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Introduction 

International students represent a significant component of the United States 
higher education system and an important potential source of skilled labor. After 
investing substantial financial, academic, and personal resources in U.S. higher 
education, many international students seek opportunities to transition from student 
status into professional employment. However, the transition from university to the U.S. 
labor market is considerably more complex for international students than for many 
domestic graduates. In addition to navigating challenges associated with career 
exploration, employer selection, networking, applications, and interviews, international 
students must simultaneously consider work-authorization requirements, Optional 
Practical Training (OPT) timelines, employer sponsorship practices, immigration 
uncertainty, geographic constraints, and the possibility of returning to their home 
countries (Domínguez et al., 2022; Han et al., 2022; Sangganjanavanich et al., 2011). 

Existing research shows that international graduates face barriers stemming 
from immigration regulations, employer sponsorship practices, insufficient 
employment resources, limited professional networks, and uncertainty about how their 
international status will be perceived by prospective employers. In a systematic review 
of 74 studies on international graduate workforce integration, Han et al. (2022) found 
that labor-market integration is shaped by factors at multiple levels, including individual 
characteristics, institutional support, organizational recruitment practices, immigration 
policy, and broader economic and labor-market conditions. Qualitative research in the 
United States similarly indicates that international students may encounter difficulties 
with acculturation, limited employment-related resources, unfamiliar recruitment 
practices, and the additional constraints associated with immigration status 
(Domínguez et al., 2022; Sangganjanavanich et al., 2011; Sim, 2025). 

Much of the international-student employability literature has focused on 
barriers to employment or eventual employment outcomes. Less attention has been 
directed toward what occurs between recognizing these barriers and taking, or failing to 
take, job-search action. International students may understand that they need 
employment and may have a strong desire to remain in the United States, yet motivation 
does not necessarily translate into timely, focused, or sustained job-search behavior. 
The problem may therefore extend beyond whether international students are 
sufficiently motivated to obtain employment. An equally important question concerns 
how students make decisions when available pathways involve incomplete information, 
competing priorities, and uncertain outcomes. 
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Career decision-making research provides a useful lens for examining this 
process. Career indecision is not simply the absence of a career preference. Research 
conceptualizes it as a multidimensional phenomenon that may involve lack of 
readiness, insufficient information, choice and commitment anxiety, negative affect, 
interpersonal conflict, and difficulty committing to a course of action (Bian, 2023; Xu & 
Bhang, 2019). Career indecision has also been linked to differences in the timing, 
intensity, focus, persistence, and procrastination associated with job-search behavior 
(Feldman, 2003). More recent longitudinal evidence indicates that career decision-
making stress can be associated with avoidance-oriented behaviors such as 
withdrawal, ignoring career concerns, and behavioral or decisional procrastination 
rather than behaviors that advance career-choice progress (Fris et al., 2026). 

For international students, these decision-making difficulties may be intensified 
because uncertainty is not restricted to the choice of occupation or employer. Students 
may simultaneously consider whether to pursue employment in the United States or 
their home country, whether a prospective employer will sponsor them, when to begin 
applying, which employers represent realistic targets, whether compensation or 
sponsorship should take priority, whether geographic flexibility will improve their 
prospects, and how long to continue pursuing U.S. employment before activating an 
alternative plan. Immigration requirements can add a temporal and structural 
dimension to these decisions. Research involving international graduates and other 
skilled migrants has shown that legal-status transitions, employer dependence, and 
immigration timelines may influence employment choices, occupational mobility, and 
willingness to accept less desirable employment arrangements (Jacobs, 2019; Liang, 
2025). 

This distinction is especially important in light of earlier findings from the 
Virtuous Sea Corp. Applied Research Series. The preceding studies identified a 
recurring gap among international students' employment aspirations, job-search 
activity, and actual labor-market outcomes (Franks, 2026a; Franks, 2026b; Franks, 
2026c). Collectively, these findings raise a question that quantitative measures of 
application volume, interviews, immigration concerns, and employment outcomes 
cannot fully answer: What occurs during the period in which students know that they 
should be searching for employment but have not yet developed or consistently 
executed a clear strategy? 

This study introduces decision paralysis as a useful conceptual lens for 
examining this period. Within the context of international student job search, decision 
paralysis refers to circumstances in which competing alternatives, inadequate or 
contradictory information, perceived consequences of making an incorrect choice, and 
uncertainty about future outcomes interfere with an individual's ability to select, 
initiate, or consistently execute a job-search strategy. This conceptualization draws 
from scholarship on career indecision and avoidance-oriented career behavior while 
focusing specifically on the translation of career intentions into action (Bian, 2023; 
Feldman, 2003; Fris et al., 2026; Xu & Bhang, 2019). 

