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ABSTRACT 

	This systematic review aims to address several questions examining the consequences of career mismatch at the individual level, particularly on psychological distress and other psychological effects among professionals. This study utilized the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis (PRISMA), where relevant studies were synthesized to explore how career mismatch influences professionals. The following eligibility criteria were employed: (1) studies about professionals experiencing mismatch, (2) studies discussing the vertical and horizontal mismatch, and (3) 2015 to 2025 studies written in English. Studies employing qualitative, quantitative, and  mixed-methods designs were also considered. Out of the 30 studies assessed for review, only 10 were eligible to be included. Studies reveal that mismatch predicts psychological distress through its impact on job satisfaction. Other people’s perceptions of mismatched professionals have also been found to heighten distress. Furthermore, there is an elevated risk of psychological distress that may lead to psychiatric hospitalization. These findings signify the link between career mismatch and psychological distress. This review also indicates the presence of other psychological effects brought by career mismatch, such as resilience and job attitudes. Lastly, results show that a professional’s desire to work in a well-matched career is influenced by the extent to which they are satisfied with their current mismatched careers. Indeed, career mismatch has been observed in a lot of contexts and is widely experienced by a lot of professionals across the globe. However, career mismatch in the context of this review remains understudied. Overall, the review reinforces the need for further research on the psychological aspects of career mismatch and highlights recommendations for organizational support, mental health care providers, and future researchers.
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The mismatch between an employee’s educational background, skills, and their jobs has been increasingly observed in the labor market, a phenomenon known as career or job mismatch. Velciu (2017) defined mismatch as a situation in which there is an imbalance between an employee’s characteristics and their job requirements and responsibilities.

Mismatch is commonly characterized as vertical or horizontal. Vertical mismatch is when skills, competencies, or education are inadequate (Velciu, 2017). In other words, this type of mismatch occurs when an employee is either overqualified or underqualified for their job, despite their educational or training background aligning with their career, as explained by Hirao (2024). On the contrary, a horizontal mismatch occurs when an employee's educational background differs significantly from their actual work. Hirao (2024) also defined this type of mismatch as a situation of an appropriate academic level, but an inappropriate field of qualification.
Kim and Choi (2018) recognize this mismatch as a potential threat, stating that the demand for talented human capital has continued to rise as the accumulation and application of professional knowledge becomes a core competency among individuals. As a result, professionals often find themselves employed in careers that are not aligned with their educational or training backgrounds. Another threat brought about by mismatch, as highlighted by Somers et al. (2018), is a skill shortage among employees because they have chosen to study courses that do not reflect current labor demands.

Looking into the Philippine context, vertical mismatch is evident as Angelo (2024) reported that 30% of employed Filipinos are overqualified for their jobs, while 29% lack the necessary qualifications, hence considered as underqualified for their current roles. This is also observed in the result of Melchor’s (2022) study, where among the employees that participated in the survey, 38% to 39% were considered as overeducated for the level of jobs they are doing.

The presence of career mismatch is not only unique to the Philippines. Job mismatch has been globally recognized as an issue with economic and psychological implications. Velciu (2017) emphasized that a mismatch can significantly affect productivity when employees’ qualifications do not align with their job requirements. Similarly, Hirao (2024) found that a horizontal mismatch in Japan, where individuals work in fields unrelated to their academic training, results in inefficiencies that extend beyond the individual worker and affect the overall performance of organizations. These findings demonstrate that mismatch is indeed a global concern.

In psychology, there is a term called psychological distress, which is a state of emotional suffering characterized by symptoms of depression and anxiety (Condinata, Satiadarma, and Suyasa, 2021). Similarly, Viertiö et al. (2021) defined psychological distress as the nonspecific symptoms of stress, anxiety, and depression, and that high levels of it may indicate an impairment of one’s mental health. When prolonged, distress can be a hindrance to productivity, motivation, and an employee's overall well-being. Therefore, exploring how career mismatch contributes to psychological distress is crucial in understanding the experiences and feelings of professionals who experience a mismatch.

