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Summary

Previous research shows that job satisfaction often increases sharply upon initial

entry into the new job and gradually falls back to the baseline level over time. In this

study, we propose that this ‘honeymoon-hangover’ pattern is affected by both the

direction of occupational mobility and the individual's personality in terms of extra-

version and neuroticism. Drawing on the British Household Panel Survey that

followed 10,000 individuals annually for 18 years, this study shows that only those

who move up the occupational class ladder experience significant ‘honeymoon’
effects, while those who move downwards experience dissatisfaction that lasts for

several years after the transition. While the positive effect of upward mobility is not

amplified by extraversion, the negative effect of downward mobility is exacerbated

by neuroticism. This study highlights the importance of taking into account both situ-

ational and dispositional factors for understanding the long-term impact of career

change on subjective well-being.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Research on job change has revealed a ‘honeymoon-hangover’ pattern
during the turnover process, which refers to the fact that job satisfac-

tion typically peaks initially following a job change but subsequently

falls back to the baseline level over time (Boswell, Boudreau, &

Tichy, 2005; Chadi & Hetschko, 2018). We argue that this pattern may

be more nuanced than previously revealed because the effect of job

change can vary across situations and individuals. People's reactions to

turnover are likely to be influenced by both the nature of job change

and their personality traits because the former determines the objec-

tive changes to their work environment and the latter affect the

subjective appraisal of the transition. The aim of this study is to advance

our understanding of the long-term impact of job change on subjective

well-being by considering how situational and dispositional factors

jointly shape post-turnover job satisfaction trajectory.

To capture the nature of job change, we focus on the direction of

occupational mobility, a type of job change that involves moving

across occupational boundaries—‘a change to a work position in a dif-

ferent general field of work in which the major tasks, activities and

responsibilities are different in nature’ (Breeden, 1993, p. 33). As

occupational mobility involves significant modifications to job content,

skills, and work routines, it has a greater impact on job satisfaction

compared with within-occupational job changes where individuals
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move to different organizations but continue to perform similar job

tasks (Zhou, Zou, Williams, & Tabvuma, 2017). Occupational mobility

therefore serves a desirable indicator to unpack the impact of job

change on post-turnover well-being. Since people generally have self-

improvement desires (Sedikides & Strube, 1997), upward occupational

mobility is often seen as a success at work that can lead to a boost of

subjective well-being at the time of turnover, whereas downward

mobility tends to result in feelings of deprivation and disappointment.

However, these initial emotional responses to job change are likely to

wear off over time as set point theory suggests that fluctuations in

subjective well-being around life events are transient and individuals

will return to their baseline well-being after they have adapted to the

changed life circumstances (Headey & Wearing, 1989; Larsen, 2000).

Our second main argument is that people react differently to occu-

pational mobility due to their personality traits. Drawing on

Gray's (1981, 1987) biopsychological theory of personality that empha-

sizes individual differences in sensitivities to reward and punishment

stimuli, we propose that individuals high in extraversion (those who

tend to focus more on gains and pleasurable experiences) will demon-

strate greater reactions to upward occupational mobility while those

high in neuroticism (those who tend to focus more on losses and threat-

ening experiences) will demonstrate greater reactions to downward

occupational mobility. As it takes longer time for those who react more

strongly to an external event to adapt to the change (Fredrick &

Loewenstein, 1999; Lucas, Clark, Georgellis, & Diener, 2003), we expect

that individuals high in extraversion or neuroticism will take longer time

to return to their baseline well-being following occupational mobility

compared with their introverted or emotionally stable counterparts.

This study contributes to the literature in three ways. First, by

examining the direction of occupational mobility, it reveals variations in

job satisfaction trajectory that deviate from the ‘honeymoon-hangover’
pattern revealed by previous research, highlighting the importance of

job content in shaping post-turnover well-being. Second, by taking per-

sonality into account, this study shows that individuals can demonstrate

idiosyncratic job satisfaction trajectories during the turnover process, a

phenomenon that has rarely been examined in previous research.

Finally, our study enriches set point theory. Diener, Lucas, and

Scollon (2006) have called for a revision of set point theory that incor-

porates individual differences in the rate and extent of adaptation to

various life events. Our study answers this call by revealing substantial

individual differences in adaptation to career change.

1.1 | Direction of occupational mobility and job
satisfaction trajectory

Occupation, defined as ‘a category of functionally similar jobs’
(Grusky, 2005, p77), represents an important indicator of one's

socio-economic position. A substantial body of research shows that

highly skilled occupations provide both higher levels of economic

rewards (Kalleberg, 2011; Williams, 2013; Zou, 2015) and intrinsic

rewards in terms of task variety, job autonomy, skill development

opportunities and participation in organizational decisions (Boxall &

Macky, 2014; Charlwood, 2015; Felstead, Gallie, Green, &

Henseke, 2019; Holman & Rafferty, 2018; Kalleberg, 2011;

Williams, Zhou, & Zou, 2020). As such, upward occupational mobil-

ity can be an important means for individuals to improve their

well-being. Physical well-being is maximized through the satisfac-

tion of material needs, and social well-being is maximized through

the gratification of the desire to gain approval, respect and admira-

tion from others. Moving up the occupational ladder can improve

both dimensions of well-being by increasing job resources and

eliciting positive perception from others (Hadjar & Samuel, 2015).

In addition, upward occupational mobility can enhance skill utiliza-

tion and strengthen one's sense of competence, which satisfies the

inherent human desire to feel effective in interacting with their

environment (Deci & Ryan, 2000).

By contrast, downward mobility can adversely affect an individ-

ual's subjective well-being. Besides its negative impact on access to

economic and social resources, downward occupational mobility can

also lead to feelings of deprivation stemming from the lack of oppor-

tunity to fully utilize one's skills (Crosby, 1976), a major source of dis-

satisfaction at work (Morrison, Cordery, Girardi, & Payne, 2005).