Decision paralysis does not necessarily imply complete inactivity. It may 
manifest as delayed job-search initiation, repeated changes in strategy, excessive 
information seeking, prolonged preparation, applying without clear targeting, avoiding 
networking, postponing decisions regarding location or industry, waiting for greater 
certainty, or shifting repeatedly between U.S. and home-country employment plans. In 
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some cases, it may also coexist with high levels of visible activity when students 
repeatedly submit applications without resolving underlying questions about targeting, 
networking, qualifications, or strategy. 

Understanding this process has both theoretical and practical significance. If 
apparent lack of job-search activity is interpreted primarily as insufficient effort or 
motivation, interventions may focus on encouraging students to submit more 
applications. However, if delayed or ineffective action results partly from uncertainty, 
competing priorities, information overload, immigration-related concerns, difficulty 
assessing job fit, or inability to determine which strategy is most viable, increasing 
application volume alone may fail to address the underlying problem. Research on 
international student career barriers similarly suggests that students' employment 
behavior occurs within a broader environment of institutional, immigration, 
interpersonal, and labor-market constraints rather than being determined solely by 
individual motivation (Domínguez et al., 2022; Han et al., 2022). 

Accordingly, universities, career centers, international student offices, 
employers, and organizations serving international students may need to supplement 
information and motivational support with interventions that help students reduce 
uncertainty, prioritize competing considerations, establish decision rules, develop 
contingency plans, and translate broad employment goals into concrete next actions. 
The purpose of the present qualitative study is therefore to explore how Chinese 
international students experience uncertainty during the employment search and how 
that uncertainty influences decision-making, strategy formation, job-search initiation, 
and periods of delayed or inconsistent action. 
 
Literature Review 
International Students and the Transition to Employment 

The transition from higher education to professional employment requires 
graduates to convert academic credentials, skills, experiences, and relationships into 
opportunities within the labor market. For international students, this transition occurs 
at the intersection of education, employment, and immigration systems. As a result, 
employment outcomes are shaped not only by individual qualifications and job-search 
effort but also by institutional support, organizational recruitment practices, 
professional networks, immigration policy, and labor-market conditions (Han et al., 
2022). 

International graduates seeking U.S. employment must navigate many of the 
same challenges experienced by domestic graduates, including determining 
appropriate career paths, locating vacancies, preparing application materials, 
developing professional networks, interviewing effectively, and evaluating employment 
offers. Their job searches, however, also operate within legal and institutional 
conditions associated with temporary immigration status. This introduces additional 
questions regarding work authorization, employment eligibility, sponsorship, 
immigration timelines, and the viability of remaining in the United States after 
graduation (Domínguez et al., 2022; Jacobs, 2019). 

Research examining international students' employment experiences has 
consistently identified challenges associated with immigration requirements, 
sponsorship, career resources, professional networks, and adaptation to host-country 
employment environments. Sangganjanavanich et al. (2011), for example, used a 
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phenomenological approach to examine the U.S. employment-search experiences of 
international students and identified themes related to personal identity, acculturation, 
and lack of employment-related resources. Their findings demonstrated that navigating 
employment involved more than submitting applications; students were simultaneously 
adapting to unfamiliar social and professional expectations. 

More recent research has reinforced the importance of institutional and 
contextual factors. Domínguez et al. (2022), studying international master's students in 
counseling psychology programs, identified barriers involving interpersonal stress, 
language, finances, advising, and visa and immigration-related concerns. At the same 
time, participants described coping processes such as self-regulation, cognitive 
reframing, seeking social support, and deliberately moving outside of their comfort 
zones. These findings demonstrate that international students' employment transitions 
involve both structural constraints and individual efforts to navigate those constraints. 

Similarly, Sim (2025) documented the career-search experiences of international 
students entering higher education student affairs and highlighted the distinct 
challenges they encountered relative to domestic candidates. Such research reinforces 
the importance of understanding job searching as a process shaped by students' 
knowledge of the labor market, access to professional networks, understanding of 
employer expectations, and ability to interpret how their international status affects 
available opportunities. 

At a broader level, Han et al.'s (2022) systematic review of 74 studies found that 
international graduate workforce integration is influenced by factors operating at micro, 
meso, and macro levels. Individual characteristics and behaviors interact with 
organizational practices, postsecondary institutional support, immigration policies, 
economic conditions, and other structural factors. These findings challenge 
explanations that treat educational attainment, human capital, and individual effort as 
sufficient conditions for successful employment transitions. 

 
Immigration Status and Employment Uncertainty 

Immigration status represents one of the defining differences between many 
international and domestic job seekers. Students in F-1 status must consider 
applicable work-authorization requirements and, for many who hope to remain in the 
United States over the longer term, the potential need for employer sponsorship. These 
requirements affect more than the eventual ability to accept employment. They may 
influence which employers students pursue, which industries they view as accessible, 
when they begin their searches, which opportunities they consider worth pursuing, and 
how they evaluate career risk. Immigration-related considerations therefore operate not 
only as legal requirements but also as factors influencing career strategy (Jacobs, 2019; 
Liang, 2025). 

