flow of 
career

An important moment also, as I recall it, was that I was driving in my very nice car 
in I think 2001, around that period of time. And, I was listening to the audiobook 
‘The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People’ […]. In this audiobook, they said: 
Well, imagine that you are climbing the ladder of your career and after 40 years, 
you're at the top and you're looking down […] and then you see that this ladder is 
against the wrong wall. And I thought: Well, how did I end up here in this car with 
this role that I have? And it was as I, as I already told you, it was just they asked me 
for my first job and I said ‘yes’ […], so that was not a very conscious decision in the 
sense that I had looked for what kind of jobs would I like? […] I also still really like 
this technical aspect of things. […] I do hardly anything with this technical aspect 
and the knowledge I have in my job. And well I miss that sometimes [included as a 
response to more technical tasks in subsequent role]. ( Jan)
During my time at [company], I started a podcast with now my colleague about how 
to set up HR in young, fast-growing environments. Now everyone has a podcast, 
but we started like almost 6 years ago when no one had a podcast yet or almost no 
one. And based on that podcast, we got so many questions, and I was not really 
happy at [organization] that I decided, okay, let us give it a go and start our own 
company. (Clara)

T A B L E  2   (Continued)

(Continues)
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Aggregated 
dimensions

Second-order 
themes Example quotes

Transitioning 
to a more 
promising career

I do not [experience] regret about anything. Of course, there was one job in my 
career that I didn't like. […] And despite that, I worked for eight years for this 
company. […] So, looking at that, and only because of that I am now where I am. 
So how to regret it? [laughs] So, I don't know. So looks like it was one mistake. […] 
I gained a lot of experience, and only because of my position in this company. I got 
a new position at my current company. So, it's, it's related. [repair] I … just I was 
ready to move … Again, it was a conversation about my salary. It was, as usual, each 
month and we didn't agree on, it [with the manager]. And just I thought that I go 
out and my manager said: ‘Okay, it was [a] mistake. He will pay me. And next month 
he will pay again, as we agreed’. After a month, we again had the same conversation, 
the same arguing. We were arguing, and I left. So, it is just, just I was ready to leave, 
and I left. (Ashley)
I have been working there for about a year, and after 3 or 4 weeks, I thought this 
is not a good decision […] andI ended this job after a year. They wanted me to 
stay. And I said: ‘No I'm not doing that’. But that was a different kind of regret 
[throughout the interview acknowledged that she does not regret that choice] like 
quitting journalism regret is like…this is a part of me. I didn't develop, whereas the 
regret about going to a secure job and not going to a more adventurous job was very 
practical at the moment. And I solved that. So that kind of regret. […], when I think 
about these which to [organization] […], no, I think […] it was great. It was pretty 
experienced that way because it really helped me embrace my Pipi Longstockings 
[metaphor for being explorative] with like, it was out of fear that I did not take a 
step that I should have taken right then, and I realized well the safe route isn't for 
me. (Annika)

Triggering 
factors

Adopting 
protean career 
attitude

I am trying to fix it right now. And now it is easy or much easier to say that this is 
also of course different from before. I am financially in very comfortable states. 
So, it is now also a little easier to kind of do things a little differently. But, for 
example, looking kind of towards my next step. […] Now, I'm really looking for 
an opportunity where we can do the thing that I kind of previously didn't. So, 
I'm trying to kind of correct it, […] kind of my next adventure. So that is kind of 
present in the 2 years when you gotta [have to] figure out what you want to do next 
and realize you get this hourly consulting firm. […] There is little less risking them 
kind of, [because] for example, we're a product kind of route. […] And now I'm 
willing also because of financials to kind of make these routes a little easier. So, I'm 
kind of redirecting what I want to do, based on kind of this learning. (Anton)
I realized there is always a new day. Because if people stay too long in the company, 
they tend to think that this is that. It is like if the world is flat, that you will fall 
off the earth. And if you stay too long in the company, it feels like if you move 
away from that company, then everything will be doomed and nothing will grow 
anymore. Which if you change jobs, we know that is not true. There is always a new 
day there is always a future. That is something that I found out then that it is that 
there are some new decisions you can take and just move forward. (Louis)

Exercising 
courage

If you are downgrading me from to, to like to tackle it, I can switch projects, switch 
companies, switch organization[s], without being that take the lead back. And there 
is nothing wrong with me. So that part also took me building self-esteem and being 
sure of my strong sides. And what can I achieve, did well. (Lorenz)
If you feel something is really valuable, do some conscious experiments around it, 
small incremental experiments. If you don't, as a personality, if you're not confident 
enough to kind of directly voice it out and say that. Do a little bit of a pre-validation 
go prepared in such kind of discussions or such kind of forums, and then table it 
out, have an opinion and try it out. At least trying is better than just failing, right? 
(Bernhard)

T A B L E  1   (Continued)
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FINDINGS

Our analysis revealed that after individuals experienced a difficulty in their careers, they either embraced 
it (i.e., they viewed the difficulty in their career as a learning opportunity that is an important part of 
their career journey) or regretted it (i.e., viewed the difficulty in their career as a negative situation for 
which they felt a sense of self-blame and that they wished to undo). We found that what enabled indi-
viduals not to regret the difficulty in their career was undertaking repair, which we define as individuals 
proactively fixing what was not working or was negatively impacting their career by using different 
strategies. We identified three repair strategies that participants utilized to fix difficulties they encoun-
tered in their careers, namely, reclaiming (i.e., realigning one's career based on personal values (subjective 
career success) and restoring tangible and measurable conditions (objective career success)), enriching (i.e., 
acquiring new knowledge or extending their current career with tasks and projects that provide them 
with greater fulfilment), and mobilizing (i.e., making career changes by disrupting the expected flow of 
one's career or transitioning into a more promising career by shifting to a new position, team, organi-
zation, or industry). Our analysis further revealed that two triggers explained individuals' engagement 
with career repair strategies, namely, adopting a protean career attitude (i.e., feeling in control and bringing 
one's career in alignment with one's values) and exercising courage (i.e., being self-confident and not guided 
by negative emotions).

Additional qualitative evidence for themes related to the identified aggregated dimensions is pro-
vided in Table 2.

Dealing with difficulties in one's career: Regretting versus embracing

Our findings revealed that throughout their careers, participants faced different kinds of difficul-
ties: some were directly concerned with making career decisions, whereas others were concerned 
with workplace situations that impacted how they experienced their careers. For example, difficul-
ties related to career decisions could be the consequence of choosing the wrong occupation or indus-
try. In comparison, difficulties related to situations at work with career impacts were, for example, 
conflicts with co-workers or a lack of personal fulfilment. Independent of the type of difficulty, we 
saw that participants referred to these difficulties as something either regretted or embraced in their 
careers.

