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Module 4: Coping with Career Search Challenges 

 

“If you find yourself in a hole, stop digging.”—Sharon Cooke 

Recently, a young man who had aspirations of working as a chemist in The Greater 
Toronto Area came into the office to chat. After a brief contract position, and several 
unsuccessful interviews he felt underappreciated, dejected and downright fed up. He 
said to me, “I don’t get it. I graduated from a good school with an advanced degree. It 
seems like when I go to the interview, the job has already been assigned to someone 
else. I’m not sure what to do. I sometimes feel like giving up completely. This has been 
the most challenging period of my entire life!” 

The reality of the situation is that even when the employment market seems friendly, 
there can be a series of setbacks along the way. Looking for a job is often as difficult as 
performing the job itself and it takes a toll on us. Its difficult to stay motivated and keep 
going. A good rule of thumb in the job search is to think about your level of control in the 
search and how you react to roadblocks along the way. Instead of beating ourselves up, 
there are steps we can take that help us bounce back in the face of adversity. This is 
what resiliency is all about. 

One of the first things we can do is to give ourselves permission to take care of 
ourselves so that we do not end up in a negative spiral that is difficult to emerge from. 
Developing some regular habits such as maintaining a healthy diet, exercise and 
sleep routines can really assist our mental health in the job search.  
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In this module, we will be looking at different strategies and resources that can help 
when we are experiencing frustration and despair in the job search. We will touch on the 
importance of connecting with others you trust to give you good advice. We’ll also talk 
about shifting your mindset through reframing and gaining control over the 
self-defeating inner monologue that sometimes plagues us and stops us in our tracks. 
We always suggest keeping your health care providers like your Family GP or mental 
health therapist in the loop. They can help when you are struggling. Experts will tell us 
that the process of looking for work is as challenging as someone who is depressed and 
burned out in a career role they find unsatisfying.  

Before we begin, let’s take an inventory that we have adapted that originally comes 
compliments of the Headington Institute that looks at many aspects of a person’s life 
including their current level of self care. The scale is not clinical in nature and can help 
keep balance and prevent yourself from developing more serious problems down the 
road.  

 

Self Care Inventory 

INSTRUCTIONS: In a typical month, how often has the following been true for 
you? For each question, write the number that best fits your experience on the 
line before the question.  

0 | never  1 |Seldom  2 | Sometimes  3 | Often  4 |always 

1. I have at least one full day off work each week ___ 

2. I take some time for myself to be quiet, think, meditate, write and/or pray ___  

3. I work no more than eight hours a day ___ 

4. I exercise for at least 25 minutes five days a week ___  

5. I do something I find fun (e.g., games, movies, reading etc.) ___  

6. I practice muscle relaxation, yoga, stretching, meditation or slow- breathing ___  

7. I share how I am feeling with at least one friend or my partner ___  

8. I sleep well and get 7-8 hours of sleep a night ___  

9. I am careful about what I eat and eat a balanced diet ___  
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10. I drink at least 2 liters of water a day ___  

11. On balance I have more positive emotional experiences than negative ___  

12. At the end of the day I can leave the pressures of work behind ___ 

13. I slow down when I am becoming tired, run- down and vulnerable to illness ___  

14. There are people who care about me that I trust, to whom I can talk with ___  

15. I do something I find creative or expressive ___ 

16. I feel I have the training and skills I need to do my job well ___  

17. I stand up for myself, saying “no” when I need to ___  

18. At work I take a brief break every two hours & switch tasks regularly ___  

19. I spend time with trusted others who are part of a community of meaning and 
purpose (e.g. community volunteers, work colleagues, book group) ___ 

20. I feel good about my ability to communicate with others ___  

21. I spend my time and energy doing what is really important to me in life ___ 

22. I believe I can accomplish goals, even when I encounter difficulties ___  

23. I set realistic goals for my life and work towards them ___ 

24. I take good vacations ___  

25. I am able to let go of mistakes I have made ___ 

26. I am able to manage conflict constructively ___ 

27. I am able to let go of grudges ___ 

28. I drink more than 1-2 alcoholic drinks, smoke, or use recreational drugs ___ 

(0) Most days | (1) 3-6 times a week |(2) Less than 3 times a week | (3) Almost Never  

                                                               TOTAL SCORE: _____  

SCORING: 
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0 – 29: Self care & lifestyle may be poor. Developing a plan is a necessity. 