1.1 Research Questions

This systematic literature review (SLR) seeks to explore how career mismatch may influence psychological distress by answering the following questions:
1) What is reported about the link between career mismatch and psychological distress among professionals?
2) What other psychological effects are experienced by professionals due to career mismatch?
3) What is revealed about the desire of mismatched professionals to achieve a well-matched career?

2. METHODS

This SLR is conducted in alignment with the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) 2020 (Page et al., 2021). The methods section includes the eligibility criteria, screening, and selection of studies to be included in this review to answer the formulated research questions.



2.1 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Studies were eligible for inclusion in this review if they met the following criteria: (1) studies about professionals experiencing mismatch, regardless of their level of education, (2) studies discussing the two types of mismatches, vertical and horizontal, (3) studies written in English, published between 2015 and 2025.

Studies and other evidence utilizing qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods approaches were considered as long as they discuss job mismatch. Those that discuss the types of mismatch other than vertical and horizontal were excluded. Lastly, studies and literature that do not talk about the effects of career mismatch at an individual level were also not included.

2.2 Search Strategy, Screening, and Selection Process

A systematic snowball search was conducted in Google Scholar, ResearchGate, and EBSCOhost for studies published between 2015 and 2025, using a combination of the following search terms: “job mismatch psychological effects,” “job mismatch,” “career mismatch,” “horizontal mismatch,” “vertical mismatch,” “job mismatch and effects,” “career mismatch among professionals,” “career mismatch and psychological effects,” “mismatch and distress,” “effects of mismatch,” and “job mismatch on mental health.”

More specifically, here are some of the Boolean search strings used to look for relevant studies: "career mismatch" OR "job mismatch" OR "skill mismatch" OR "education-job mismatch" AND "psychological distress" OR "mental health" OR "stress" OR "anxiety" OR "depression" AND “professional” OR “employee”

Although a large volume of literature came up with the initial searches, only a few were relevant to the research topic, and duplicates were observed across the different databases. Therefore, the researcher limited the number of studies for screening to 30. Out of the 30 studies, 14 were excluded based on the eligibility criteria, four could not be retrieved, and two were excluded after further assessment of their eligibility, resulting in 10 studies being included in the review. Among the 10 studies, three were found in EBSCOhost, six from Google Scholar, and one from ResearchGate.
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Figure 1. The selection process.

Table 1. List of three articles from EBSCOhost published between 2015 and 2025.

	Author/s
	Article Title
	Year
	Journal/ Publication

	Kim and Choi
	The effects of job mismatch on pay, job satisfaction, and performance
	2018
	Journal of Open Innovation Technology Market and Complexity
https://doi.org/10.3390/joitmc4040049 

	Wardani, Sekarini, Syaputra, Kartikawati, Dawanti, Mulia, and Malek
	Career of horizontal education mismatch workers: Career competency, job crafting, and work engagement
	2021
	Journal of Education and Learning
https://doi.org/10.11591/edulearn.v15i3.19866 

	Wen, Maani, and Dong
	Educational job mismatch, job satisfaction, on-the-job training, and employee quit behaviour: a dynamic analytical approach
	2023
	Applied Economics
https://doi.org/10.1080/00036846.2022.2161990 



Table 2. List of six articles from Google Scholar published between 2015 and 2025.

	Author/s
	Article Title
	Year
	Journal/ Publication

	Brendler-Lindqvist, Tondel, Helgesson, Nordqvist, and Svartengren
	Overqualification at work and risk of hospitalization for psychiatric and somatic diseases among immigrants in Sweden – a prospective register-based study
	2022
	Scandinavian Journal of Work Environment & Health
https://doi.org/10.5271/sjweh.4055 

	Choi
	Consequences of Job Mismatch
	2017
	Doctoral dissertation, KDI School
https://archives.kdischool.ac.kr/handle/11125/32123  

	Condes and Lachica
	Job mismatch: The case of registered nurses in the Philippines
	2022
	Zenodo (CERN European Organization for Nuclear Research). https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.6956133  

	Hirao
	Horizontal education-job mismatch in a medium-sized Japanese company
	2024
	Center for Open Science (OSF Preprints)
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/gczeh_v1 

	Madsen and Røberg
	Education–occupation mismatch and long-term sickness absence: a longitudinal study of over-and under-education using Norwegian population data, 2003–2013
	2021
	Journal of Education and Work
https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2021.1946491   

	Tag-ulo, Gooc, and Seclot
	Exploring job mismatch experiences among licensed English teachers: a phenomenological inquiry
	2025
	International Journal of Educational Innovation and Research
https://doi.org/10.31949/ijeir.v4i2.14619 





Table 3. List of one article from ResearchGate published between 2015 to 2025.