Specifically, those participants who felt a sense of regret about difficulties viewed them as neg-
ative situations for which they blamed themselves and wished to undo. In turn, the participants 
who embraced their difficulties looked at them as learning opportunities that played an important 
role in their careers. The notion of embracing was expressed by some of our participants, which we 
consider a positive view of the difficulties in one's career. We discuss both regretting and embracing 
in detail below.

Regretting

As not all informants regretted the career difficulties they faced, we describe regretting as a persistent 
negative feeling about difficulties in one's career. Specifically, individuals experienced an emotional 
trigger, they wished the situation was different and experienced a sense of self-blame. Notably, the 
emotion was described as persistent throughout one's career, with continuous rumination on alternative 
scenarios.

[It] comes up every now and then and stayed with me. Ever since I made that decision, and 
sometimes it's more obvious, and that's mainly when I'm bored or when I am feeling bad 
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about my current job, then it pops up, but it's always there, it's like this always this level of 
regret. 

(Annika)

Regretting difficulties in careers was reflected in participants feeling dissatisfaction with own be-
haviour and constructing idealised scenarios.

Feeling dissatisfaction with own behaviour

Regretful informants reported a sense of dissatisfaction with their previous actions or decisions 
and wished that they had done something differently in the past. Moreover, they expressed not 
having done something about the situation (repairing) or having failed to correct it. For instance, 
Joren regretted his choice of an industry that hindered his movement to a different industry in his 
subsequent career:

I did always … regret that … there's always a few times throughout your career, where you 
think: ‘I'm not liking it. I want to do something else’. […] What I always regretted … I 
think it was always difficult for me to change to a different role or a different company. It 
was [like] you get this stamp on your forehead [used metaphorically to describe a situation 
where a person feels labeled in a way that is difficult to escape]. 

( Joren)

Another example stemmed from Dieter, who faced a difficult situation when he narrowly missed 
out on a general manager role because of inaction, which he later regretted. This example highlighted 
the importance of action and repair attempts in navigating a difficulty in order to avoid regret, as he 
underlined that he could have acted on it.

The one thing […] I would say I probably regret […] is that I didn't make that move 
to General Manager at [the organization]. That is the thing that I regret because it was 
already informally agreed; […] it didn't work out at the last moment. And what I did 
not do back then was I did not use my network that I had, which was a pretty strong 
network, to try to talk to very influential people in the background before that nomi-
nation would have happened. And I didn't talk to them […], so I misread a little bit the 
[organizational] culture. 

(Dieter)

Thus, this theme reflects informants' general sense of dissatisfaction with their past behaviour. Yet, 
it did not involve imagining alternative outcomes.

Constructing idealized scenarios

In contrast, constructing idealized scenarios involved the mental construction of a better alternative 
outcome which had been more appealing to the individual than reality. Since these imaginations were 
not subject to reality, constructing idealized scenarios could lead to feelings of regret as individuals 
reflected on what might have been rather than focusing on their current circumstances. Yet, this is an 
extended cognitive process and could be seen as a consequence of the previous theme. For instance, 
Inge constructed an idealized scenario in which her current career would have been better if she had 
stayed in a bigger city. However, the possibility of having more career options was not grounded in real-
ity, as she imagined a better alternative.
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I think the biggest regret was that I moved here with my husband because it is so far off 
from anything where you could pursue a career. […] And then, if I had stayed in a bigger 
city […], then I would probably have had more career options and more choices. 

(Inge)

Because people could not know how these situations would have actually developed, they tended to 
imagine this other reality as more desirable—an upward counterfactual. In all narratives, individuals 
created alternative selves in these different, more desirable realities. Consequently, they believed their 
current situation would be better if they had made a different decision in the past. Thaisen explained 
that he is reminded every now and then of his forgone role as an engineer, which seemed more desirable 
to him than being ‘this banking guy’. He explained:

I tried to become an engineer to build airflow airplanes. That was my main goal when I 
was younger. Really highly technical and stuff. […] I came into banking, but I'm a more 
science kind of guy. […] So, I don't know how the path would have been. […] If you talk 
about regrets, yes that might be one… might be one… 

(Thaisen)

Yet, Thaisen never actually worked in this alternative role, and therefore, could not have determined 
whether this career would have suited him better.

While regretting one's difficulties is one way of viewing them, many informants did not experience 
regret about their difficulties but rather embraced them. Notably, N = 35 informants did not experience 
regret at all (see Table 1). The other informants experienced both difficulties that turned into regret and 
difficulties that they embraced.

Embracing

Embracing as a response to difficulties in careers was reflected in participants viewing these difficul-
ties positively and describing them later as ‘part of the journey’, one's ‘purpose’, and ‘biggest gifts’. 
Specifically, we saw that individuals valued the lessons derived from their difficulties and had a sense of 
gratitude for them, which led them to not regret them. As Anton highlighted: ‘I made a lot of mistakes, don't 
get me wrong, really bad mistakes, but I can't actually acknowledge one single thing I actually regret’ (Anton).

Valuing of learning

Those informants who embraced the difficulties they encountered in their careers were able to derive 
lessons from them. For instance, Chiara viewed the difficulty in her career as valuable and helpful in 
guiding her in the right direction. In particular, after switching teams within her organization, she expe-
rienced difficulty when the actual situation did not align with her expectations. However, she embraced 
it as an opportunity to really understand her values: ‘Taking the wrong decision […] and then changing it after 
a while [going back to the previous team], it also taught me that it's important to really stick to what you want to do and 
what really fits you’ (Chiara). In so doing, she saw her wrong decision as a way to develop as a professional. 
Jeannet further elaborated that some difficulties may even return until they become a learning opportu-
nity. She faced a difficulty when she decided to work in the company of a former supervisor, where she 
felt bored and unchallenged. Eventually, she took the step to leave. Thereafter, she valued the learnings 
derived from the difficulty, particularly in terms of leaving.

It [repair] made me, indeed, learn about myself and also learn about others. […] And I don't 
say that I did everything right after that. [laughs] So, you keep learning. And, sometimes, I 
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think you need to keep learning the same kind of things. I also believe that the same kind 
of challenges come back in careers. If you step out too early and you want to, like, quit the 
lesson, then the lesson is coming back in the new role. […] So no, I don't regret that [choice 
which became a difficulty]. 

( Jeannet)

This suggested that people understood that difficulties happened for a reason and guided them in 
their careers.

Expressing redemptive appreciation

Viewing the difficulties as lessons learned allowed individuals to subsequently engage in transform-
ative appreciation because they viewed the difficulties as important turning points in their careers. 
Specifically, informants shifted the discourse about their difficulties, from ‘mistakes’, ‘failure’, and 
‘wrong decisions’ and increasingly articulated them with a sense of appreciation. Jennifer described 
why and how she left an organization after her position was restructured. She underlined that she 
would do the same again and did not view any of her decisions related to this situation as wrong: ‘I 
wouldn't call it regret. […] There's no wrong decision. So, there's a good decision or bad decision or a less good decision. 
But there's no wrong decision. So, if I go back, I would do the same’ (Jennifer). Notably, Jennifer felt regret for 
a different phase in her career, which further underlined that not viewing these decisions as wrong 
was not a cognitive strategy of hers but rather the result of her engagement with repair related to 
this situation.