30 – 59: Self care skills and lifestyle balance are average. There is a good probability 
you are encountering many stressors in your life. 

60 – 84: Good self-care skills and lifestyle balance strategies in place. Some additional 
strategies may be beneficial. 

85 and above: Good self care, balance and resiliency allowing you to bounce back 
quickly under adverse conditions. 

 

After going through the self care inventory, are there some areas you would like 
to improve upon? How might you make these improvements and reach your 
goals? 

1.____________________________________________________________________ 

2.____________________________________________________________________  

3.____________________________________________________________________  

4.____________________________________________________________________  

5.____________________________________________________________________ 

Solution Focused approaches are helpful for people in career transition. One of the 
main assumptions with the theory is that when a client sees themselves as competent, 
they are much more able to make positive changes in their lives. As we saw in earlier 
modules, we were asked on a scale/ruler to rate items like our motivation or self 
awareness etc. The theory goes on to say that it is motivating when people have a goal 
they would like to accomplish and imagine what that goal would look like. For our 
purposes, it may mean landing the perfect dream job. Setting even small goals is 
important in the process. 
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Don’t believe everything you think! 

 

That’s right! Aaron Beck and David Burns, two key researchers in the field of 
psychotherapy have said that we can’t trust the way we think about certain 
things-particularly when we are stressed. The researchers indicate that the further we 
tend to believe some of these thinking traps or faulty patterns, the greater our chances 
are for negative health outcomes like anxiety, depression and burnout. 

Cognitive behavioural therapy or CBT is a popular psychology practice designed to 
challenge some of our perceptions and misconceptions centred around thoughts we 
have. Here’s examples of some of the common thinking errors that job seekers have 
reported that they may have experienced. 

Thinking Pattern Definition        Career Example 

 Black or White or All or 
Nothing Thinking 

You see things in 
extremes. You consider 
things perfect or a total 
failure. 

“The job market is either 
good/bad” or I am ___ 
years old. I’ll never be 
hired.”  

 
Overgeneralization 

 

Overly negative thoughts 
are based on limited (1 or 
2) experiences. 

“I went to an interview and 
didn’t get the job. I’m a 
total failure.” 
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 Disqualifying the 
Positive 

The person rejects positive 
experiences and accepts 
negative ones. 

“I can’t believe I messed 
up one question on the 
interview-I’ll never be 
hired.” 

 Jumping to 
Conclusions 

Making conclusions based 
on very little evidence. 

The interviewer was 
expressionless; I’m sure 
he/she didn’t like me.” 

 Fortune Telling 
We magically believe we 
know what others are 
thinking. 

“A recent graduate predicts 
she will never be employed 
simply based solely on not 
having found work yet.” 

 Catastrophizing Believing the worst 
possible scenario imagined 
is likely to happen. 

“I’m never going to be a 
professor-I’ll be waiting 
tables with a doctoral 
degree.” 

 Should Statements 
Imposing a set of 
expectations on yourself or 
others that are unrealistic. 

“I should have been hired 
already-there’s something 
wrong with me.” 

 The Fairness Fallacy 
If one struggles, suffers 
and works hard, they are 
entitled to a just reward.  

I talked to almost every 
employer at the job fair. 
Nobody has gotten back to 
me. This isn’t fair! I’m so 
frustrated! 

Take a look at the thinking patterns previously listed. Pick 3 of the patterns listed 
that you may have noticed apply to your own your life/career. Explain how this 
thinking impacted you. 