Downward mobility often results in overqualification, a condition in

which an individual has more skills and experience than required by

the job (Erdogan, Bauer, Peiro, & Truxillo, 2011; Maynard, Joseph, &

Maynard, 2006). Failure to obtain a job at one's expected level can

lead to feelings of disappointment and frustration (Johnson &

Johnson, 1999; Wu, Luksyte, & Parker, 2015). Compared with upward

and downward occupational mobility, lateral mobility in which people

change their jobs within the same occupational class is likely to have

least impact on subjective well-being because it incurs relatively minor

alternations to one's current socio-economic status.

To gauge the impact of occupational mobility, we focus on job

satisfaction because it reflects a positive emotional state resulting

from the experience of work (e.g., Locke, 1976) and is more relevant

to vocational behaviour than global measures of subjective well-being

such as life satisfaction and mental health. For example, while low

levels of job satisfaction predict absenteeism and turnover (Clark,

Georgellis, & Sanfey, 2012; Freeman, 1978; Green, 2010), positive tra-

jectories of job satisfaction often reflect career success (Judge &

Hurst, 2008; Wu & Griffin, 2012). In addition, job satisfaction is widely

regarded as an important measure of employee well-being (e.g.,

Warr, 1999) and is the key variable used to capture the ‘honeymoon-

hangover’ effect during job change (e.g., Boswell et al., 2005; Zhou et

al., 2017). Based on the discussion, we propose the following:

Hypothesis 1. Upward occupational mobility leads to a significant

increase in job satisfaction upon turnover.

Hypothesis 2. Downward occupational mobility leads to a significant

decrease in job satisfaction upon turnover.

While occupational mobility can induce job satisfaction fluctua-

tions at the time of turnover, its impact is likely to dissipate over time.

Set point theory argues that subjective well-being is largely

552 ZHOU ET AL.
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determined by genes and remains generally stable over the life course

(Headey & Wearing, 1989; Larsen, 2000; Lykken & Tellegen, 1996).

Although external events may shift subjective well-being in the short

term, individuals will gradually regress to their baseline after they have

adapted to changed life circumstances, a process described as the

‘hedonic treadmill’ (Brickman & Campbell, 1971). Empirical research

has provided support for set point theory with respect to a wide range

of life events such as marriage, birth of child, divorce, bereavement,

lottery winning and debilitating injuries (Brickman, Coates, & Janoff-

Bulman, 1978; Clark, Frijters, & Shields, 2008; Lucas et al., 2003).

Although questions about the universality of this process remain,1 by

and large existing evidence shows that the adaptation phenomenon is

widespread and human beings often demonstrate considerable resil-

ience in the face of adversity and misfortune (Bonanno, 2004).

Following set point theory, we propose that although upward

occupational mobility initially generates a significant ‘honeymoon’
effect due to the upgrading of one's socio-economic status, this effect

will gradually wear off after individuals have adapted to their new job

tasks, responsibilities and resources. In other words, the initial novelty

will turn into regular routines after people have become more familiar

with their work environment. Similarly, downward occupational

mobility will initially generate significant dissatisfaction due to the loss

of job resources and social status, but with sufficient time, people will

return to their baseline well-being after they have come to terms with

the new reality. For example, individuals may gradually accept the sit-

uation by justifying the value of performing the new job (Lepisto &

Pratt, 2017) or crafting their work according to their skills and prefer-

ences (Berg, Wrzesniewski, & Dutton, 2010). We thus propose that

Hypothesis 3. The initial increase in job satisfaction upon upward

occupational mobility will dissipate over time.

Hypothesis 4. The initial decrease in job satisfaction upon downward

occupational mobility will dissipate over time.

1.2 | Individual differences in reactions to
occupational mobility

Besides the direction of travel on the occupational class ladder, the

impact of job change can be also affected by an individual's personal-

ity. In this study, we focus on extraversion and neuroticism. As job

satisfaction reflects a work-related positive emotional state, individ-

uals high in extraversion, who tend to experience more positive emo-

tions (McCrae & Costa, 1987), are likely to experience higher job

satisfaction, whereas individuals high in neuroticism, who tend to

experience more negative emotions (McCrae & Costa, 1987), are likely

to experience lower job satisfaction. In a meta-analysis study, Judge,

Heller, and Mount (2002, p. 530) found that ‘the relations of neuroticism

and extraversion with job satisfaction generalized across studies’.

Apart from affecting the tonic level of well-being, these traits are

also associated with differential emotional sensitivity to positive and

negative life events. The biopsychological theory of personality

(Gray, 1981, 1987) argues that emotions and behaviours are neuro-

logically regulated by two motivation systems: the behaviour activa-

tion system (BAS) and the behaviour inhibition system (BIS). BAS is

associated with increased sensitivity to signals of reward, and BIS is

associated with increased sensitivity to signals of punishment. People

high in extraversion have a stronger operation of the BAS system and

react more strongly to rewards and pleasure. In contrast, people high

in neuroticism have a stronger operation of the BIS system and react

more strongly to punishment and losses (Elliot & Thrash, 2002).

Experimental research has produced support for this view by

showing that individuals often selectively attend to, retrieve and pro-

cess information in ways that are congruent with their underlying per-

sonality traits. Bower and Cohen (1982) argue that emotions

influence the way the brain stores and organises information and

memories. Individuals with heightened susceptibility to positive emo-

tions tend to notice and retrieve positive information with greater

ease because of the intimate connection of emotions and cognitions

in their neural networks. Exposing subjects to a variety of images,

Larsen and Ketelaar (1989, 1991) found that extraversion was corre-

lated with elevated positive affect following the viewing of positive

images while neuroticism was correlated with elevated negative affect

following the viewing of negative images. Reed and Derryberry (1995)

used response time as a measure of the speed of discriminating vari-

ous types of emotional stimuli and found that extraversion was asso-

ciated with the faster detection of positively valenced words and

neuroticism was associated with the faster detection of negatively

valenced words. Similar findings of trait-congruency in information

processing have also been found with respect to information retrieval

(Lishman, 1974; Mayo, 1989) and interpretation of life events

(MacLeod & Cohen, 1993; Richards, Reynolds, & French, 1993).