During our interview, Miriam even refused to respond to our question about whether she would 
undo any of her prior choices and underlined that she viewed all her mistakes in such a positive light 
because they guided her to where she is now: ‘I like my world now so much, and I am so aware of how all these 
mistakes have led to where I'm now. That my mistakes are now my biggest gifts’ (Miriam). This showed that not every 
difficulty was perceived in a negative light. Instead, many individuals valued the learning experience 
and expressed gratitude.

Not regretting but embracing: Repair strategies as a response to difficulties in 
careers

When comparing the groups of ‘regretters’ and ‘embracers’, we found that the key difference in their 
outcomes lied in their response behaviours to the difficulties. Specifically, we discovered that those who 
engaged in repair were able to embrace the difficulties. The data revealed three repair strategies that 
individuals engaged in, namely, reclaiming, enriching, and mobilizing. Notably, the term repair was derived 
from one of our informants who underlined that leaving the organization (that is, mobilizing) was a ‘big 
repair for a lack of freedom’ (Thaisen), other informants referred to terms such as fixing or resolving.

Reclaiming repair strategy

Reclaiming involved two pathways for individuals seeking to repair their career difficulties. The first 
focused on realigning one's career with personal values and intrinsic goals, emphasizing subjective career 
success, where fulfilment and self-advocacy were prioritized. The second pathway involved restoring one's 
objective career success by improving tangible, externally recognized success factors. Both aimed to reclaim 
a more satisfying and balanced career.
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Realigning subjective career success

This approach was evident in actions participants took to address the misalignment of their career priorities 
with their personal beliefs and values, for example, when participants stood up for themselves or shifted 
their priorities. Through this reclaiming, participants demonstrated their desire to change behaviours as 
they addressed unclear boundaries or other aspects of self-neglect. For instance, Julia described how she 
discovered that prioritizing her career over her personal boundaries was a difficulty in her career: ‘When I was 
younger, I wasn't clear to my environment, especially my manager, about my personal boundaries’ (Julia). She explained that 
she did not stand up to her manager, who did not trust her, but instead worked even harder to try to con-
vince her manager of her capabilities. After being in this unfavourable situation and neglecting her personal 
boundaries for too long, she engaged in the repair strategy and confronted her manager:

So, what I did, I confronted my manager that there was a line, and she passed it and that I 
wanted to talk to HR. […] And so, we had a good talk with HR, and I prepared very well. 
So, I had a file on every decision… things she made. And it was a very professional setting 
with HR, and so she ended like, ‘What do you have to say?!’ and I was like: ‘Okay, well, let 
me tell you’. And I went through all the things I said: ‘This is for you!’ 

( Julia)

Afterwards, she also experienced positive emotions as she realized that she was able to change her 
situation: ‘I'm in control, I can do something about it. […] and that gives you courage and made me proud of myself’ 
(Julia). Eventually, she did not experience regret but navigated the difficulty into learning. Moreover, 
she used the insights derived from this difficulty in her early career for subsequent difficulties and kept 
employing repair strategies.

Restoring objective career success

With this strategy, individuals sought to address career difficulties which were related to measurable, 
observable indicators of achievements. In comparison to realigning subjective career success, where in-
dividuals sought to improve their personal perceptions of their career, restoring objective career success 
focused on tangible outcomes. Accordingly, this repair strategy usually targeted salaries and promotions 
that individuals viewed as negatively impacting their objective career successes. For instance, Thomas 
experienced his switch to a different country as difficult because he experienced severe disadvantages in 
his contract and salary due to the move. Through repair, he managed to avoid regret, instead embracing 
the situation:

The first days of coming [to the new country] and also saying, ‘oh wow, even the terms 
and conditions are even worse’. Then I was thinking because of the tax benefits which is 
[sic.] not coming. […] So, I had the first six months, I would say, before I made that deal 
[renegotiation]. […] And now, I don't regret any of these opportunities. 

(Thomas)

Another example stemmed from Miranda. When she changed her job, she found herself in a tre-
mendously difficult situation because many of the things that had been promised to her during the job 
interview did not materialize. In particular, she and her team were in disadvantageous situations in 
terms of organizational chart and salary. Through restoring not only for herself but also for her team, 
she managed to shift the difficulty into a more positive experience, which she described as representing 
‘upper level of energ y, emotions and everything’.

 20448325, 2025, 2, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://bpspsychub.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/joop.70033, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [04/08/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



26 of  40  |      SCHULZE SCHLEITHOFF et al.

No, it's not a regret. [Because] I started pushing the things for the team. […] Everything 
was much, much, much better. I started to feel more support […], and I felt that the teams 
were more satisfied because, finally, they received what they wanted to receive. They were 
recognised as HR. They received a bit higher salaries. And we added a bit more resources 
to the teams. And I was very positive about that. 

(Miranda)

Both informants underlined that they did not view the prior difficulty as a regret because they 
proactively fixed the situation. As Miranda explained, she had not experienced regret for the difficulty 
because she took action to address it: ‘I don't feel regret now because […] I'm a person of action. So, I need to make 
actions […] I made this choice, and I need to resolve this situation, and I can move forward’ (Miranda).

Enriching repair strategy

When undertaking the enriching repair strategy, individuals acquired new knowledge outside of their job on 
a topic that interests them or that they wished to add to their current career, or they extended their work 
diversification with tasks and projects that provided them with greater fulfilment.

Acquiring new knowledge

We saw in the data that many individuals used the enriching repair strategy by gaining new knowledge 
from other disciplines. More specifically, they either engaged in other projects with the goal of better 
strategic positioning for their subsequent career (e.g., obtaining an MBA) or hoped to broaden their cur-
rent career by adding new insights (e.g., by researching a topic they are passionate about). In particular, 
some informants actively pursued further education to gain more insights to help them in their current 
career in which they no longer felt successful. There could have been various reasons for this. For in-
stance, some individuals, like Mohammed and Lasse, realized it was difficult to grow in their field due 
to hierarchies and rigid structures. Hence, they sought new knowledge to have a stronger positioning.