Example 1. 
____________________________________________________________________  

____________________________________________________________________ 

Example 2: 

____________________________________________________________________  

____________________________________________________________________ 

Example 3: 
____________________________________________________________________  

____________________________________________________________________  
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No blame-Just Reframe!  

 

At Change Works Interactive, Registered Psychotherapists and Career Counsellors 
alike quite often try to help people adjust with their reactions to change, transition and 
job loss. We understand that the latter usually takes up much of their head space even 
if trusted people tell them that “there is more to you in your life than your career. 
Remember your social life, personal growth opportunities and family are key parts to 
your life as well. The loss of a job opportunity is a change and the experience of grief is 
part of the transition. Clients usually feel a range of emotions like fear, confusion, hope 
and happiness (sometimes daily) which is completely normal. No two transitions are 
exactly alike. An important aspect is identifying the level of control that the individual 
feels they have. Sure-there are some things that we do not have control over but one 
thing we can control is the process we choose to engage in.  We quite often have more 
control than we think we have. Job seekers really need to consider coping strategies 
that can help. Search for positive aspects in your search, ask for help, practice self care 
and dispute thoughts or statements that can bring you down. Let me try to illustrate this 
with an example.  

I recently had a client who worked for a large bank in Toronto, who felt completely 
unfulfilled in her role; depressed, overworked, burned out and working in an area in the 
bank that she felt she was unqualified and untrained for. When we talked further and got 
down to some root issues, she seemed to possess some pretty negative gut-wrenching 
beliefs like “I feel broken”, and “I am afraid of failure if I switch careers.” By discussing 
some strategic questions such as the evidence for this belief; or whether the belief 
looked at her entire life whole picture, she took the first step to developing greater 
insight, motivation and control over her situation. 
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One of the first steps in reframing is to identify whether a belief is illogical or irrational. 
For lots of people in job transition, its helpful to address negative career beliefs and 
question whether they are entirely true. It’s helpful if your coach or therapist can assist 
you by having you question your own beliefs. Here’s an example that may help: 

Belief: “Everyone seems to have their career situation figured out except me!” 
 
Coach’s Challenge: “How do you know this is true?” 
 
Belief: “Because most of my friends and family seem to have fulfilling work lives and 
enjoy what their doing.” 
 
Coach’s Challenge: Have any of them been out of work even temporarily? I heard 
people now can expect to change careers 5-7 times in their lifetime. 
 
 

Ok, this is a simple example, but hopefully it can help show how challenging our 
negative career beliefs can help lessen their intensity. The goal here is to become more 
being more honest with yourself and disarm negative beliefs that don’t serve you well. 
Before we get to practicing some common negative career thoughts, please remember 
the following about who you are. These statements come compliments of Edmund 
Bourne. 

“You are responsible and in control of my life.” 

“You can choose your attitude and actions.” 

“You can set priorities and make time for what is important.” 

“You deserve the good things in life as much as anyone else.” 

“You are learning how to balance different areas of your life like work and play.” 

“You may feel angry and frustrated at times. Channel that in ways that allow you to 
change and grow.” 

“You are willing to allow others to help you.”  

And finally: 

“You reserve the right to say no to things I’m not comfortable with.”  
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As we had mentioned earlier, when speaking about “job stress” it usually comes from 
one of two sources 1) you are at work and need to be able to manage your current level 
of stress or 2) you are in career transition and feel the pressure and stress around 
finding employment.  

How you perceive that stress is very important. Two different people may interpret their 
situation in two completely different ways. The first may see a job transition as an 
opportunity; the second may view it as a catastrophe. It all depends on your 
perspective. 

Your turn to practice:  

Directions: In the following section, you will find some statements that people 
going through career transition may believe. Your task is to dispute/reframe the 
statement provided. Check out the first example which has been done for you. 