In the context of the present study, a career transition can either

represent a ‘gain’ or a ‘loss’ depending on the direction of occupa-

tional mobility. Based on the biopsychological theory of personality,

individuals with different levels of extraversion and neuroticism are

differentially susceptible to positive and negative events because of

differences in their BAS and BIS systems. Specifically, individuals high

in extraversion will experience a greater surge of subjective well-being

in the condition of upward occupational mobility because of their ten-

dency to focus attention on reward stimuli. For instance, they are

more likely to notice the positive consequences of upward career

mobility such as increased development opportunities and enlarged

social network. By contrast, individuals high in neuroticism are likely

to suffer a greater decline of subjective well-being in the condition of

downward occupational mobility because of their raised sensitivity to

threatening stimuli. Compared with their emotionally stable counter-

parts, highly neurotic people are quicker to notice the negative conse-

quences of downward career mobility such as the loss of valued job

features and decline in occupational prestige, which can lead to stron-

ger feelings of deprivation and frustration. Based on the discussion,

we propose

1For instance, several studies find that individuals fail to adapt to unemployment even after

remaining unemployed for many years (Clark, Diener, et al., 2008; Clark & Georgellis, 2013;

Lucas, 2007; Lucas et al., 2004; Zhou, Zou, Woods, & Wu, 2019).
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Hypothesis 5. Individuals high in extraversion experience a greater

increase in job satisfaction upon upward occupational mobility

compared with those low in extraversion.

Hypothesis 6. Individuals high in neuroticism experience a greater

decrease in job satisfaction upon downward occupational

mobility compared with those low in neuroticism.

1.3 | Individual differences in adaptation to
occupational mobility

Adaptation is a process that allows constant stimuli to fade into the

background so that individuals can free up mental resources to deal

with new stimuli in the environment that request immediate atten-

tion and actions (Fredrick & Loewenstein, 1999). Accordingly, the

speed for adaptation is determined by how soon the new stimuli are

incorporated as part of background in one's life. Set point theory

does not explicitly address the issue of individual variations in the

speed of adaptation to life events. However, there are grounds for

expecting that the amount of time it takes for someone to return his

or her baseline well-being following an external shock depends on

the magnitude of the initial emotional response to the shock. From

an individual's perspective, a more impactful life event takes longer

time to adapt to than a less impactful event. Consistent with this rea-

soning, Lucas et al., (2003) examined adaptation to marriage based

on 15 years of longitudinal data from 24,000 individuals and found

that those who reported the greatest increases in life satisfaction

when getting married remained above their baseline well-being many

years after the event, whereas those who reacted less strongly to

marriage ended up no different from what they were before getting

married.

In this study, we propose that individuals high in extraversion and

neuroticism will experience stronger initial reactions to upward and

downward occupational mobility, respectively. Given the intimate link

of reaction and adaptation, we expect that these people will experi-

ence longer periods of adaptation following the career transition. Due

to their raised sensitivity to gains, extroverts will experience greater

feelings of joy upon moving up the career ladder. They are quicker to

notice the pleasant aspects of their surroundings and slower to shift

their attention away from pleasant thoughts. By contrast, individuals

high in neuroticism will experience more intense feelings of disap-

pointment following downward career mobility because of their ele-

vated sensitivity to losses. They may ruminate on the negative

consequences of downward career transitions and adopt ineffective

coping strategies such as regretting and self-blaming (Gunthert,

Cohen, & Armeli, 1999; Nolan, Roberts, & Gotlib, 1998), which can

lead to prolonged frustration and despondency. Based on the discus-

sion, we derived our final hypotheses:

Hypothesis 7. Individuals high in extraversion take longer time to

return to their baseline job satisfaction following upward occu-

pational mobility compared to those low in extraversion.

Hypothesis 8. Individuals high in neuroticism take longer time to

return to their baseline job satisfaction following downward

occupational mobility compared to those low in neuroticism.

2 | METHOD

2.1 | Data

The analysis was based on the British Household Panel Survey

(BHPS), a nationally representative longitudinal household survey

funded by the Economic and Social Research Council and carried out

by the University of Essex to provide information on social and eco-

nomic changes in the UK (Taylor, Brice, Buck, & Prentice-Lane, 2010).

The first BHPS was carried out in 1991 based on a clustered stratified

sample of addresses drawn from the Postcode Address File through-

out Great Britain south of the Caledonian Canal. Approximately

10,300 individuals from 5,500 households in England, Scotland, and

Wales were interviewed, with a response rate of 74%. All adult mem-

bers of the household (aged 16 or over) participated in the face-to-

face interviews. These respondents were re-interviewed in each suc-

cessive year until 2008, which yields a total of 18 years of longitudinal

data. Like most longitudinal data, the representativeness of the BHPS

was affected when people dropped out of the study over time. How-

ever, attrition rates are relatively low in the BHPS compared with

other similar national longitudinal surveys due to the immense efforts

invested by the curators of the survey. In fact, 70% of the initial sam-

ple were still participating in the BHPS after 12 years (Lynn &

Borkowska, 2018). Our analysis was based on employees aged 18 to

65, which provides an analytical sample of 120,547 person-year

observations.

2.2 | Measures

2.2.1 | Job satisfaction

In the BHPS, job satisfaction is measured by a simple question that

asked respondents to rate on a seven-point scale how satisfied they

are with their present jobs. Research shows that the single-item mea-

sure of job satisfaction has acceptable reliability compared with com-

posite measures derived from multiple items (Wanous, Reichers, &

Hudy, 1997). The measure has been widely used in previous research

(e.g., Chaudhuri, Reilly, & Spencer, 2015; Georgellis & Tabvuma, 2010;

Zhou et al., 2017).