Other informants realized they were particularly interested in certain subjects or topics and hoped 
to broaden their scope. For instance, when we asked Zara why she obtained her MBA, she responded: 
‘I wanted to change the area. So, I didn't want to stick to the media and advertising world anymore. I wanted to go grow 
beyond. I wanted in particular to go into the financial sector’ (Zara). She explained that she wanted to change to 
finance for monetary reasons but also because she had some role models in the financial sector. She 
realized that she did not want to stay in her prior field, and that realization turned out to be a difficulty 
in her career, which she successfully navigated by using the enriching strategy. Accordingly, she did not 
experience any regret regarding her initial choice to pursue a career in media and advertising, describing 
it as an important milestone. However, she acknowledged that if she had not pursued an MBA, which 
led to a shift to a different field, she would have regretted this choice, stating emphatically: ‘For sure! [I 
would regret it today]’. This indicated that employing the enriching repair strategy played a critical role in 
avoiding regret.

Acquiring new knowledge to prepare for a shift into a different sector further showed that some 
individuals used the enriching strategy as preparation for the mobilizing repair strategy.

Extending work diversification

In addition, the enriching strategy also entailed individuals broadening the existing task field of 
their career. Specifically, they augmented their current job by introducing new aspects, such as 
new tasks or projects, to make it more engaging. For instance, Meike, a consultant, experienced 
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difficulties with her career due to a lack of international experience. She acknowledged that she 
would have liked more cultural and international insights. In fact, she explained that she refused 
to go abroad at the outset of her career, balancing out advantages and disadvantages. Eventually, 
reflecting on her career, she realized: ‘I would say this international perspective, that's something that I missed’ 
(Meike). Yet, she did not regret this choice because she had tried to include international projects in 
her current career to respond to this difficulty:

In terms of this international part, I was definitely looking for a project where I would 
have more international partners. So, I would say I tried to find a way [to] add it to my 
existing life. 

(Meike)

Meike actively compared the difficulties in her career with experiences of regret and concluded that 
engaging in repair strategies and deriving the learnings from these difficulties made her embrace the 
gains: ‘But I guess in both of those cases, I really jumped into embracing the gains that I got from both of those decisions 
[which led to difficulties]. And that's why, I guess, I don't feel them as regrets’ (Meike).

Mobilizing repair strategy

This repair strategy involved individuals shifting either in terms of disrupting the expected flow of their 
career, represented by a person leaving a linear career path by, for instance, returning to their old po-
sition, team, or organization, or by founding their own company. Additionally, the mobilizing repair 
strategy was used to transition to a more promising career when individuals realized that their current 
environment was not a great fit for them. Here, they continued to develop within their established 
careers.

Disrupting the expected flow of career

With this strategy, individuals broke the traditional career path as a response to a difficulty. Usually, this 
happened when they faced a difficulty, but also realized that their career did not need to develop along 

F I G U R E  2   Framework model of repair strategies allowing individuals to embrace difficulties instead of regretting them.
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a traditional, straight path. Specifically, those individuals used disruption to respond to difficulty and 
shift it in a direction that suited them better, which was not in the logical flow of their career. We saw in 
the data that some individuals engaged in a course correction, meaning that they understood that some 
of their choices had gone awry and they returned to an earlier career direction. For instance, Chiara's 
example stemmed from such course correction. In fact, she was approached to change the team and 
functional area, and after some time, she realized that this was a mistake:

So I went to the new team with HR and during the year I thought, ‘This isn't my cup of tea 
anymore’. […] I am really a person who likes coaching, who likes to come to discuss be-
haviour, to see hiccups some people have, the naughty thoughts, the evil ideas [that] bother 
them, and I like to loosen up things and to also support leaders and their leadership. […] 
But I also said, ‘Well I'm just here, I just decided to do this new thing’. So, that troubled 
me because I also had my commitment to my colleague as she wanted to build this new 
group, but after a year I said, ‘I have to go back it's this is not right, not for me’. […]. So, 
[…] although I'm a person who really commits herself to decisions she makes, this was one 
I thought, ‘I have to change this… I have to [go] back’. So, I did! 

(Chiara)

This example showed that individuals also corrected difficulties by returning to original situations 
because they realized that those were a good fit for them, as we saw earlier in the findings. Chiara rec-
ognized the value of making incorrect decisions and engaging in course correction, as it contributed to 
her personal development and reinforced the importance of pursuing her interests.

Other individuals also acknowledged that they were happier in prior positions or roles. For instance, 
Jan realized that he was happier in a technical position than in the management position that he had 
aspired to for so long. In fact, although he engaged in further education to achieve promotions and get 
more managerial tasks, he faced difficulty when realizing that this did not align with his interests. For 
many of our informants, founding their own organization became a way to repair their career and break 
the linearity (e.g., Clara, Dieter, Anton) as they decided to step out of their current career and go down 
a different path.

Transitioning to a more promising career

Next to disrupting the expected flow of their careers, participants further used the mobilizing repair 
strategy to shift to different positions, teams, organizations, or even industries. However, here, they 
still pursued their careers in a linear way. In particular, individuals reached a point where they decided 
that a new environment was required to repair a difficulty. For instance, Verena described how she real-
ized she needed to leave her organization during an appraisal meeting. She stated that she experienced 
difficulty after becoming a partner because she realized that the consultancy environment no longer 
suited her, that she differed from her colleagues, and that she was tired of the political games. During 
an appraisal meeting, she recognized that she needed to take action, which prompted her to search for 
jobs in a different industry. Verena's case is particularly interesting since she objectively had a very suc-
cessful career as a partner in a consultancy firm but still experienced being in the wrong environment 
as a career difficulty. Although she remained in the same field, and therefore, did not break the career 
linearity as in the previous case, she decided to transition to a new company.

Jamil told us how he discovered that focusing on policy-making became a frustration in his role. In 
fact, he could not see his future self in this field, and therefore, decided to search for an environment 
with a different focus.

What I noticed is that I got frustrated […] the more I got involved in the higher ranks of 
the organization, let's say, the board of directors. And because I got invited to get them 
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up to speed on certain topics and to write some policy stuff […]. But the more I got into 
that, the more I noticed that it's basically politics instead of education. […] So, I applied 
two times [to fix it]. The first time, I got a job offer, but I rejected it because of the salary. 
Because I would have to earn less than I did […], and I felt like I was worth more. So, I 
rejected that offer. And […] maybe half a year later or something, I applied again in the 
same organization with a different department. And then I got the job and also the salary 
that I wanted and all the other things. 

( Jamil)

While Jamil aimed to transition to a new environment, he kept in mind his linear career progress 
since he did not accept a lower salary offer. This is also the greatest distinction between disrupting the 
career flow and transitioning to a new environment. In particular, while individuals who disrupted their 
career flow were willing to accept disadvantages or interruptions in terms of salary and status, individ-
uals who transitioned into a new environment were still focused on progress.

Again, we saw that after successfully engaging in repair strategies, individuals were able to embrace 
the difficulties in their careers as they acknowledged that challenges guided them in the right direction. 
For instance, Anton, who broke the linearity and founded his own business (mobilizing repair strategy), 
reported feeling the difficulties had a purpose for his career: ‘So, there are some things in there that […] don't 
feel […] like they worked out like they were planned. But [it] also feels that I kind of had a certain part purpose in the 
whole [ journey]’ (Anton).