Jacobs (2019), in a qualitative study of skilled migrants and legal-status 
transitions in the United States, found that employer sponsorship shaped participants' 
employment choices in several ways. Some participants progressed through 
substantial portions of recruitment processes before discovering that an employer 
would not provide H-1B sponsorship. Others restricted their applications to 
organizations or sectors perceived as more likely to sponsor international employees. In 
some cases, sponsorship considerations contributed to changes in occupational 
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aspirations. These findings illustrate how immigration requirements can alter the 
opportunity set that international graduates perceive as realistically available. 

Immigration constraints also introduce a temporal dimension to career decision-
making. Liang (2025), examining F-1 OPT workers in the United States, argued that 
immigration regulations can function as a frame of reference through which 
international graduates assess employment alternatives. Because temporary legal 
status and employment are interconnected, workers may accept employment 
arrangements they would otherwise consider undesirable when those positions offer a 
pathway to maintaining legal status. Conversely, uncertainty surrounding work 
authorization and future sponsorship can affect how individuals weigh employment 
security, mobility, and longer-term career goals. 

For international students, career decisions therefore involve more than 
comparing occupations, salaries, organizations, and professional interests. 
Opportunities may also be evaluated according to their immigration feasibility. A 
position that represents an attractive occupational match may be perceived as 
impractical if work-authorization requirements are unclear or future sponsorship 
appears unlikely. Conversely, an opportunity that is less closely aligned with a student's 
preferred career trajectory may become more attractive when it offers greater 
immigration security. 

Importantly, the effects of immigration uncertainty should not be assumed to be 
uniform. Research demonstrates that international students encounter a range of visa 
and immigration-related stressors, but individuals also differ in how they cope with 
those barriers (Domínguez et al., 2022). Immigration concerns may lead one student to 
narrow an employer list, another to conduct additional research, another to submit 
applications more broadly, and another to consider returning home or pursuing 
additional education. Understanding the behavioral consequences of immigration 
uncertainty therefore requires examining how students interpret and respond to those 
constraints rather than simply documenting whether the constraints exist. 

 
Career Indecision and Decision-Making Difficulties 

Career decision-making involves selecting among alternatives under conditions 
of incomplete information. Some uncertainty is therefore a normal component of career 
development. Difficulty becomes more consequential when individuals struggle to 
gather, interpret, prioritize, or act upon the information needed to make and implement 
career decisions. 

Career indecision has been examined extensively within vocational psychology 
and is now understood as a multidimensional construct. Bian's (2023) integrative review 
of 60 peer-reviewed studies demonstrated that career indecision has numerous 
potential antecedents and consequences and cannot be reduced to a simple absence 
of occupational preference. Similarly, Xu and Bhang's (2019) critical review of career-
indecision models identified five prominent dimensions: neuroticism or negative 
affectivity, choice and commitment anxiety, need for information, lack of readiness, and 
interpersonal conflict. 

These perspectives are important because students may simultaneously 
possess strong career aspirations and experience difficulty converting those aspirations 
into decisions. An individual may want employment, intend to remain within a particular 
labor market, recognize the importance of career preparation, and still remain uncertain 
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about where, when, and how to search. Career motivation and career decision clarity 
are therefore related but conceptually distinct. 

Career indecision may also influence observable job-search behavior. Feldman 
(2003) linked early career indecision to several characteristics of the employment 
search, including procrastination, search intensity, focus, persistence, and timing. 
Importantly, Feldman's analysis also cautioned against viewing all indecision as 
uniformly detrimental, because extended exploration may sometimes contribute to 
better long-term person–occupation fit. This distinction is particularly relevant to the 
present study because delayed action may reflect either problematic inability to act or 
purposeful exploration. 

Recent longitudinal research provides additional insight into the relationship 
between career decision-making stress and behavior. Fris et al. (2026), across two 
multi-wave studies of master's students, found that career decision-making stress was 
positively associated with avoidance-oriented career behaviors. These behaviors 
included withdrawal, ignoring career-related concerns, behavioral procrastination, and 
decisional procrastination. Avoidance-oriented behaviors were in turn associated with 
less progress in the career-choice process, whereas approach-oriented career 
behaviors were associated with greater progress. 

These findings provide an important theoretical basis for investigating apparent 
inactivity among international students. Delayed applications or inconsistent search 
activity may represent more than a simple absence of motivation. In some 
circumstances, postponement may serve as a short-term response to decision-related 
stress or uncertainty. Additional research, however, is necessary to determine how such 
processes operate in international student job searches, where career decisions 
intersect with immigration requirements, unfamiliar labor-market practices, and cross-
national alternatives. 