2.2.2 | Occupational mobility

Occupational mobility is measured by comparing an individual's occu-

pational code before and after turnover based on the Standard Occu-

pational Classification 1990 (SOC90) system used by the U.K. Office

for National Statistics. Following the occupational mobility literature

554 ZHOU ET AL.
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(Hadjar & Samuel, 2015; Markey & Parks, 1989), we use change of

major occupational groups to measure the direction of occupational

mobility. A potential caveat of this approach is that occupational class

categories are not strictly hierarchical and the problem is especially

salient among the intermediate occupational positions (Hadjar &

Samuel, 2015). For instance, it can be difficult to determine whether a

change of job from clerical to craft or service work represents upward

or downward mobility. Given this concern, we adopt a relatively con-

servative approach in which managers, professionals, and associate pro-

fessionals (1-digit SOC90 codes: 1, 2 and 3) are grouped into a highly

skilled occupational class category; clerical, craft and personal service

occupations (1-digit SOC90 codes: 4, 5 and 6) are grouped into an inter-

mediate occupational class category, while sales, machine operatives

and elementary occupations (1-digit SOC90 codes: 7, 8 and 9) are

grouped into a low-skilled occupational class category, since there is

broad consensus in the literature that these categories generally capture

jobs with high, medium and low skill requirements (e.g., Inanc, Zhou,

Gallie, Felstead, & Green, 2015; McGinnity & Russell, 2013).

Upward occupational mobility is then defined as a change of

3-digit SOC90 code from low-skilled to intermediate or highly skilled

occupational category, or from intermediate to highly skilled occupa-

tional category. An example of upward occupational mobility is a

change of job from secretary (SOC90: 459) to office manager

(SOC90: 139). The opposite transition is defined as downward occu-

pational mobility, an example of which is change from primary school

teacher (SOC90: 234) to nursery nurse (SOC90: 650). Lateral mobility

is defined as a change of occupational code within the same broad

occupational class, such as changing from career adviser (SOC90: 392)

to school inspector (SOC90: 232). Based on this definition, a total of

35,018 occupational changes were observed during the 18-year sur-

vey period, of which 9,213 (26.3%) involved upward occupational

mobility, 18,383 (52.5%) involved lateral occupational mobility and

7,422 (21.2%) involved downward occupational mobility (Table 1). We

have carried out a range of robustness checks to ensure the validity of

our measure of occupational mobility.2

2.2.3 | Extraversion and neuroticism

In 2005, the BHPS introduced a set of questions on personality based

on Benet-Martínez and John (1998)'s measures of the Big Five per-

sonality dimensions. Extraversion is measured by three questions that

asked individuals the extent to which they saw themselves as some-

one who is ‘outgoing, sociable’, ‘reserved’ and ‘talkative’, and neurot-

icism is measured by three questions that asked the extent to which

they saw themselves as someone who ‘worries a lot’, ‘gets nervous

easily’ and ‘is relaxed, handles stress well’. Answers were made on a

7-point scale running from ‘Does not apply to me at all’ to ‘Applies to
me perfectly’. The Cronbach's alpha coefficient is .75 for the extraver-

sion scale and .68 for the neuroticism scale. We have used respon-

dents' unique personal id to match their personality scores across

waves so that the same person is given the same extraversion and

neuroticism scores across the whole survey period.3 To take into

account measurement errors, we have carried out confirmatory factor

analyses to calculate latent factor scores of extraversion and neuroti-

cism and used these scores in our analysis.

2.3 | Analytical procedures

We have used fixed effect models to analyse intra-individual job satis-

faction trajectory following each type of occupational mobility. The

key advantage of fixed effect modelling lies in its ability to filter out

unobserved individual heterogeneity that may confound the impact of

the predictor variables. By focusing on intra-individual variations over

time, fixed effect models remove the omitted variable bias which

often plagues the validity of causal inferences (Allison, 2009; McNeish

& Kelley, 2018; Wooldridge, 2010). To capture the timing of job

change, we followed Clark, Diener, Georgellis, and Lucas (2008) to

create lead and lag dummies to measure job satisfaction trajectory

during the turnover process. Lead dummies identify up to 4 years

before turnover and lag dummies identify up to 4 years after turnover.

For example, lead 0–1 indicates a year before turnover, lag 0–1 indi-

cates the year in which turnover occurs, lag 1–2 indicates a year after

turnover, and so on. If someone experiences downward occupational

mobility at t and upward occupational mobility at t + 3, he or she will

be followed for 2 years after the first downward occupational mobil-

ity, while the second transition made at t + 3 will be treated as a new

start (t) for upward occupational mobility and followed for as long as

the person stays in the same occupation. The same respondent can

thus contribute to upward, lateral, and downward occupational mobil-

ity observations depending on his or her career trajectory. The num-

bers of leads and lags for each type of occupational mobility are

shown in Table 2.

We first estimate the effects of upward, lateral and downward

occupational mobility on job satisfaction trajectory for all employees

and then interact the lead and lag dummies with extraversion and

neuroticism to examine whether the temporal effects of occupational

mobility vary across individuals with different personality. The

moderation analyses were carried out on the full sample. To illustrate

2First, we compared a range of job quality indicators across occupational categories based on

information from the U.K. Skills and Employment Surveys (SES) and found employees in

higher occupational classes generally report higher extrinsic and intrinsic job rewards than

those in lower occupational class positions. Second, we compared the well-being impact of

long-range and short-range occupational mobility and found the former has greater effects

on job satisfaction than the latter. Finally, we used the International Standard Classification

of Occupations 1988 (ISCO88) to construct our occupational measures and found the same

pattern of results as those based on SOC90.

3We acknowledge this approach relies on the assumption that personality does not vary over

time. Although research shows that personality is generally stable over the life course

(e.g., Roberts & DelVecchio, 2000), counter-argument also exists (e.g., Roberts &

Mroczek, 2008). Therefore, we have performed moderation analysis not only by using

individual personality scores but also divided participants into different groups according to

their ranks on the personality scale (e.g., high vs. low in neuroticism). As the rank order of

personality scores are relatively stable in adulthood (Roberts & DelVecchio, 2000), such

analysis is less susceptible to changes in individuals' personality scores over time. We have

also experimented with different cut-off thresholds when dividing the sample (e.g., top fifth

vs. bottom fifth, top third vs. bottom third; top half vs. bottom half) and obtained consistent

results that show higher levels of neuroticism amplify the negative effect of downward

occupational mobility.
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these results visually, we selected two groups of individuals with high