Triggering factors

When looking at the differences between ‘regretters’ and ‘embracers’, we also saw that certain factors 
triggered individuals' engagement with repair, whereas other factors were more likely to lead to regret. 
Accordingly, we identified two triggers from our data, namely, adopting a protean career attitude (i.e., taking 
control over career paths by making intentional choices and taking initiative based on own values) and 
exercising courage (i.e., trusting in one's own skills and judgement).

Adopting protean career attitude

This factor refers to an individual's belief in their own ability to control or influence the difficulties in 
their careers. More specifically, when people adopted a protean career attitude, they felt a strong sense 
of career agency and were driven by their values, explaining their proactive steps to repair the difficul-
ties in their careers.

I'm in control. I can do something about it. So was the saying from Einstein, ‘It's madness 
to expect a different outcome if you do the same thing over again’. So, I thought, ‘Okay, for 
me to change this [difficulty], I need to show a different behaviour’. And that's what I did. 

( Julia)

Moreover, they were aware of their values and repaired their careers in line with them. Louis de-
scribed a situation in which he recognized the importance of taking ownership of his career by aligning 
his decisions with his personal values rather than conforming to others' opinions.

I was in my early 30s when I left [name of organization]. And nobody leaves that company 
[…] nobody voluntarily left that company. Because […] it is seen as one of the top com-
panies from an employer perspective and big package salary, opportunities going all over 
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the world. But I realised that this was for me the best because I took the career into my 
own hands. 

(Louis)

Notably, all individuals faced situations during their careers that could impede their ability to adopt 
a protean career view, such as feeling dependent on others (e.g., supervisors) or feeling responsible for 
others (e.g., family). However, it was an individual's perception that determined the influence on their 
behaviour. Individuals who ended up with regret believed that they were not able to repair the difficulty 
in their career based on these restrictions.

Exercising courage

The second triggering factor we identified reflected an individual's level of self-confidence and their 
resulting willingness to be brave and take risks. We observed that those who successfully navigated 
difficulties in their careers had confidence in their own abilities and did not allow fear to dictate their 
actions. As Lasse emphasized, being highly risk-tolerant allowed him to consistently overcome career 
difficulties and find solutions along the way. He explained that every career-related choice involved a 
risk, but having this mindset also helped to stay open and be able to repair. Yet, he underlined the im-
portance of understanding the consequences of each of these courageous steps.

But it is all about your acceptance of risk […] the last ten years I drove on a very, very risky 
path. […]. I'm a risk seeker. So, I see a chance, and there's always a risk to related. Whether 
it's a corporate site. Or it's a different country. Or is this an unknown environment. […] So 
my recommendation for these situations is … yes, make decisions, make bold decisions, 
change your environment. That's fine … but [consider] the impact of this whole situation. 

(Lasse)

On the contrary, the data showed that the emotional experience of feeling trapped by the diffi-
culty affected participants' responses to these difficulties and was crucial in the emergence of regret. 
Specifically, when informants experienced low self-efficacy or fear concerning their situation, regret 
was likely to develop as individuals were unable to employ repair strategies. When we compared our 
participants, we saw that those with regret described a feeling of helplessness and incompetence, which 
impacted their repair intentions, and they regretted not being able to fix the situation. In fact, very 
often, the individual felt unable to escape the dissatisfying situation. Inge described:

Sometimes, I regret that I didn't say clearly what I wanted or also did not have the courage 
to say, ‘Okay, if you will not pay me the same or give me a pay rise within the next month 
because I did this project, I did that, and I achieved the goals we were set for this year. 
Otherwise, I will leave’. So maybe I should have been stricter or more courageous and 
against the employer. […] But I'm a very security seeking person. 

(Inge)

Towards a model of repair strategies allowing one to embrace difficulties in 
careers instead of regretting them

Based on our findings, we constructed a model of repair strategies leading to embracing difficulties 
in careers (Figure 2). Figure 2 shows how the triggering factors connect to repair strategies navigat-
ing not only the current difficulty in one's career but also fostering learning of how to navigate future 
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difficulties. This is illustrated by a subsequent repair cycle. Because engaging in repair strategies fosters 
a positive perspective for individuals on the difficulties in their careers, it encourages them to address 
and embrace them rather than shy away from them. What is more, the model illustrates the other path-
way: regret. Specifically, if individuals do not respond with repair strategies, the same difficulty in their 
career could be experienced with regret, underlining the importance of repair strategies for avoiding 
regret.

As our findings show, successfully engaging with repair enabled individuals to learn through this 
work experience and to create a positive feedback loop (Hall, 1996). Verena described how her deci-
sion to employ the mobilizing repair strategy and to leave the consultancy firm helped her foster self-
confidence and make choices to address difficulties in the future:

I think the more you make decisions and it turns out right […]. When you make […] pro-
fessional decisions that not everyone decides to take [engaging in repair] you feel more 
self-confident after you make it. So, […] my self-confidence is increasing by making [these] 
decisions [repairing]. 

(Verena)

Indeed, she stated that she did not regret this phase and was glad for the lessons she derived. In par-
ticular, she valued the time being a partner but also highlighted being happy that she stepped out and 
improved her career. Moreover, as we saw, engaging with repair strategies helped individuals to learn 
how to address new difficulties in the future. This was underlined by Miranda, who explained that she 
did not regret any of her difficulties. She was aware that past experiences and her proactivity in address-
ing the difficulties involved with repair strategies helped her to react differently thereafter, meaning that 
she learned to respond with repair:

I will tell you that, neither in my career nor in my life, would I make anything different. 
I think it's okay how it happened or [that] what happened has happened, and it gave me 
learnings. It gave me lessons […]. It's a learning curve. So, I think, these things made me 
stronger. And I would rather have this experience, and in the future, in case I face a similar 
situation, I can react differently. 

(Miranda)

We build on insights from the protean career theory, which suggests that careers do not follow a 
single lifelong trajectory but instead consist of a series of shorter learning cycles (Hall, 1996, 2004). 
Building on these insights, we argue that repairing a difficulty in a way that fosters acceptance and 
embracing enables individuals to better navigate future difficulties through ongoing reflection on their 
current coping strategies. This learning occurs through repeated repair cycles, as shown in Figure 2. A 
person's willingness to respond with repair strategies encourages self-compassion towards their difficul-
ties (Neff, 2015), nurturing their triggering factors for repair to better navigate difficulties in the future.