Belief Statement                Reframed/Disputed Response  

“I’ve been passed over for a promotion 2 
different times. I want to quit!” 

Even though the promotion didn’t happen 
for me, I am learning to rely on/trust 
people who will support me in my career 
decisions. 

“I don’t feel like I’m in control of my career 
direction.” 

 

“I am really lousy at making career 
decisions.” 

 

“I don’t have the abilities to start a new 
career.” 

 

“My mom and dad worked in the same 
place for 30 years. I feel guilty about 
wanting to change after 15 months.” 

 

“I’m sure that there is only one career 
that’s suited to me.” 

 

“My career indecision sabotages my 
confidence and self esteem.” 
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“I don’t have any time whatsoever to plan 
my career next steps.” 

 

“My career is really the only thing that 
matters to me-without one right now I’m 
completely lost.” 

 

“I am in total control in the direction my 
career takes.” 

 

 

 

Burnout 

 

Ask yourself these questions: 

● Am I feeling more cynical towards people I interact with? 

● Do I feel disillusioned and lack the satisfaction and sense of purpose I once had? 

● Is my own self-care taking a backseat through not eating right, not sleeping well, 
or using alcohol or drugs to feel better? 

If you answer yes to any or all of these questions, the first step is always to speak with 
your doctor or mental health provider. Have a conversation. Keep an open mind. You 
may realize that you are experiencing  burnout. Left untreated, this condition can lead to 
serious health issues like chronic anxiety, depression, or increased vulnerability to other 
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illness. The Mayo Clinic characterizes job burnout as physical, emotional, and mental 
exhaustion. Accompanying this may be doubts about the future and the direction of your 
career. It’s a perfect storm! 

Burnout tends to occur more frequently in people who tightly wrap themselves up in 
activities they do, and who have difficulty setting and adhering to personal boundaries. 
Those who are most at risk of job burnout are those in the helping professions like 
teaching, healthcare, and social work. Anyone not finding the balance between their 
personal life and their work life is at risk. If you feel you have lost control of your work 
life or are in transition to some degree, it may be a good time to consider some 
changes. 

So, what can you do?  

Start a conversation. Talk with someone you trust. If you are currently working and 
have psychological services included in your workplace benefits package, use them. If 
not, negotiate the consultation fee with a mental health professional and use the invoice 
as a tax-deductible health care expense. 
 
Get a professional assessment. Get informed. Learn more about yourself by taking 
some assessments. Speak to your doctor. The data can help to pinpoint your need for 
change and provide the motivation needed to look at our work-life balance a little closer. 
 
Learn to manage stress. Identify the source(s) of your stress and make plans to 
combat it. The Canadian Mental Health Association tells us that that some stress is 
helpful – it helps us get our tasks done and stay motivated. Unhelpful stress brings 
feelings of dread and being overwhelmed. As a result, a natural reaction is to avoid 
situations and tasks altogether, often making the problem worse. Stress impacts 
decision-making and concentration. Sleep difficulties and headaches become common 
occurrences for many people. If we are overwhelmed, are we being the best we can 
possibly be for friends and family? 
 
Brainstorm your own work options.  Networking with like-minded people in a similar 
situation so that you feel validated. 
 
Consider a new way. Reframe. Stay close to good people you know. Practice 
gratitude. Don’t expect to accomplish all your goals overnight. 
 
Practice self-care. Finally, make sure you get back to basics with your self-care. 
Good sleep hygiene can help you restore and protect your health. Rethink the food 
items you currently consume. Follow Canada’s Food Guide by eating plenty of 
vegetables and fruits, whole grains, and proteins. In addition, regular physical 
activity is proven to help you to better deal with stress. It takes the mind off work so you 
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can focus on other satisfying areas of your life. Think about the frequency, intensity, 
time, and type of exercise you are doing and have a friend join you for motivation. Try to 
gain more control by taking an inventory of different aspects of your life: finances, 
important relationships, family, and leisure. Develop a self-care plan for yourself or find 
a trusted person who can help put it together for you. 