and low personality scores and graphed their job satisfaction

trajectories during each type of occupational mobility. In all models,

we control for time-varying individual and workplace characteristics in

line with previous research (e.g., Chadi & Hetschko, 2018; Clark, Diener,

Georgellis, & Lucas, 2008; Georgellis & Tabvuma, 2010). The control

variables include age, education, tenure, type of work contract, work-

place size, gross monthly pay, employer change, ownership sector, mari-

tal status, number of children, physical health and survey year.4

Four percent of job satisfaction data are missing from the analyti-

cal sample. With the assumption that data were missing at random,

we have applied multiple imputation procedure (using the MI com-

mands in Stata 15) to impute missing information on job satisfaction

based on individuals' demographic characteristics and conducted the

fixed effect analyses on the imputed data.5

3 | RESULTS

We start by examining the overall effects of upward, lateral and down-

ward occupational mobility on job satisfaction for all employees. The main

independent variables of interest are the lead and lag dummies that cap-

ture the temporal change in job satisfaction before, during and after each

type of occupational change (see Table 3 and Figure 1a). The baseline is

denoted by ‘0’ in Figure 1a, which is measured by the average job satis-

faction score reported by an individual over the entire survey period. A

significant and positive coefficient for a time dummy indicates that job

satisfaction is above the baseline in the reference year, while a significant

and negative coefficient indicates the opposite. We have performed the

analysis without and with controls. As reported in Table 3, including con-

trol variables or not did not affect our conclusion.

Figure 1a (based on results with controls) shows that job satisfac-

tion declines sharply in the year prior to occupational mobility, which

is consistent with previous research that shows low levels of job

satisfaction trigger turnover. Consistent with Hypotheses 1 and

2, upward occupational mobility generates a significant ‘honeymoon

TABLE 1 Observations of upward, lateral and downward occupational mobility between 1991 and 2008

Upward occupational mobility Lateral occupational mobility Downward occupational mobility Total

N % N % N % N %

All 9,213 26.3 18,383 52.5 7,422 21.2 35,018 100

Low neuroticism 2,505 26.3 4,951 52.0 2,059 21.6 9,515 100

High neuroticism 2,405 25.7 5,083 54.4 1,862 19.9 9,350 100

Low extraversion 2,075 24.7 4,591 54.6 1,738 2.7 8,404 100

High extraversion 2,832 27.3 5,356 51.5 2,203 21.2 10,391 100

Note: ‘Low’ is defined as the bottom 25% of the scale, and ‘high’ is defined as the top 25% of the scale.

4Research shows job satisfaction is correlated with age (Dobrow Riza, Ganzach, & Liu, 2018;

Traymbak & Kumar, 2018), education (Mavromaras, Sloane, & Wei, 2012), tenure (Dobrow

Riza et al., 2018), contract status (Callea, Urbini, Ingusci, & Chirumbolo, 2016), pay (Allen,

Whittaker, & Sutton, 2017), sector (Agarwal & Sajid, 2017), marital status (Kwok, Cheng, &

Wong, 2015), workplace size (Tansel & Gazîo�glu, 2014) and caring responsibilities (Boyar &

Mosley, 2007). In the fixed effect regressions, age and logged monthly pay were entered as

continuous variables and the other controls were entered as dummies.
5The analysis follows three steps. In the first step, the missing job satisfaction data were

replaced by estimated values based on auxiliary variables and a complete dataset was

created. This process was then repeated five times. Second, each of the complete datasets

was analysed with fixed effect models to produce estimates of coefficients and standard

errors of the independent variables. Finally, the parameter estimated from each analysed

dataset was combined to derive the final inferences of the effect of occupational mobility on

job satisfaction trajectory.

TABLE 2 Number of lags and leads for upward, lateral and downward occupational mobility 1991–2008

Upward occupational mobility Lateral occupational mobility Downward occupational mobility

All employees

Leads

3–4 years 4,976 10,662 4,204

2–3 years 5,853 12,426 4,888

1–2 years 6,835 14,455 5,640

0–1 year 8,223 17,012 6,609

Lags

0–1 years 9,213 18,383 7,422

1–2 years 3,674 6,829 2,429

2–3 years 2,152 3,900 1,312

3–4 years 1,224 2,191 783

4–5 years 734 1,359 465

Note: Leads measure the number of years before occupational change and lags measure the number of years after occupational change. For instance, lag

0–1 year indicates the year in which the transition occurs, lag 1–2 years indicates a year after the transition, lag 2–3 years indicates 2 years after the

transition, and so forth.
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effect’ at the time of turnover, while downward occupational

mobility has the opposite effect. The pattern of adaptation shows an

interesting asymmetry between upward and downward mobility.

While individuals who moved up the occupational ladder returned to

their baseline well-being by the third year after turnover, those who

moved down the occupational ladder suffered a prolonged loss of

well-being that continued for at least 4 years after the transition.

These results are consistent with Hypothesis 3 but inconsistent with

Hypothesis 4.

Next, we carried out moderation analysis by interacting occupa-

tional mobility lag dummies with extraversion and neuroticism scores

to examine whether the pattern of job satisfaction trajectory differs

across individuals with different personality traits.6 Table 4 shows

6Although this study was focused on extraversion and neuroticism, we have also analysed

the effect of openness, agreeableness and conscientiousness to provide a complete picture

of the role of Big Five personality traits in individuals' reactions to career changes. Our

analyses showed that these traits did not significantly moderate the effect of occupational

mobility on post-turnover job satisfaction trajectory. These results can be found in Table A1.
7Results of analyses without controls are available upon request.