Moreover, protean careers stand in contrast to the traditional career view (Hall,  2004) and are 
characterized by individuals' control over their careers. Accordingly, protean careerists are adaptive to 
changes and manage their careers, oriented on free, individual growth, constant learning, and intrinsic 
motivation (Hall, 1996). A protean career attitude implies a greater sense of awareness and adaptability, 
allowing individuals to better identify difficulties in their career and to respond to and deal with them 
by engaging in repair strategies. Next to this, exercising courage further supports the ability of individ-
uals to respond to difficulties in their careers. Prior research shows that courage motivates individuals 
to reach their career-related plans and to think of different possible ways of implementing them and 
having more coping skills to achieve them (Ginevra et al., 2018; Magnano et al., 2017). Taken together, 
while a protean career enables individuals facing difficulties to be aware of themselves and be adaptable, 
exercising courage equips them with coping skills, together triggering their engagement in repair.
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Figure 2 also illustrates what occurs if repair does not happen, the situations where difficulties in 
one's career are regretted rather than embraced. Our findings show that individuals who lack adopting 
a protean career attitude and exercising courage (our identified triggering factors) were less likely to 
engage in repair strategies, making them more prone to experiencing regret. This aligns with existing 
theories on regret, as previous research has shown that personal responsibility and self-blame are key 
characteristics of regret (e.g., Gilovich & Medvec, 1994; Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2007). While our results 
demonstrate that difficulties in careers can still be navigated and eventually embraced, they also suggest 
that when individuals feel incapable of responding to difficulties with repair strategies, they are likely 
to experience self-blame. In so doing, regret intensifies the negative emotions of fear and helplessness, 
making it even less likely to engage in repair strategies in the future.

DISCUSSION

This article aimed to explore how people navigate difficulties in their careers to not regret them. Drawing 
on data collected from 109 professionals, we discovered that participants embraced difficulties in their 
careers if they were able to engage in their repair. We identified three repair strategies that individuals 
can use to navigate the difficulties in their careers, helping them to embrace rather than regret these 
challenges, as well as the factors that prompt their engagement in these repair strategies. Building on 
these findings, we developed a model to illustrate the connections between factors that foster repair, the 
various repair strategies identified, and the outcomes of repair and non-repair. We now discuss our find-
ings in terms of their theoretical and practical implications, limitations, and future research directions.

Theoretical implications

Building on our findings, we contribute to three literature streams, namely, regret (e.g., Gilovich & 
Medvec, 1994), regret in careers (e.g., Budjanovcanin et al., 2019), and career disappointments, such as 
setbacks and failure (e.g., Byington et al., 2019).

First, drawing on our participants' insights and inspired by the concept of behavioural repair work 
in the context of regrets in life (Gilovich & Medvec, 1994), we developed a model of repair strategies 
that lead to either embracing or regretting (Figure 2), which helps explain the role of repair strategies in 
career contexts. The model puts forward three repair strategies as explanations for how individuals em-
brace difficulties and proposes that engagement in these strategies is facilitated when individuals adopt 
a protean career attitude and exercise courage. Our model extends prior insights on setbacks in careers, 
which suggest that overcoming setbacks promotes personal development, enabling individuals to make 
better-informed career choices and enhancing their resilience throughout their professional journeys, 
which is key to navigating setbacks effectively (e.g., Kutscher & Mayrhofer, 2023; Rieger et al., 2023).

In this way, we extend the role of behavioural repair work, serving not only as a potential response 
to regret (e.g., Gilovich & Medvec, 1994) but also as a crucial factor to mitigate regret within careers, 
thereby preventing its development. While the concept was mentioned by Gilovich and Medvec (1994) 
in their conceptual piece, repair work was never fully conceptualized, nor were its manifestations ex-
plored, especially in terms of careers. We thus extend the idea into the career domain and define re-
pair in the context of careers as individuals' proactive behaviours to address difficulties that hinder or 
negatively impact their careers and work experiences to not regret them. Our findings further show 
that repair can manifest through reclaiming, enriching, and mobilizing repair strategies in response to 
difficulties in one's career and preventing regret in careers.

This perspective offers a novel understanding of the dynamics between action, inaction, and re-
gret, moving beyond the traditional focus on whether action or inaction leads to greater regret (e.g., 
Kahneman & Tversky, 1982). Instead, our findings indicate that individuals who employ repair strat-
egies are more likely to embrace difficulties than regret them. This aligns with the idea that inaction 
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often yields stronger regret, as it limits opportunities to address missed chances (see also Kahneman 
& Tversky, 1982; Verbruggen & De Vos, 2020). Thus, we propose that engaging in repair strategies 
not only mitigates regret in the first place but may also have implications for preventing future regret. 
Moreover, while the concept of behavioural repair work has been introduced as a response to regret, we 
argue that repair strategies help to prevent regret and should, therefore, be utilized at an earlier point. 
While employing repair work after a regret occurred helps to minimize the negative emotions resulting 
from the regret, engaging in repair work before a regret occurs helps to prevent difficulty from develop-
ing into career regret. Therefore, we propose a re-examination of the term ‘behavioural repair work’ in 
the context of regret and suggest that repair work may be most effective when applied proactively rather 
than reactively.

Second, this study makes a valuable theoretical contribution by extending the emerging body of liter-
ature on career-related regrets (e.g., Budjanovcanin et al., 2019; Sullivan et al., 2007). Our study is one of 
the first to explore what leads some individuals to experience regret while others do not. Prior studies on 
regret in careers either aimed to investigate the antecedents that contribute to occupational choice regret 
(Budjanovcanin et al., 2019), focused on understanding how occupational choice regret evolves over 
time, identified different profiles of individuals based on their experiences of regret (Budjanovcanin & 
Woodrow, 2022), or explored different categories of career regret (Sullivan et al., 2007). However, to 
the best of our knowledge, none of the prior studies examine how career-related regret initially devel-
ops. Our research contributes to this understanding by showing how individuals navigate difficulties in 
careers through specific repair strategies, enabling them to embrace difficulties rather than experience 
regret.

These findings build on Budjanovcanin and Woodrow's (2022) work, which highlighted the cyclical 
nature of occupational choice regret and identified ‘early responders’, individuals who avoid or adapt 
to their regret early on. While the authors primarily discussed cognitive strategies and behavioural 
strategies used by early responders to address occupational choice regret, we extend their research. 
Specifically, we show that managing career-related regret includes a multitude of behavioural responses 
(i.e., three repair strategies). While Budjanovcanin and Woodrow (2022) called for deeper insights into 
the strategies individuals use to manage occupational choice regret, our findings identify specific be-
havioural strategies that individuals apply to overcome a broader range of difficulties in their careers 
and avoid regret. In so doing, our identified mobilizing repair strategy is closest to their identified 
response to occupational change. By progressive transitions into a more promising career by changing 
jobs, industries, or organizations, or even by disrupting the expected flow of their career to pursue 
entirely new directions, participants were able to manage difficulties and mitigate regret. Occupational 
choice regret is just one difficulty our participants addressed with the mobilizing strategy, and it is pos-
sible that other strategies (reclaiming or enriching) could also address this form of regret.

