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Abstract
Career sustainability is commonly understood as an individual’s capacity to maintain employability, productivity, and wellbeing across their working life (Visentini et al., 2023; Seibert et al., 2024). Within this literature, career breaks are frequently depicted as threats because they disrupt professional continuity, increase uncertainty, and tend to generate financial and psychological distress (Barthauer et al., 2020; Chin et al., 2021). This risk-based framing is understandable, but it also raises significant concern regarding the future career sustainability of the global workforce. Longer working lives, technological advancements, and recurring labour market instability mean that discontinuity and uncertainty (i.e., career breaks) are expected to become normal features of contemporary careers rather than exceptional events (Boyle, 2022). Thus, it is imperative to better understand how individuals experience and make sense of their career breaks, given the need to navigate such liminality without compromising their career sustainability.
This presentation reports on a mixed-methods study, with a survey of 120 global participants who took career breaks voluntarily, without employer support, and without guaranteed job placement at the end of the break period. This was followed by semi-structured interviews with 24 purposively sampled participants. Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis was used to examine how interview participants made sense of their lived experiences. Specifically, this study investigated the professional backgrounds of those pursuing career breaks; their motives for doing so; what they believe to have gained from their break periods; and what meaning they ascribe to the overall experience in the context of their evolving career narratives.
Despite participants’ diverse backgrounds, occupations, stated reasons for taking career breaks and break activities, several themes emerged. Findings revealed that career breaks were primarily pursued voluntarily due to narrative and identity foreclosure resulting from career centrality and frustrations with professional achievement paradigms. Subsequently, participants hoped to reacquire autonomy in their career decision-making and satisfy aspirational fulfilments beyond the career. At the start of their career breaks, participants generally felt identity loss and decreased societal value, forcing them to engage in critical reflection that culminated in significant changes to their career ideologies and behaviours. Post-break, participants universally described a decentring of their career identities and how they define ‘career success’ in non-teleological terms, which ultimately led to healthier relationships with their careers. Participants also indicated a willingness to move across previously perceived career boundaries and take on tasks that are unfamiliar or outside their areas of expertise. More importantly, they demonstrated that career liminality was no longer viewed as destabilising.
These findings suggest that voluntary career breaks can support career sustainability via the development of liminality competence and identity flexibility that seem to make individuals less vulnerable to the existential crises commonly associated with liminal career events. More broadly, this study invites continuity-based career sustainability frameworks to better account for career liminality as a normal aspect of working life in the 21st century. With the career landscape becoming increasingly precarious and liminality expected to become a more frequent feature in individuals’ prolonging career narratives, this presentation offers significant insights into the psychological complexities of career breaks as well as a hopeful account of how individuals may sustain their careers through liminality rather than in spite of it.
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