	Author/s
	Article Title
	Year
	Journal/ Publication

	Weber, Ferry, and Ichou
	Which degree for which occupation? Vertical and horizontal mismatch among immigrants, their children, and grandchildren in France.
	2024
	Demography
https://doi.org/10.1215/00703370-11670148 



2.3 Data Analysis 

Data were selected and classified into themes significant to the research questions. The tables below illustrate the specific articles used to answer each research question as well as the emergent themes.

Table 4. The link between career mismatch and psychological distress among professionals.

	Author/s
	Article Title
	Theme

	Choi (2017)
	Consequences of Job Mismatch: Empirical Evidence from South Korea
	Mismatch as a Predictor of Psychological Distress

	Kim & Choi (2018)
	The Effects of Job Mismatch on Pay, Job Satisfaction, and Performance
	

	Condes & Lachica (2022)
	Job Mismatch: The Case of Registered Nurses in the Philippines
	Social Evaluation and Self-Questioning as Sources of Psychological Distress

	Tag-ulo, Gooc, and Seclot (2025)
	Exploring Job Mismatch Experiences Among Licensed English  Teachers: A Phenomenological Inquiry
	

	Wardani et al. (2021)
	Career of Horizontal Mismatch Workers: Career Competency, Job Crafting, and Work Engagement
	Weak Career Engagement as a Psychological Strain

	Brendler-Lindqvist, Tondel, Helgesson, Nordqvist, and Svartengren (2022)
	Overqualification at Work and Risk of Hospitalization for Psychiatric and Somatic Diseases Among Immigrants in Sweden – A Prospective Register-Based Study
	Elevated Risks of Psychological Distress

	Madsen & Røberg (2021)
	Overqualification at Work and Risk of Hospitalization for Psychiatric and Somatic Diseases Among Immigrants in Sweden – A Prospective Register-Based Study
	



Table 5. Other psychological effects experienced by professionals due to career mismatch.

	Author/s
	Article Title
	Theme

	Tag-ulo, Gooc, and Seclot (2025)
	Exploring Job Mismatch Experiences Among Licensed English Teachers: A Phenomenological Inquiry
	Psychological Resilience and Adaptive Coping

	Condes and Lachica (2022)
	Job Mismatch: The Case of Registered Nurses in the Philippines
	

	Hirao (2024)
	Horizontal Education-Job Mismatch in a Medium-Sized Japanese Company
	Job Attitudes and Commitment 

	Choi (2017)
	Consequences of Job Mismatch: Empirical Evidence from South Korea
	

	Weber, Ferry, and Ichou (2023)
	Which Degree for Which Occupation? Vertical and Horizontal Mismatch Among Immigrants, Their Children, and Grandchildren in France
	

	Madsen & Røberg (2021)
	Education–Occupation Mismatch and Long-Term Sickness Absence: A Longitudinal Study of Over-And Under-Education Using Norwegian Population Data, 2003–2013
	Mismatch as a Source of Strain and Health Risks

	Brendler-Lindqvist, Tondel, Helgesson, Nordqvist, and Svartengren (2022)
	Overqualification at Work and Risk of Hospitalization for Psychiatric and Somatic Diseases Among Immigrants in Sweden – A Prospective Register-Based Study
	



Table 6. The desire of mismatched professionals for a well-matched career.