TABLE 3 Fixed effect regressions of job satisfaction trajectory on upward, lateral and downward occupational mobility (unstandardized
coefficients with standard errors in parentheses)

Upward Lateral Downward Upward Lateral Downward

Without controls With controls

Leads

3–4 years −.03 (.02) .00 (.01) −.00 (.02) −.03 (.02) .01 (.01) −.00 (.02)

2–3 years −.06** (.02) .01 (.01) −.05** (.02) −.05* (.02) .02 (.01) −.06** (.02)

1–2 years −.10*** (.02) −.02 (.01) −.08*** (.02) −.08*** (.02) −.02 (.01) −.07*** (.02)

0–1 year −.15*** (.02) −.08*** (.01) −.13*** (.02) −.14*** (.02) −.08*** (.01) −.11*** (.02)

Lags

0–1 year .10*** (02) .01 (.01) −.07*** (.02) .08*** (.02) .01 (.02) −.07*** (.02)

1–2 years .04 (.03) −.04* (.02) −.12*** (.03) .06* (.03) −.02 (.02) −.09** (.03)

2–3 years −.04 (.04) −.10*** (.03) −.13** (.04) .01 (.04) −.06* (.03) −.10* (.05)

3–4 years −.10* (.05) −.08* (.04) −.27*** (.06) −.04 (.05) −.04 (.04) −.24*** (.06)

4–5 years −.11 (.06) −.17*** (.04) −.23** (.08) −.06 (.06) −.11* (.04) −.18* (.08)

Controls

Age .00 (.02) −.00 (.02) .00 (.02)

Age squared .00 (.00) .00 (.00) .00 (.00)

Tenure −.02*** (.00) −.02*** (.00) −.03*** (.00)

Workplace size 25–499 −.04* (.02) −.04** (.02) −.04** (.02)

Workplace size 500+ −.02 (.02) −.02 (.02) −.02 (.02)

Private sector −.21*** (.02) −.22*** (.02) −.22*** (.02)

Married −.01 (.02) −.01 (.02) −.01 (.02)

Number of children .04*** (.01) .04*** (.01) .04*** (.01)

Education (CSE) −.43** (.16) −.41* (.16) −.40* (.16)

Education (O level) −.28** (.09) −.28** (.09) −.28** (.09)

Education (A level) −.16 (.09) −.16 (.09) −.15 (.09)

Education (HND, HNC, teaching) −.28* (.11) −.28* (.11) −.27* (.11)

Education (first degree) −.35*** (.10) −.34*** (.10) −.34*** (.10)

Education (higher degree) −.19 (.13) −.19 (.13) −.20 (.13)

Full-time −.18*** (.02) −.18*** (.02) −.18*** (.02)

No health problems .07*** (.01) .07*** (.01) .07*** (.01)

Logged monthly pay .11*** (.02) .12*** (.02) .12*** (.02)

Employer change .18*** (.02) .18*** (.02) .18*** (.02)

_cons 5.41*** (.01) 5.41*** (.01) 5.41*** (.01) 5.12*** (.60) 5.10*** (.60) 5.04*** (.60)

N 66,307 66,307 66,307 60,743 60,743 60,743

Note. The regressions also include controls for survey year dummies. Reference for categorical variables: workplace size 1–24, public sector, single, no
qualifications, part-time, having health problems and not changing employer. The mean age of acquiring the educational qualifications is as follows: CSE,

O-level: 16; A-level: 18; HND, HNC, teaching: 20/21; first degree: 21; higher degree: 22/25.

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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there is no significant interaction effect between extraversion and the

lag dummies for upward occupational mobility, which does not sup-

port Hypotheses 5 and 7. Neuroticism does not have a significant

interaction effect with the lag dummy for downward occupational

mobility in the year of turnover, failing to support Hypothesis 6. Neu-

roticism, however, has significant and negative interaction effects

with the lag dummies in the third and fourth years after turnover,

suggesting that individuals high in neuroticism experience a worsening

trend in job satisfaction following downward occupational mobility.

This evidence does not allow us to make a definitive conclusion for

Hypothesis 8 because longer-running panel data are needed to exam-

ine whether, and if so, how long it will take for individuals high in neu-

roticism to return to their baseline.

To illustrate the moderation effect of neuroticism, we have plot-

ted the results from the fixed effect models in Figure 1b for individuals

with very high and very low levels of neuroticism (top 20% and bot-

tom 20% of the neuroticism scale). As can be seen in Figure 1b, indi-

viduals high in neuroticism experience a deteriorating job satisfaction

trajectory following downward occupational mobility. The gap

between those high and low in neuroticism diverged over time. By the

fourth year after downward mobility, those high in neuroticism were

below their baseline by .6 units while those low in neuroticism were at

their baseline level of job satisfaction. To check the impact of control

variables on our findings, we have performed these analyses both with

and without including the controls and obtained consistent results.7

4 | DISCUSSION

Our study extends the ‘honeymoon-hangover’ literature by showing

that different types of career change can result in different job satis-

faction trajectories. Specifically, downward occupational mobility has

a stronger and more enduring impact on job satisfaction compared

with the relatively transient positive effect of upward occupational

F IGURE 1 (a) Effect of upward, lateral and downward occupational mobility on job satisfaction, all employees. (b) Effect of upward, lateral

and downward occupational mobility on job satisfaction by level of neuroticism: top fifth versus bottom fifth of the neuroticism scale

7Results of analyses without controls are available upon request.
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TABLE 4 Fixed effect regressions of job satisfaction trajectory on occupational mobility: the moderating effects of neuroticism and
extraversion (unstandardized coefficients with standard errors in parentheses)

Neuroticism Extraversion

Upward Lateral Downward Upward Lateral Downward

Leads

3–4 years −.01 (.02) .01 (.02) −.01 (.02) −.01 (.02) .01 (.02) −.01 (.02)

2–3 years −.04* (.02) .02 (.01) −.06* (.02) −.04* (.02) .02 (.01) −.06** (.02)

1–2 years −.09*** (.02) −.01 (.01) −.06** (.02) −.09*** (.02) −.02 (.01) −.06** (.02)

0–1 year −.14*** (.02) −.07*** (.01) −.11*** (.02) −.14*** (.02) −.07*** (.01) −.11*** (.02)

Lags

0–1 year .09*** (.02) .01 (.02) −.08*** (.02) .09*** (.02) .01 (.02) −.08*** (.02)

1–2 years .06 (.03) −.02 (.02) −.08* (.03) .06 (.03) −.02 (.02) −.08* (.04)

2–3 years .02 (.04) −.06* (.03) −.10* (.05) .02 (.04) −.06* (.03) −.10* (.05)

3–4 years −.02 (.05) −.03 (.04) −.23*** (.06) −.03 (.05) −.03 (.04) −.22*** (.06)

4–5 years −.05 (.07) −.11* (.05) −.19* (.08) −.05 (.07) −.11* (.05) −.18* (.08)