 
Uncertainty, Information Overload, and the International Student Job Search 

Effective job searching requires a sequence of interdependent decisions. Job 
seekers must determine which industries to target, which positions match their 
qualifications, which employers to prioritize, when to apply, how extensively to network, 
whether to relocate, how much effort to invest in individual applications, and which 
opportunities to abandon or pursue. 

International students face additional layers of information. They may need to 
determine whether an employer hires international graduates, whether sponsorship 
language in job advertisements accurately represents organizational practices, whether 
a position is compatible with applicable work-authorization requirements, how their 
degree or academic program relates to employment eligibility, and whether pursuing 
one pathway may limit another. 

The international-student employability literature suggests that this information 
is not always transparent. Zheng (2026), examining international students' negotiation 
of employability in the United Kingdom, described employability as something students 
must interpret and negotiate within unfamiliar cultural and institutional settings. 
Similarly, Sim (2025) highlighted the need for international students entering U.S. higher 
education employment to learn professional norms and navigate career-search 
expectations that may not be immediately apparent to them. 
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Obtaining more information does not necessarily eliminate uncertainty. Students 
may receive information from university career centers, international student offices, 
employers, peers, alumni, online communities, immigration professionals, recruiters, 
social media, and other sources. These sources may address different dimensions of 
the problem, vary in specificity, or provide advice that is difficult to reconcile. 
Consequently, students may face not only the problem of locating information but also 
the higher-order problem of determining which information is credible, relevant, and 
sufficiently important to guide action. 

The resulting challenge may therefore be less about a simple information deficit 
and more about having multiple variables without a clear framework for prioritizing 
them. Career-indecision research supports this interpretation by identifying both 
information needs and difficulty committing to choices as distinct but interconnected 
dimensions of indecision (Xu & Bhang, 2019). 

For example, a student may understand that beginning the employment search 
early is advantageous while simultaneously believing that acquiring an additional 
certification would make future applications more competitive. Another may recognize 
the importance of networking but remain uncertain about how to discuss sponsorship 
with professional contacts. Another may apply broadly because identifying 
sponsorship-friendly employers appears difficult. In each instance, the student is 
technically engaged in career-related activity, but the activity may delay more direct 
engagement with the labor market. Thus, the central question is not simply whether 
students possess information. It is whether available information enables them to 
identify and execute the next strategically useful action. 

 
Immigration Anxiety and Perceived Control 

Uncertainty may become particularly consequential when individuals perceive 
important outcomes to be outside their control. International students' employment 
pathways depend partly on the decisions of employers, educational institutions, and 
immigration authorities. Academic achievement and strong job-search effort may 
improve career prospects, but they cannot guarantee employer sponsorship, favorable 
hiring decisions, or a particular immigration outcome. 

Qualitative research has documented the psychological and professional 
consequences of this uncertainty. Domínguez et al. (2022) found that international 
students in counseling psychology programs experienced visa- and immigration-related 
stress associated with work authorization, visa sponsorship, and concerns about 
whether U.S. qualifications would transfer to other national contexts. Participants 
described these stressors as affecting academic, professional, and broader 
adjustment. 

Jacobs (2019) similarly found that skilled migrants navigating transitions from F-1 
status to H-1B employment described the process as stressful, frustrating, and limiting. 
Participants encountered employer-related sponsorship barriers even after progressing 
in recruitment processes and described the uncertainty of legal-status transitions as 
reducing their sense of control over future outcomes. 

These structural conditions have potential behavioral implications. Students 
may recognize that employment is urgent while simultaneously perceiving key 
dimensions of the process as dependent on decisions they cannot control. Under such 
circumstances, individuals may engage in additional screening, delay commitments, 
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pursue several pathways simultaneously, conduct repeated information searches, or 
postpone decisions until greater certainty appears available. 

However, uncertainty does not necessarily produce withdrawal. Domínguez et al. 
(2022) also found that international students employed active coping strategies, 
including self-regulation and social-support seeking. Similarly, career self-regulation 
research distinguishes avoidance-oriented behaviors from approach-oriented 
behaviors that generate information and advance career-choice progress (Fris et al., 
2026). The behavioral consequences of uncertainty are therefore likely to depend partly 
on how students regulate their responses and what resources are available to them. 
 
From Career Indecision to Decision Paralysis 

The concept of decision paralysis provides a more behaviorally focused 
extension of career indecision for the purposes of the present study. Career indecision 
broadly concerns difficulty forming, evaluating, or committing to career choices (Bian, 
2023; Xu & Bhang, 2019). Decision paralysis, as conceptualized in this study, concerns 
the point at which uncertainty begins to interfere with execution. It therefore 
emphasizes the relationship between career cognition and job-search behavior. 