Notably, among our three identified strategies, extending work diversification within the enrich-
ing repair strategy aligns most closely with the established concept of job crafting (particularly task 
crafting). Yet, the two differ in both motivation and temporal focus. While job crafting aims to re-
shape one's job to enhance outcomes such as well-being (e.g., Tims et al., 2013) and engagement (e.g., 
Petrou et al., 2017), repair strategies are employed to proactively fix what was not working or was neg-
atively impacting a person's career. In job crafting, individuals ‘shape, mold, and redefine their jobs’ 
(Wrzesniewski & Dutton,  2001, p. 180) occasionally by actions that are frequently subtle, ongoing, 
and task-specific such as seeking feedback or choosing enjoyable tasks. In comparison, work diversifi-
cation is driven by the wish to resolve a specific difficulty in one's career, such as deciding to forgo an 
international job, with the aim of avoiding regret. While job crafting results in short-term, incremen-
tal changes, work diversification reflects a strategic, long-term adjustment aimed at improving one's 
broader career trajectory and avoiding the feeling of regret.

Third, although careers literature acknowledges that professions are not linear and are often 
marked by career setbacks, mistakes, missed promotions, and other disappointments (e.g., Baruch & 
Sullivan, 2022; Baruch & Vardi, 2016; Byington et al., 2019), attention remains focused on understand-
ing topics such as career success instead of embracing career imperfection and how people deal with 
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challenges they face (Baruch & Vardi, 2016). We contribute to this nascent body of research by identi-
fying how individuals navigate and embrace career difficulties instead of regretting them by employing 
repair strategies. We know that some individuals may regret difficulties in their careers (e.g., Sullivan 
et  al.,  2007), whereas other individuals may, instead, view them in a positive light (e.g., Kutscher & 
Mayrhofer, 2023) or even feel that they do not have any regrets at all. As a complement to prior work 
that emphasizes individuals' engagement in purposeful sensemaking (Kutscher & Mayrhofer, 2023), our 
study shows that individuals can proactively address career difficulties by engaging in repair behaviours. 
In so doing, we provide more insights into understanding how regret and its negative implications can 
be avoided, but also how individuals respond to the imperfect side of careers.

Practical implications

Our study has valuable practical implications for organizations, career counsellors, and individuals. 
Organizations can offer development opportunities, such as regular coaching sessions, to encourage 
individuals to reflect on their careers and take proactive steps to manage them effectively. Everyone 
will face difficulties at some point in their careers, and repair strategies can be used to help embrace 
rather than regret these difficulties. Organizations can assist employees in developing the best repair 
strategy for their personal situation, for instance, by actively providing resources such as taking time off 
or providing a safe environment that facilitates individuals speaking openly about their difficulties and 
how they plan to address them.

Career counsellors can help clients identify and face their difficulties in the first place. Although 
many individuals presently associate difficulties with something negative, our evidence shows that this 
is not necessarily the case. However, the data indicate that remaining inactive is likely to lead to regret. 
Therefore, individuals can be educated about the role of action in regret development. We found that by 
fostering factors that prompt individuals to engage in repair strategies, counsellors can help their clients 
to be aware of such factors to better understand their implications and make changes accordingly.

Moreover, our study helps individuals gain a new perspective on their career ownership and re-
sponsibility. Prior scholars have highlighted the importance of being open to new opportunities, being 
self-confident, and taking risks to navigate one's career effectively (e.g., Briscoe & Hall,  2006). By 
demonstrating that difficulties in careers do not necessarily lead to regret, we hope that our findings 
change how people view their careers and are less guided by fear of difficulties but more willing to react 
to them and to engage in repair strategies as a response to the difficulties they are facing throughout 
their careers. Therefore, our findings help avoid career inaction leading to regret and the associated 
negative impacts on well-being (e.g., Verbruggen & De Vos, 2020).

Limitations and future research directions

One limitation of our study lies in the inability to address the effectiveness of separate repair strategies 
and their timing. Specifically, certain career difficulties, such as an unsuitable occupational choice, may 
be more challenging to repair than others (Budjanovcanin et al., 2019), like having a disagreement with 
one's supervisor. This disparity may influence whether individuals engage in repair strategies. Also, 
our qualitative data did not provide insights into whether some repair strategies are more effective than 
others (Budjanovcanin & Woodrow, 2022). Related to this, our findings reveal that individuals engage 
in repair strategies before experiencing regret, contrasting with existing literature that typically views 
repair as a reaction to regret after its emergence. This suggests the potential for more reciprocal relation-
ships existing between repair and regret. However, the nature of our research design does not allow us 
to explore this.

Consequently, we encourage scholars to further explore how individuals engage in repair, the ef-
fectiveness of different strategies, and their timing. For example, quantitative studies could examine 
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how different career difficulties vary in their ‘adjustability’ or potential for repair by means of surveys 
or quantitative diary studies. Similarly, in responding to Budjanovcanin and Woodrow's  (2022) call, 
researchers could assess the effectiveness of various repair strategies across types of career difficulties 
using longitudinal survey methods before and after strategy implementation. Also, we acknowledge that 
we had fewer informants who used extending one's work diversification as an aspect of the enriching 
repair strategy. Future studies could focus specifically on individuals who have used the enriching repair 
strategy to better understand their experiences and emotional outcomes using quantitative surveys and 
questionnaires.

Our second limitation relates to sampling. Even though we tried to collect data from the best 
possible sample, we acknowledge that it was imbalanced in terms of nationality, which limits how 
widely our findings can be applied. Although qualitative research does not pursue generalizability 
as its goal, we believe that our findings can still be relevant to other individuals. However, most of 
our participants were European, which makes it unwise to extrapolate the findings to all working 
individuals. We must consider that cultural backgrounds likely play an important role in how people 
experience their careers. Therefore, perspectives from subjects of different nationalities and cul-
tures would likely contribute crucial insight into repair behaviour. Additionally, this sample targeted 
people who, by default, have the resources to undertake postgraduate educational programmes. In 
contrast, those from more precarious personal and professional backgrounds may not have the op-
portunity to pursue similar educational opportunities. This disparity highlights the ‘luxury’ of our 
sample, as it reflects a privilege not universally available to all individuals in the workforce. Hence, 
future research should explore if and how individuals in less privileged conditions repair the diffi-
culties in their careers. They could, for instance, investigate minorities, blue-collar workers, or gig 
workers to obtain different perspectives on career difficulties and repair attempts. Lastly, the second 
set of data collection was not conducted with the same participants. This factor helped us obtain a 
more comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon. However, we acknowledge that it would 
have been interesting to obtain richer insights into participants' narratives and observe their career 
trajectories over time.