Other ways to cope with stress and worry 

■ Make a decision to take charge of better managing your stress.  

■ Get a medical screen.  

■ Understand your symptoms.  

■ Open yourself up to taking risks.  

■ Learn about respiratory training, progressive muscle relaxation, meditation or yoga. 
Remember to Play.  

■ Practice the strategies you learn.  

■ Avoid expecting and seeking perfection.  

■ Work to better identify, accept and express all of your feelings.  

■ Seek assistance for difficulties (e.g. relationship problems, substance abuse) that 
increase stress and anxiety.  

■ Seek and accept support.  

■ Be patient. Lasting change usually takes time.  

■ Imagine your success.  

■ Give yourself credit for your accomplishments.  
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Some personal areas to consider in the job search 

A) Your own level of assertiveness: 

Assertiveness, that is the ability of an individual to be confidently positive in the face of 
adversity, is an important quality to develop in the job search process. As we have 
noted throughout our modules, some of the keys to bolstering this skill relies on the 
ability to ask what you want or desire, being able to say no, and having an ability to 
express your feelings. It’s also becoming more self aware. Your self respect and worth 
are so important.  

Non assertive or submissive, personalities will often discount their own needs or 
rights and highly value someone else’s preferences which can often leave a person 
feeling guilty and deflated. They tend to want to please everyone. 

Aggressive behaviour is almost the polar opposite of submissiveness. Aggressive 
people communicate in ways that are often hostile and insensitive. Their body language 
wreaks of intimidation. They often create conflict in their wake. 

Others are passive-aggressive who, instead of confronting an issue head on, will often 
express their anger in different ways through some sort of resistance. The employee, for 
example, who may have received a poor performance review, begins to blame others 
about injustice, lack of appreciation or says nothing in the next client meeting. 

Assertive behaviour is different. The person is able to ask for what they want or need 
simply and directly without attacking or manipulating others. Practicing these skills 
through role play or being open to explore responses to different situations can really 
help.  

Think about the following situations. How would you handle them? Would you 
take a non assertive stance (NA), a passive aggressive approach (PA) or an 
assertive one (A)? Put your choice in the blank following the statement. 

1) You’re in a meeting and would like to make a point, but you’re not sure if your 
point will be received well ___  
 

2) Your friend doesn’t show up for a lunch meeting ___ 
 

  
3) You receive criticism after an interview that you feel isn’t deserved ___ 

 
4) You’re in a movie theatre and the people behind you are talking ___  
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5) You are working on a project and are stuck. Do you ask a friend/colleague for 
help? ___ 

 

Stein and Book, authors of “Emotional Intelligence and Your Success” suggest some 
tips that we can use to become more assertive with our interactions with others. Try 
them out-you’ll feel great as you improve expressing your thoughts, ideas and feelings 
to others in a positive way.  

 

State the problem-make it about the situation/behavior and not about the person 

Use “I” Statements – this allows you to take responsibility for what you are feeling 

Get to the point - Be clear and concise about what you want 

Aim for a win-win situation – Remember keeps everyone’s dignity in a good place 
that hopefully is mutually beneficial.  

Don’t dominate the conversation - Listen carefully so you can keep the dialogue 
going; don’t be bossy.  

Empathize – this makes it difficult for others to stay defensive. Remember the saying, 
“walk a mile in someone else’s shoes.”  

Watch your body language – keeping good eye contact, an open posture, and a calm 
voice keeps other s feeling comfortable and can go a long way to having a better 
conversation. 
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B) The ways you deal with conflict: 

The Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode (TKI) is an example of an assessment tool that 
helps individuals take a closer look at a person’s behavior in conflict situations. Conflict 
often arises when two people are incompatible. We know these situations arise 
constantly in our homes, workplaces and with people we run across in our daily living. 
What we want to know are two dimensions of what the TKI can measure, namely our 
level of personal assertiveness, and secondly our cooperativeness, which is defined as 
how much we attempt to satisfy the other person’s concerns. 