Personality × Lead (3–4 years) .02 (.02) .01 (.01) −.00 (.02) −.00 (.02) .04* (.02) .02 (.02)

Personality × Lead (2–3 years) −.01 (.02) .04** (.01) .00 (.02) −.01 (.02) .02 (.02) .03 (.02)

Personality × Lead (1–2 years) .02 (.02) −.02 (.01) −.01 (.02) −.05* (.02) .05** (.02) .02 (.02)

Personality × Lead (0–1 year) −.01 (.02) −.03* (.01) −.03 (.02) .00 (.02) −.01 (.02) −.01 (.02)

Personality × Lag (0–1 year) .01 (.02) .00 (.01) .01 (.02) −.02 (.02) .02 (.02) −.03 (.02)

Personality × Lag (1–2 years) .02 (.03) −.02 (.02) .01 (.03) .02 (.03) .01 (.02) −.03 (.04)

Personality × Lag (2–3 years) −.04 (.04) −.03 (.03) −.04 (.04) .04 (.04) −.02 (.03) .09 (.05)

Personality × Lag (3–4 years) −.04 (.05) −.04 (.03) −.15** (.05) .06 (.06) −.01 (.04) −.01 (.06)

Personality × Lag (4–5 years) .02 (.06) .01 (.04) −.14* (.07) −.04 (.07) .03 (.05) −.00 (.08)

Controls

Age −.01 (.02) −.01 (.02) −.01 (.02) −.01 (.02) −.01 (.02) −.01 (.02)

Age squared .00 (.00) .00 (.00) .00 (.00) .00 (.00) .00 (.00) .00 (.00)

Tenure −.02*** (.00) −.02*** (.00) −.02*** (.00) −.02*** (.00) −.02*** (.00) −.02*** (.00)

Workplace size 25–499 −.05** (.02) −.05** (.02) −.05*** (.02) −.05** (.02) −.05*** (.02) −.05*** (.02)

Workplace size 500+ −.03 (.02) −.04 (.02) −.04 (.02) −.03 (.02) −.04 (.02) −.04 (.02)

Private sector −.20*** (.02) −.21*** (.02) −.21*** (.02) −.20*** (.02) −.21*** (.02) −.21*** (.02)

Married −.02 (.02) −.02 (.02) −.02 (.02) −.02 (.02) −.02 (.02) −.02 (.02)

Number of children .04*** (.01) .04*** (.01) .04*** (.01) .04*** (.01) .04*** (.01) .04*** (.01)

Education (CSE) −.41* (.17) −.39* (.17) −.39* (.17) −.41* (.17) −.39* (.17) −.39* (.17)

Education (O level) −.32*** (.09) −.32*** (.09) −.32*** (.09) −.32*** (.09) −.32*** (.09) −.32*** (.09)

Education (A level) −.19* (.10) −.20* (.10) −.19 (.10) −.19* (.10) −.20* (.10) −.19 (.10)

Education (HND, HNC, teaching) −.27* (.12) −.27* (.12) −.27* (.12) −.27* (.12) −.27* (.12) −.26* (.12)

Education (first degree) −.35** (.11) −.35** (.11) −.34** (.11) −.35** (.11) −.35** (.11) −.34** (.11)

Education (higher degree) −.20 (.13) −.20 (.13) −.21 (.13) −.20 (.13) −.20 (.13) −.20 (.13)

Full-time −.19*** (.02) −.18*** (.02) −.18*** (.02) −.19*** (.02) −.19*** (.02) −.19*** (.02)

No health problems .07*** (.01) .07*** (.01) .07*** (.01) .07*** (.01) .07*** (.01) .07*** (.01)

Logged monthly pay .11*** (.02) .12*** (.02) .12*** (.02) .11*** (.02) .12*** (.02) .12*** (.02)

Employer change .17*** (.02) .17*** (.02) .18*** (.02) .17*** (.02) .17*** (.02) .18*** (.02)

_cons 5.45*** (.62) 5.43*** (.62) 5.37*** (.62) 5.46*** (.62) 5.40*** (.62) 5.37*** (.62)

N 53,102 53,102 53,102 53,091 53,091 53,091

Note: The regressions also include controls for survey year dummies. Reference for categorical variables: workplace size 1–24, public sector, single, no
qualifications, part-time, having health problems and not changing employer. The mean age of acquiring the educational qualifications is as follows: CSE,

O-level: 16; A-level: 18; HND, HNC, teaching: 20/21; first degree: 21; higher degree: 22/25.

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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mobility. The pattern may reflect an entrapment effect (Taylor,

Gooding, Wood, & Tarrier, 2011) such that individuals become

depressed when they are stuck in undesirable situations. We did not

have sufficient evidence to conclude on whether individuals experienc-

ing downward occupational mobility will eventually return to their

baseline well-being as such analysis requires data with post-turnover

observations over longer time. This study has also examined individual

differences in reactions and adaptations to different types of career

change. Contradicting our initial expectation, extroverts did not react

more favourably to upward occupational mobility than introverts. We

speculate that extroverts, with higher tonic levels of well-being (Lucas &

Baird, 2004), may need stronger positive stimuli to further boost their

job satisfaction above the baseline. This speculation is in line with pros-

pect theory (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979) that suggests that compared

with losses, a greater amount of gains is needed to trigger the same

amount of change in psychological well-being. This proposition may be

examined in future studies. In contrast, we found that individuals high in

neuroticism experienced a steeper decline of job satisfaction in the con-

dition of downward occupational mobility. The negative effect, how-

ever, did not emerge at the time when they moved down the

occupational ladder but in the subsequent years. This finding is intrigu-

ing because it shows that those high in neuroticism only became more

miserable after having spent some time in their new jobs.

Our findings have important implications for personality research.