For the present study, decision paralysis is conceptualized as occurring when 
uncertainty, competing alternatives, perceived risk, inadequate or excessive 
information, or concern about future consequences makes it difficult for students to 
select, initiate, or consistently follow a job-search strategy. This conceptualization is 
informed by research linking career indecision to job-search procrastination and focus 
(Feldman, 2003) and more recent evidence connecting career decision-making stress 
with avoidance-oriented behaviors and reduced career-choice progress (Fris et al., 
2026). 

Decision paralysis may therefore appear in multiple forms, including, delaying 
the beginning of an employment search despite awareness of approaching graduation; 
repeatedly researching options without initiating applications; changing target 
industries, occupations, or geographic regions without establishing a sustained strategy 
applying broadly or indiscriminately because choosing appropriate targets is difficult; 
waiting to clarify work-authorization or sponsorship circumstances before pursuing 
employers; delaying networking because of uncertainty regarding whom to contact or 
what to request; repeatedly revising résumés, portfolios, or skills before considering 
oneself ready to apply; pursuing U.S. employment and home-country employment 
simultaneously without prioritizing either pathway; or disengaging temporarily from the 
search when the process becomes overwhelming. 

This framing also requires a distinction between strategic delay and paralytic 
delay. Not every period of inactivity constitutes a problem. Career indecision research 
recognizes that exploration can sometimes produce beneficial outcomes when it leads 
to improved career fit (Feldman, 2003). Similarly, international students may rationally 
postpone applications while completing a degree, waiting for an appropriate recruiting 
cycle, deliberately strengthening a specific skill, prioritizing another labor market, or 
following a sequenced strategy. Decision paralysis becomes analytically relevant when 
a student intends to act, but unresolved uncertainty repeatedly prevents or postpones 
goal-directed behavior. The central issue is therefore not the presence of delay alone 
but the mechanism producing the delay. 
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The Role of Strategy Formation 
Job searching is not merely a function of effort. It also requires strategy. A 

focused employment strategy requires decisions regarding target occupations, 
employers, industries, geographic markets, networking channels, application volume, 
timing, and allocation of effort. International students must add work-authorization and 
immigration feasibility to these considerations (Han et al., 2022; Jacobs, 2019; Liang, 
2025). 

This distinction between effort and strategy is particularly important for the VSC 
Applied Research Series. Earlier studies examined employment intentions, immigration 
concerns, application behavior, interviews, and employment outcomes. This study 
extends this inquiry by examining the process through which students develop, or fail to 
develop, the strategy that precedes those observable behaviors. For example, a student 
submitting relatively few applications may be disengaged, but the same behavior could 
occur because the student is uncertain about which employers hire international 
graduates, unable to choose between the United States and another labor market, 
waiting for greater clarity about work authorization, unsure whether existing 
qualifications are competitive, overwhelmed by conflicting career information, or 
deliberately targeting a narrow group of viable employers. 

Similarly, a high application count does not necessarily demonstrate strategic 
clarity. A student may continue submitting applications while postponing networking, 
tailoring, career-direction decisions, or reflection on why previous applications have not 
produced results. Quantitative measures of application volume cannot readily 
distinguish among these explanations. Qualitative inquiry is therefore necessary to 
investigate how students interpret uncertainty, how those interpretations influence 
strategy formation, and why similar structural constraints may produce different forms 
of job-search behavior. 
 
Gap in the Literature 

Existing research has established that international students and international 
graduates encounter employment barriers related to immigration status, sponsorship, 
limited professional resources, unfamiliar recruitment practices, networking, cultural 
adjustment, and institutional constraints (Domínguez et al., 2022; Han et al., 2022; 
Jacobs, 2019; Sangganjanavanich et al., 2011; Sim, 2025). Career-development 
scholarship has separately demonstrated that career indecision is multidimensional 
and that decision-related stress may influence procrastination, avoidance, search 
focus, and progress toward career choices (Bian, 2023; Feldman, 2003; Fris et al., 2026; 
Xu & Bhang, 2019). However, these bodies of literature have not sufficiently explained 
how immigration-related, career-related, and labor-market uncertainty become 
translated into everyday job-search decisions and non-decisions among international 
students. 

This represents an important distinction. Structural barriers help explain why 
employment may be difficult to obtain. They do not fully explain why students exposed 
to similar constraints may respond differently. One student may begin searching 
months before graduation while another delays. One may systematically identify 
employers with viable sponsorship pathways while another applies indiscriminately. 
One may activate an alternative geographic or educational plan while another 
continues researching without committing to a course of action. 
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Likewise, research demonstrating an association between career indecision and 
avoidance does not fully explain how those processes operate when employment 
decisions occur under immigration constraints. For international students, a decision 
that appears to involve occupational preference may simultaneously involve legal 
eligibility, geographic mobility, financial risk, family expectations, sponsorship 
probability, and the potential need to leave the United States. 