Our third limitation relates to personal factors. Our findings suggest that while individual factors 
(e.g., proactive mindset, Briscoe et al., 2006) shape engagement in repair strategies, demographic char-
acteristics, such as age and gender, likely shape their use. For instance, age may affect how individuals 
face career difficulties, engage in repair strategies, and experience regret. Previous research already 
highlights that older workers' ageing experiences (e.g., experiencing ageing as social loss vs. gaining 
self-knowledge) play a crucial role in influencing their future career choices (even after retirement) 
(e.g., Fasbender et al., 2014). Moreover, it has been found that workers' career adaptability has a positive 
influence on their late-career planning (Fasbender et al., 2019), which indicates that psychological per-
ceptions of age and growth may shape whether workers are willing to engage in repair strategies or not. 
Interestingly, building on the insights of Fasbender et al. (2014), it could be that workers who experience 
social loss due to ageing are more likely to engage in repair strategies.

Also, in line with the socioemotional selectivity theory (Carstensen et al., 1999), older individuals 
may feel a greater need to repair, perceiving time as limited. Positive self-perceptions, like personal 
growth, can drive continued career engagement despite setbacks. Younger individuals, in contrast, may 
focus more on developmental goals and see time as abundant, often overlooking the need for repair. 
However, if they do not act, they may experience regret in line with the opportunity principle (Roese 
& Summerville, 2005). Future research could explore how age and gender differences influence en-
gagement with repair as a response to career difficulties, using quantitative surveys to assess relation-
ships between demographic factors and career experiences, as well as repair efforts. In addition, as 
Hall et al.  (2018) note, further research is needed to better understand the antecedents and changes 
in the protean career orientation. In this light, we also encourage more in-depth investigation of the 
second trigger ‘exercising courage’ to advance knowledge on the role of courage in navigating life and 
career difficulties (Ginevra et al., 2018; Magnano et al., 2017), and to identify the personal factors that 
facilitate it.
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CONCLUSION

This research questions how individuals navigate the difficulties they face in their careers and mitigate 
experiencing regret. Drawing on qualitative data by means of reflective narratives and semi-structured 
interviews, we found that those individuals who responded to difficulties in their careers by using re-
pair strategies were eventually able to embrace difficulty. However, when repair was not undertaken, 
individuals viewed their difficulties with regret. We further discovered two triggering factors that foster 
engagement with repair: adopting a protean career attitude and exercising courage. Thus, our findings 
promote the importance of repair strategies as a behavioural response that alters how people think 
about career difficulties. In so doing, we provide valuable practical implications for individuals, career 
counsellors, and organizations.
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A PPEN DI X 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
Stage 1: Outline career path and identify possible difficulties:

•	 First of all, I would like to know what is your current role/position? For how long have you been 
working in this role/position?

•	 Please tell me the story of your career path with particular attention to any key events and milestones.
•	 Imagine you would have the chance to make things differently in your career, what would you do 

differently?
•	 Which advice would you give your ‘old self’, based on your current knowledge and your current 

situation?
•	 Now I want you to think about decisions or situations that went awry in your opinion that influenced 

your career path. Please tell me also about these [difficulties]. Can you give a more detailed description of 
what happened?

Stage 2: Reveal feelings about difficulties and (in)actions:

•	 How did you come to realize that this situation was critical for your career? (for example, you talked 
with someone about it/compared yourself to others etc.)?

•	 What are the events or experiences that stand out in your memory as of particular importance leading 
you to realize your mistake? Please describe an event or episode that happened during this time that 
stands out as significant in some way.

•	 How did you feel in that moment, when you realized that you should have made a different decision? 
Please explain in detail how you felt and your thoughts about the difficulty.
	 Perhaps check with the participant if the following characteristics were given (c.f. Zeelenberg, van 
Dijk, Manstead, et al., 1998, Zeelenberg and Pieters, 2007):
◦	 Feeling that one should have known better
◦	 Feeling that one lost an opportunity due to a mistake
◦	 Feeling a tendency to correct a mistake
◦	 Wanting to undo the event and get a second chance

•	 How do you feel about the difficulty now?
	 In case of difference: what changed your perception of the event/situation? What did you do about it?
	 Can you provide an example of when you realized that your perception changed?

•	 Did you try to fix the impacts of the event/situation (third point → feeling tendency to correct 
mistakes)?
	 If so, what exactly did you do (repair)? In what way did this correction change the difficulty? 
Thinking about that time, what motivated you to repair the event/situation?
	 If not, what hindered you?
	 Can you tell me what exactly you did in response to the discovered difficulty? Please provide an 
example.

Stage 3: Consequences of difficulties on future career decisions:

•	 Can you tell me how your career developed after this event/situation? What happened after you fixed 
the difficulty? Were there other important events/situations that followed?

•	 How do you see that this shaped the development of your career?
•	 How do you think you would feel about the difficulty if you would not have fixed it?
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Stage 4: Personal demographics:

•	 Thank you once again for your participation in this interview.
•	 In order to analyse the data, we need some information regarding your personal characteristics:
◦	 What is your date of birth?
◦	 What is your highest level of education?
◦	 How many years have you worked already regarding your professional career, excluding intern-

ships and part-time jobs (working experience)?
◦	 What is your nationality?
◦	 What gender do you identify with?

 20448325, 2025, 2, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://bpspsychub.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/joop.70033, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [04/08/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense


	‘No regrets, they don't work’: Utilizing repair strategies to embrace difficulties in individuals' careers
	Abstract
	INTRODUCTION
	THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
	Regret (in careers)
	Responses to difficulties in careers

	METHODOLOGY
	Data collection
	Research setting and sampling
	Data analysis
	Step 1
	First-order concepts

	Step 2
	From empirical codes to theoretical (second-order) themes

	Step 3
	Developing aggregated theoretical dimensions


	FINDINGS
	Dealing with difficulties in one's career: Regretting versus embracing
	Regretting
	Feeling dissatisfaction with own behaviour
	Constructing idealized scenarios
	Embracing
	Valuing of learning
	Expressing redemptive appreciation

	Not regretting but embracing: Repair strategies as a response to difficulties in careers
	Reclaiming repair strategy
	Realigning subjective career success
	Restoring objective career success

	Enriching repair strategy
	Acquiring new knowledge
	Extending work diversification

	Mobilizing repair strategy
	Disrupting the expected flow of career
	Transitioning to a more promising career

	Triggering factors
	Adopting protean career attitude
	Exercising courage

	Towards a model of repair strategies allowing one to embrace difficulties in careers instead of regretting them

	DISCUSSION
	Theoretical implications
	Practical implications
	Limitations and future research directions

	CONCLUSION
	AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
	CONFLICT OF INTEREST STATEMENT
	DISCLOSURE
	DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT
	ETHICS STATEMENT
	ORCID
	REFERENCES
	APPENDIX 