Can you think about a time when you had a conflict at home, work, or in a 
relationship? What happened? 

____________________________________________________________________  

____________________________________________________________________  

____________________________________________________________________  

____________________________________________________________________  

How did you handle it?  

____________________________________________________________________  

____________________________________________________________________ 

Did you wish you would have done something differently?  

____________________________________________________________________  

____________________________________________________________________ 
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Below are 4 different personality types that you may run across in your daily life. Can 
you identify with any of them? How do you tend to deal with them? Included are some 
suggestions that can help keep your respect and dignity intact while honoring your own 
rights and boundaries.  

“The Drill Sergeant”  

      

Characteristics: arrogant, inflexible, 
uninterested in compromise  

Strategies to Disarm: stay calm, 
maintain eye contact, paraphrase their 
points, put forth your own ideas, try to 
brined, problem solve with them but hold 
your ground 

 

“Mr./Mrs. Sarcastic” 

 

Characteristics: rude, self centred, 
emotional, lacks self esteem  
 
 
Strategies to Disarm: take assertive 
stance, ask for clarification, be 
blunt/straightforward, explain how 
comments impact you, ask them to 
restate 

“The Secretive One” 

 

Characteristics: don’t listen, work behind 
the scenes to build support, want 
recognition 

Strategies to Disarm: ask for details, 
make clear notes, create rules, clearly 
identify their agenda 

 

“Devil’s Advocate” 

 

Characteristics: negative, personalizes, 
draws others in, no solutions, conspiracy 
theorist 
 
Strategies to Disarm: praise them if 
possible, a be role model for them, 
redirect their attention, laugh, use 
humour, resist being drawn in 
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Finding Purpose and Fulfillment: 

We would all like to reach our full potential at some point in our lives whether it is 
through our work or in our day to day living. At Change Works we find that we have 
many clients struggling with the fundamental question of “what is my purpose?” Liza 
was one such client.  

Liza was beginning to feel desperate. She was in her late 20s at the time and indicated 
she felt incomplete, like something was missing. She often would talk about finding 
purpose in her life and felt she was often existing without a clear direction. Her anxiety 
about her next steps, not only in her career life as a sales agent for a large beverage 
company, but in her life in general was causing some real problems. She would talk 
about wanting to “feel more whole or complete” and doing something in her work life 
that served others in a meaningful way. Liza often reflected and considered some ways 
that she could make a meaningful contribution. We discussed a series of questions 
along with steps that helped Liza transition in her career life. We spoke about her 
career, what she valued, her education and her creative endeavors thus far. She even 
talked about her spiritual life and her relationship with her parents, siblings and partner. 
Together we discovered many things that Liza still wanted to discover in her life, that up 
to this point were unrealized. Liza was open and committed to exploring her life 
purposes and putting real effort into some of the goals she needed to set in order to get 
there.  

Does the work/education you are presently doing fulfill what you would consider 
your purpose or meaning? What steps do you need to take in order to make your 
journey more personally fulfilling? 

____________________________________________________________________  

____________________________________________________________________  

____________________________________________________________________  

____________________________________________________________________  

____________________________________________________________________ 
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Sources: 

Bourne, Edmund J. The Anxiety & Phobia Workbook. Oakland, CA :New Harbinger 
Publications, 1990. APA. Bourne, Edmund J. (1990). 

Headington Institute Self Care Inventory 

https://www.headington-institute.org/files/test_self-care-and-lifestyle-inventory_best_763
05.pdf 

Mayo Clinic 

https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/adult-health/in-depth/burnout/art-20046642 

Adapted from Stein, S. J. & Book, H.E. (2006).The EQi Edge: Emotional Intelligence 
and Your Success. Mississauga: John Wiley & Sons Canada. Ltd. 
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