Much of the international-student employment literature has consequently 
examined barriers, experiences, or outcomes without focusing specifically on the 
cognitive and behavioral sequence linking uncertainty to action. Less is known about 
what students are considering during periods of low activity, why preparation 
sometimes continues without application, how they determine that they are sufficiently 
qualified to act, how they respond to ambiguous sponsorship information, or what 
ultimately causes them either to act or remain inactive. 

The present study addresses this gap by examining the decision-making 
processes underlying Chinese international students' employment searches. By 
focusing on the relationship among uncertainty, strategy, and action, the study seeks to 
clarify why strong employment intentions may not consistently translate into strategic 
job-search behavior. 
 
Conceptual Framework 

This study is informed by three complementary perspectives: career indecision, 
self-regulation, and uncertainty within institutionally constrained labor markets. Career-
indecision scholarship provides a framework for understanding difficulties associated 
with readiness, information, anxiety, commitment, and competing alternatives. Xu and 
Bhang (2019) identified need for information, lack of readiness, choice and 
commitment anxiety, negative affectivity, and interpersonal conflict as major 
dimensions underlying career indecision. Bian (2023) similarly conceptualized career 
indecision as a multidimensional phenomenon with both individual and contextual 
antecedents and a range of potential career consequences. 

These perspectives are particularly relevant to international students because 
difficulty progressing through a job search may not indicate absence of career 
motivation. Instead, the student may be simultaneously attempting to resolve 
uncertainty regarding occupational fit, preparedness, employer eligibility, sponsorship, 
geographic preferences, and future legal status. 

The second perspective is self-regulation. Career goals require individuals to 
translate intentions into behaviors that progressively reduce the distance between their 
current state and desired outcome. Fris et al. (2026) demonstrated that students 
experiencing greater career decision-making stress were more likely to engage in 
avoidance-oriented career behaviors, including withdrawal and procrastination. These 
behaviors were associated with less career-choice progress. In contrast, approach-
oriented behaviors that involved active exploration were associated with greater 
progress. 

This perspective provides a mechanism through which uncertainty may 
contribute to decision paralysis. When uncertainty produces stress, students may 
respond with behaviors that reduce immediate discomfort without resolving the 
underlying career decision. Repeated research, additional preparation, postponement, 



11 
 

or avoidance may therefore provide temporary relief while leaving the original decision 
unresolved. 

At the same time, self-regulation theory allows for a different response. Students 
may engage in exploration, seek feedback, consult mentors, establish decision criteria, 
and test possible career pathways. Thus, uncertainty does not inevitably produce 
inaction; rather, students may differ in how they regulate their response to uncertainty. 

The third perspective recognizes that international students' decisions occur 
within institutionally constrained labor markets. Employment decisions are not made 
under conditions of unrestricted individual choice. Immigration regulations, work-
authorization timelines, employer sponsorship policies, recruitment practices, and 
organizational preferences establish boundaries around the options available to 
international graduates (Han et al., 2022; Jacobs, 2019; Liang, 2025). 

Jacobs (2019), for example, demonstrated how legal-status transitions and 
employer sponsorship requirements influenced the career opportunities and mobility of 
skilled migrants. Liang (2025) similarly showed that immigration regulations can shape 
how international graduates evaluate employment alternatives by creating trade-offs 
between employment quality and legal-status security. These structural conditions 
mean that students may make apparently individual career decisions while responding 
to constraints established by institutions and immigration policy. 

Together, these three perspectives suggest that international students’ job-
search experiences unfold through a dynamic process in which external uncertainty and 
structural constraints first shape how students perceive their available options. These 
perceptions may increase decision difficulty, particularly when students are attempting 
to evaluate competing career paths, employer requirements, sponsorship possibilities, 
and their own readiness. In response, students engage in self-regulatory behaviors that 
may either move them toward strategic action or lead to avoidance, delay, or repeated 
reconsideration. These responses then shape the nature and intensity of their job-
search behavior, which ultimately influences the employment opportunities they 
pursue and the outcomes they experience. 

The framework does not assume that inaction originates solely within the 
student. Rather, decision paralysis is conceptualized as potentially emerging from the 
interaction between individual decision-making processes and an employment 
environment characterized by incomplete information, institutional constraints, and 
uncertain outcomes. It also does not assume that uncertainty inevitably produces 
inactivity. Students may respond through targeted exploration, strategic filtering, 
additional preparation, increased application volume, avoidance, or deliberate 
postponement. The qualitative design of the present study allows these different 
behavioral responses to be examined rather than assuming in advance that one 
particular response constitutes decision paralysis. 
 
Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this basic qualitative study is to explore how Chinese 
international students pursuing post-graduation employment in the United States 
experience and respond to uncertainty during the job-search process. Specifically, the 
study examines how students make decisions regarding when and where to search, 
which employers and positions to target, how to approach sponsorship and work-
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authorization considerations, how they evaluate their own readiness and qualifications, 
and when they modify, postpone, or abandon a job-search strategy. 