While the effect of personality on employee outcomes has been

extensively studied, they are more often investigated at the between-

individual level. Recent empirical examinations have analysed the

effect of personality on attitudinal and behavioural outcomes at the

within-individual level in a short time frame, such as a day

(e.g., Sonnentag & Niessen, 2008; Wang, Ang, Jiang, & Wu, 2018) or a

week (e.g., Hu, Hood, & Creed, 2018). Our design allows us to test the

lead-and-lag effects of a life event over many years and offers a dif-

ferent approach to examine the dynamic effect of personality as a

within-individual process. This approach can capture the time-variant

effects that cannot be detected in a static design that focuses on

one's reaction to a life event at the time of its occurrence. The

observed lagged effect can potentially advance our understanding of

the mechanisms through which personality affects other important

individual outcomes. For example, our finding about the deteriorating

job satisfaction trajectory among those high in neuroticism suggests

that some people may be more prone to ruminating after experiencing

an unfavourable life event, which can explain why they are more vul-

nerable to depression than others in the long term. Future studies are

encouraged to adopt our approach to examine the dynamic effect of

personality on individual outcomes over a longer time frame.

Finally, our study contributes to the hedonic adaptation literature.

Set point theory suggests that individuals will return to their baseline

subjective well-being after the influences of life events fade away.

Empirical studies have been conducted to test the idea against differ-

ent life events and the extant literature suggests that people tend to

adapt to positive events quickly, such as marriage (Lucas et al., 2003;

Lucas & Clark, 2006) and voluntary job change (Boswell et al., 2005),

but not to negative events such as unemployment (Lucas et al., 2004)

and widowhood (Lucas et al., 2003). Similarly, we find that it is more

difficult for people to adapt to downward than to upward occupa-

tional mobility. The fact that upward and downward career change

have asymmetrical effects on job satisfaction supports Kahneman and

Tversky's (1979) argument that losses have a greater impact than

gains on subjective well-being. In other words, ‘bad is stronger than

good’ (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, & Vohs, 2001;

Taylor, 1991). We join Diener et al., (2006) in calling for a revision of

set point theory. More research is needed to advance our understand-

ing of how different people react and adapt to different life events as

this knowledge is essential for helping individuals find effective ways

of increasing their well-being in the long term.

4.1 | Practical implications

This study has shown that not all job changes lead to lasting improve-

ments in subjective well-being. When individuals change the direction

of their careers, they need to avoid overestimating the positive char-

acteristics of other occupations and underestimating those of their

own. Unless the transition involves upward mobility, they are unlikely

to find the grass greener on the other side. From a management per-

spective, the onus, then, should be on employers at the recruitment

and selection stage to offer a fair representation of not just what the

job involves, but also what it could potentially involve, particularly

when the potential recruit is changing career. A realistic job preview

with more information on what the new occupation more widely

entails would help.

Additionally, this study highlights the need to pay special atten-

tion to employees who have moved from higher to lower skilled occu-

pations as this group is vulnerable to a long-term decline of job

satisfaction following the transition. The risk is particularly high

among those who are characterised by high levels of neuroticism.

Although job quality is partially determined by occupation (William,

Zhou, & Zou, 2020; Williams, 2017a; Williams, 2017b; Zou, 2015),

prior research shows that enriched job design that allows sufficient

discretion over task planning and execution has significantly positive

effects on employee well-being (Gallie & Zhou, 2020; Gallie,

Zhou, Felstead, Green, & Henseke, 2017; Gallie, Zhou, Felstead, &

Green, 2012; Wu, Griffin, & Parker, 2015). We speculate these

benefits are more pronounced for those who are overqualified

for their jobs, which often results from downward occupational

mobility. Human resource practices that support autonomy and job

crafting can potentially mitigate the negative impact of downward

occupational mobility by helping individuals find new ways to

engage their talents and skills (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001; Wu

et al., 2015).

4.2 | Limitations

This study has a few limitations. First, we do not have information on

the reason for occupational mobility since it was measured by com-

paring an individual's Standard Occupational Classification codes
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across adjacent years. While acknowledging that reasons for job

change may influence post-turnover well-being, we believe our find-

ings cannot be solely explained by the motive of job change. Volun-

tary job changes can lead to upward occupational mobility, but the

link is by no means universal. For instance, while previous research

shows that most job changes are voluntary (e.g., Markey &

Parks, 1989, 1989; Polsky, 1999), we find that only a quarter of career

transitions involve upward mobility, suggesting that voluntary job

change and upward occupational mobility do not always go hand in

hand. Second, our analysis was solely focused on occupational

change. Although we have controlled for employer change in the

fixed-effect regressions, this study has not addressed the issue of

how employer change within occupation affects job satisfaction. Indi-

viduals can move up or down the organizational ladder without chang-

ing their occupations and the same logic of adaptation should also

apply to within-occupation employer changes. Assessing the impact

of such transitions requires detailed information on the characteristics

of individuals' jobs both before and after turnover. Unfortunately,

such information is not available in the BHPS, and this is one area we

need further investigations. Finally, although the sizes of our reported

effects seem small, they need to be interpreted under the context of

our longitudinal analysis where stability effects of repeated measures

are taken into account. As Adachi and Willoughby (2015) suggest,

effect sizes in longitudinal studies are often dramatically smaller than

those in cross-sectional studies. Similar observations were made by

Ferrer-i-Carbonell and Frijters (2004) who found that the positive

effect of income on life satisfaction was reduced by about 2/3 when

fixed individual characteristics are controlled for. The effect sizes

reported in this study are substantial compared to those of other life

events estimated based on the same dataset and well-being measures.

For instance, Georgellis, Lange, and Tabvuma (2012) find that job sat-

isfaction score declines by .3 to .4 on a 7-point scale among female

workers following the birth of the first child, most likely due to the

rise of work life conflicts. In contrast, this study shows that job satis-

faction score declines by .6 on the same 7-point scale among those

high in neuroticism 4 years following downward occupational mobil-

ity, which represents a significant loss of well-being in the context of

work-related life events.

5 | CONCLUSION

This study has adopted an integrated perspective that combines situa-

tional and dispositional perspectives to advance our understanding of

the long-term impact of career changes on subjective well-being. In

line with the long-held view that job satisfaction is influenced by both

the objective characteristics of the job and the subjective evaluations

of these characteristics, our analysis shows that post-transition job

satisfaction development depends on the direction of occupational

mobility as well as individuals' personality traits. This approach has the

potential to open up new avenues of research on the impact of other

life events on the dynamics of subjective well-being within and

beyond the workplace.
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