	Author/s
	Article Title
	Theme

	Choi (2017)
	Consequences of Job Mismatch: Empirical Evidence from South Korea
	Desire to Seek Better Job Match

	Condes and Lachica (2022)
	Condes and Lachica (2022)
Job Mismatch: The Case of Registered Nurses in the Philippines
	

	Wen, Maani, and Dong (2023)
	Educational Job Mismatch, Job Satisfaction, On-the-Job Training, and Employee Quit Behaviour: A Dynamic Analytical Approach
	




3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

3.1 The link between career mismatch and psychological distress among professionals.

The reviewed articles reveal the link between career mismatch and psychological distress among professionals. From the synthesis, four key themes have emerged:

3.1.1 Mismatch as a Predictor of Psychological Distress and Job Dissatisfaction

This theme was found in Kim and Choi (2018), who view job satisfaction as an employee's positive emotional responses to their job and work experiences that reflect both emotional and cognitive evaluations. When job satisfaction is low, employees experience dissatisfaction, frustration, and negative emotional responses, which are precursors to psychological distress. Supporting this, findings in the same study provided strong statistical evidence showing how higher job mismatch among employees negatively impacts job satisfaction at a 99% confidence level. Similarly, this theme also transpired in an older study by Choi (2017), who highlighted that vertical mismatch has a significant negative relationship with job satisfaction, where overeducated and undereducated professionals are tend to report lower job satisfaction compared to those whose education matches their job requirements. Taken together, these findings indicate that career mismatch predicts psychological distress through its impact on job dissatisfaction.

3.1.2 Social Evaluation and Self-Questioning as Sources of Psychological Distress

Other people’s evaluations and judgments of mismatched professionals may cause psychological distress. This is evident in the study of Condes and Lachica (2022), where horizontally mismatched nurses experienced struggles with being judged and not understood by other people as to why they are working in a different field. Their findings show that professionals are affected by these perceptions, which lead them to question themselves. Condes and Lachica (2022) further noted that some participants appeared sad as they narrated their experiences, hinting at signs of psychological distress. This theme is also emerged in Tag-ulo, Gooc, and Seclot (2025), who highlighted similar findings among horizontally mismatched licensed English teachers, where they also faced challenges due to criticism, judgment, and discrimination, which led them to feel emotionally burdened. Taken together, these findings suggest that negative social evaluation and self-questioning heighten a professional’s vulnerability to psychological distress.

3.1.3 Weak Career Engagement as a Psychological Strain

This theme emerged from the findings of Wardani et al. (2021), which indicated that there is a weak career engagement among horizontally mismatched professionals. Although Wardani et al. (2021) reveals a statistically insignificant relationship, there remains a positive correlation between career competency and work engagement. This stems from the challenges faced by horizontally mismatched professionals who often lack effective communication skills to convey knowledge to their colleagues and struggle to fully engage in their jobs. Such struggles are reflected in poor concentration, frequent anticipation of break time, and difficulty separating personal issues from work, leading to a psychological strain among mismatched professionals.

3.1.4 Overqualification Elevates Risks for Psychological Distress

Findings in the study of Brendler-Lindqvist et al. (2022) indicate that there is an elevated risk for psychological distress. Vertically mismatched professionals have a significantly higher risk of hospitalization due to psychiatric, cardiovascular, or musculoskeletal conditions compared to those who are well-matched, as reported in the study by Brendler-Lindqvist et al. (2022). Overeducated professionals were also found to experience psychological stress due to various reasons, such as status incongruence, sense of inferiority, and perceived work-related discrimination, which results in negative consequences on mental health. In the same study, the risk for psychiatric hospitalization was similar between overeducated and undereducated professionals, which implies that working in a job below or above one’s qualifications will result in an elevated risk of psychological distress to the extent of hospitalization due to negative mental health. Similarly, findings from the study of Madsen & Røberg (2021) support the study of Brendler-Lindqvist et al. (2022) by highlighting that vertical mismatch, particularly overeducation, increases the likelihood of employees taking long-term sickness absences.