Particular attention is given to periods of delayed action, avoidance, repeated 
reconsideration, prolonged preparation, excessive information seeking, and 
inconsistent strategy in order to understand the factors that contribute to decision 
paralysis. At the same time, the study distinguishes decision paralysis from purposeful 
selectivity or strategic delay so that limited application activity is not automatically 
interpreted as evidence of indecision. 

By examining the reasoning and behavioral processes that occur between 
employment intentions and observable job-search activity, the study seeks to deepen 
understanding of why motivated international students may respond differently to 
similar forms of labor-market and immigration uncertainty and to identify the conditions 
that help students move from uncertainty toward sustained strategic action. 
 
Research Questions 

The study was guided by the following research questions: 
 
RQ1. How do Chinese international students describe the uncertainties they encounter 
while searching for post-graduation employment in the United States? 
 
RQ2. How does uncertainty influence students' job-search decisions, including when 
they begin searching, which opportunities they pursue, and how they develop their 
employment strategies? 
 
RQ3. What factors contribute to delayed action, avoidance, repeated strategy changes, 
or other forms of decision paralysis during the job-search process? 
 
RQ4. How do students move from uncertainty or inaction toward a clearer and more 
sustained job-search strategy? 
 
Methodology 
Research Design 

This study employed a basic qualitative research design to explore how Chinese 
international students experience and respond to uncertainty during the post-
graduation job-search process. A qualitative approach was appropriate because the 
study sought to understand how participants interpreted employment-related 
uncertainty, how they made career decisions, and how those interpretations influenced 
subsequent action or inaction. 

The study focused particularly on the reasoning processes underlying 
observable job-search behaviors. Participants described the opportunities they 
considered, the information they relied upon, factors that slowed or altered their 
decision-making, and the strategies or resources that helped them move forward. 

A basic qualitative design was selected rather than a formal phenomenological 
approach because the purpose was to identify patterns in how participants interpreted 
and responded to uncertainty rather than to establish the essential structure of a single 
shared lived experience (Merrian & Tisdell, 2016). 
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The design also complemented earlier quantitative studies in the VSC Applied 
Research Series. Whereas the earlier studies examined measurable relationships 
among employment intentions, application activity, immigration concerns, interviews, 
and employment outcomes, the present study explored the decision-making processes 
that may help explain those observable patterns. 
 
Participants and Sampling 

The final study sample consisted of 25 Chinese international students and 
recent graduates with experience considering or pursuing post-graduation employment. 
Participants represented different stages of the transition from higher education into 
employment. The sample included individuals who had not yet begun actively applying, 
participants engaged in active job searches, participants progressing through 
interviews, individuals who had received employment offers, and participants 
considering alternative pathways such as further education or employment outside the 
United States. 

Participants also represented a range of academic and professional interests, 
including technology, finance, consulting, healthcare and biotechnology, education, 
marketing, media, manufacturing, arts and design, and other fields. This variation 
allowed the study to examine how uncertainty and decision-making differed according 
to career direction, stage of search, employment outcomes, and individual 
circumstances. 

A purposive sampling approach was used because participants needed direct 
experience with the decision-making processes under investigation (Patton, 2015). The 
aim was not to generate a statistically representative sample of Chinese international 
students nationally, but to obtain sufficiently varied accounts of uncertainty, strategy 
formation, delayed action, and job-search behavior. 

Variation within the sample was analytically valuable because similar 
uncertainties did not necessarily produce similar behaviors. Some participants delayed 
applying, some engaged in prolonged preparation or information seeking, some 
adopted selective approaches, and others responded by submitting applications at very 
high volume. 
 
Participant Characteristics 

Participants differed substantially in their job-search activity and outcomes. 
Some had not yet submitted applications, whereas others reported applying to more 
than 200 positions per week. Participants also varied in the duration of their job 
searches, number of interviews received, employment-offer status, intended 
employment location, and longer-term plans. 

This variation was intentionally retained in the analysis rather than limiting the 
study to participants who displayed obvious job-search inactivity. Doing so allowed the 
study to compare students who experienced uncertainty but continued taking action 
with those whose uncertainty contributed to delay or limited action. 

This distinction was particularly important to the conceptualization of decision 
paralysis. A low application count was not assumed to indicate paralysis, and high 
application activity was not assumed to indicate strategic clarity. Instead, participants' 
reported intentions, decision processes, actions, and outcomes were considered 
together. 
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Interview Protocol 
Data were collected using a semi-structured interview protocol consisting of 

eight questions. Six questions addressed the primary areas of inquiry, while two 
questions, one focused on visa, work authorization, and sponsorship considerations 
and the other on emotional influences, were treated as optional sensitive questions. 