3.2 Other psychological effects experienced by professionals due to career mismatch.

Aside from psychological distress, it is important to synthesize literature to determine whether professionals experience other psychological effects due to career mismatch. Among the screened articles, two key themes have emerged:

3.2.1 Psychological Resilience and Adaptive Coping

When faced with challenges, mismatched professionals are still able to show resilience and showcase their capacity to adapt. This is evident in the findings of Tag-ulo, Gooc, and Seclot (2025), where although the participants experienced new challenges brought by horizontal mismatch, they relied on psychological resilience and cultivated a positive mindset. This is also true to the study of Condes and Lachica (2022), where professionals endured a lot of challenges as they shifted careers but they were able to adapt as they learn to embrace their new careers and shift perspectives as they look for ways to look for opportunities for growth and development.

3.2.2 Job Attitudes and Commitment

Other psychological consequences of career mismatch are the job attitudes and commitment of professionals. This theme emerged from Hirao (2024), where it was found that horizontal mismatch negatively affects an employee’s organizational commitment and long-term career aspirations. This means that the more horizontally mismatched an employee is, the more likely they are to be less committed and less optimistic about their future career. On the contrary, the study of Weber et al. (2023) suggests that horizontal mismatch influences job attitudes and commitment in a positive way, as professionals tend to expand their job search beyond their original field when opportunities for it are limited. On the other hand, for vertical mismatch, Choi’s (2017) study implies that overeducated professionals tend to have higher turnover rates than the undereducated, as they believe they can secure better job opportunities with the level of education and qualifications they have. In sum, these findings suggest that both horizontal and vertical mismatches can either weaken or strengthen a professional’s job attitudes and commitment.

3.3 The desire of mismatched professionals for a well-matched career.

After experiencing a career mismatch, it is essential to see if there is a possibility of professionals expressing a desire to practice in their original field or in a well-matched career. To answer this, one theme has emerged from the selected literature:

3.3.1 Desire to Seek Better Job Match

For horizontally mismatched professionals, this theme transpired in Condes and Lachica (2020) who found that mismatched professionals still want to return to their original profession in the future, if there are opportunities to do so. In the same way, vertically mismatched professionals also expressed their desire to seek jobs that better match the level of skills or education they possess if they feel under- or overutilized, as reflected in the study of Choi (2017). All in all, the degree of overall job satisfaction and opportunities can affect decisions to remain on the job, or quit and search for a better matched employment (Wen et al., 2023).

4. CONCLUSION

Career mismatch has been observed in a lot of contexts and is widely experienced by a lot of professionals. This systematic review reveals the various psychological impacts of career mismatch among professionals. First, career mismatch was revealed to predict and become a source of psychological distress, a psychological strain, and ultimately heighten the risks of psychological distress. Other psychological effects brought by mismatch also include psychological resilience and adaptive coping, as well as varying job attitudes and commitment. With regard to the professional’s interest in working in their matched field, it is revealed that this decision is influenced by the degree to which the mismatched professionals feel satisfied with their current careers.

Given the varied effects of career mismatch on psychological distress and other aspects of a professional’s life, as synthesized from some articles, this area remains understudied. Most of the literature included in this review only briefly discusses the psychological effects of career mismatch. Although career mismatch has been widely studied and clearly defined, as evident in the number of research and literature published, there are still gaps that persist. First, most of the existing studies that discuss career, job, education, or skill mismatch focus on its effects on a macro level. They tend to focus on the economic and productivity outcomes of the company, region, or country.

Second, while searching for studies regarding the topic, there were a few journal articles that discuss the effects of mismatch on a micro or individual level, such as its psychological effects on an employee, especially on distress. This signifies that there is a limited body of research that explores career mismatch from the individual perspective, especially on mental health outcomes. Hence, this systematic review aims to address these gaps by synthesizing literature and evidence on the relationship between career mismatch and psychological distress among professionals.

Based on these findings, organizations and employers may develop support or training programs for their mismatched employees as they see fit. Educators may also use this study as a reference to guide their students and hopefully reduce the risk of mismatch among graduates. Mental health care providers may also consider looking at career mismatch as a possible source of psychological strain in order to provide appropriate professional support. Lastly, future researchers may use this study as a guide in exploring related areas and the different effects of career mismatch at an individual level, thereby contributing to the body of knowledge and expanding the set of literature available on different databases. They may also use the evidence presented in the literature review as a reference to support their findings in their paper.
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