The protocol was designed to capture participants’ job-search experiences 
across several interconnected areas. Participants first described their job-search goals, 
including the types of roles, industries, and employment outcomes they were pursuing. 
They then discussed the actions they had taken during the search, such as submitting 
applications, networking, preparing career materials, and engaging in other 
employment-related activities. Particular attention was given to the intention–action 
gap by asking participants to describe specific situations in which they intended to take 
a job-search action but delayed, reconsidered, or did not follow through. 

The protocol also explored the extent to which visa status, work authorization, 
and employer sponsorship influenced the opportunities participants pursued, delayed, 
or rejected. Participants were asked to identify areas of the U.S. employment process 
that they found unclear and to explain how those information gaps or uncertainties 
affected their subsequent decisions and behaviors. The interview also examined 
emotional influences on the job search, including the ways stress, frustration, 
uncertainty, and confidence shaped participants’ willingness to act or altered their 
approach to particular opportunities. 

In addition, participants described how they responded when they were 
uncertain about what to do next and identified the people, strategies, and resources 
that helped them move forward. This included sources of support such as mentors, 
peers, career services, immigration guidance, and other forms of assistance. The 
protocol concluded by inviting participants to reflect more broadly on why international 
students may remain highly motivated to obtain employment while still delaying, 
limiting, or altering particular job-search actions. 

Importantly, the protocol did not assume that participants had experienced 
decision paralysis. Rather than asking participants to identify themselves with the 
concept, the questions focused on concrete decisions, delays, behaviors, and 
responses to uncertainty. This approach allowed patterns of decision paralysis to 
emerge through analysis of the data rather than being imposed on participants in 
advance. 
 
Ethical Considerations 

Participation was voluntary, and all 25 participants confirmed informed consent 
before participating. Participants agreed to the applicable recording and/or written-
response procedures and were informed that their responses would be treated 
confidentially. 

Because the study addressed potentially sensitive topics such as immigration 
status, work authorization, unsuccessful job searches, sponsorship, and employer 
interactions, identifying information was excluded from the analytic dataset. 
Participants were represented using participant identification numbers rather than 
names. 

The optional treatment of questions concerning immigration and emotional 
experiences also allowed participants greater control over disclosure of potentially 
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sensitive information. The study focused on participants' perceptions and experiences 
with immigration-related employment issues and did not attempt to provide or evaluate 
legal or immigration advice. 
 
Data Collection Procedures 

Data were collected from 25 participants between June and July 2026 using the 
finalized semi-structured protocol. Before participation, respondents confirmed 
informed consent. Responses were collected through the study's interview and/or 
written-response procedures and were organized according to the same eight-question 
protocol to maintain consistency across participants. 

The sequence of questions moved from broad employment goals and current 
behaviors toward increasingly specific questions concerning uncertainty and delayed 
action. Participants first described the employment opportunities they were pursuing 
and the job-search activities they had already undertaken. They were then asked to 
identify specific situations in which they had intended to act but delayed, reconsidered, 
or changed their approach. 

Subsequent questions explored the possible sources of that uncertainty, 
including perceived qualifications, employer expectations, sponsorship, work 
authorization, career direction, networking, interview readiness, and limited information 
about employers or industries. 

Participants were also asked how they typically responded when uncertain and 
what forms of support helped them move forward. These questions provided 
information not only about the causes of delayed action but also about the 
mechanisms through which uncertainty was reduced or managed. 

Importantly, data collection did not assume that all uncertainty resulted in 
inaction. Participants were able to describe circumstances in which uncertainty led to 
additional research, strategic filtering, increased application activity, selective 
application behavior, alternative career planning, or continued action despite 
unresolved concerns. This approach allowed the study to examine decision paralysis as 
one possible response to uncertainty rather than treating it as an inevitable 
characteristic of the international student job-search experience. 
 
Data Analysis Procedures 

The qualitative data were analyzed using thematic analysis to identify recurring 
patterns in how participants described uncertainty, decision-making, delayed action, 
job-search strategy, and movement toward action (Braun & Clarke, 2026, 2022). 
Analysis began with a review of each participant's complete response set to establish 
the broader context of the individual's employment goals, job-search activity, 
immigration considerations, perceived barriers, emotional responses, and support 
mechanisms. 

The responses were then coded for recurring concepts related to the research 
questions. Initial codes included career-direction uncertainty, sponsorship uncertainty, 
perceived experience gaps, difficulty judging job fit, delayed application, 
overpreparation, repeated information seeking, networking uncertainty, high-volume 
application behavior, strategic selectivity, alternative geographic pathways, rejection 
fatigue, external validation, and structured support. 
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Related codes were subsequently grouped into broader categories and 
compared across participants. Particular attention was given to differences in how 
participants responded to similar uncertainties. For example, unclear sponsorship 
information resulted in delayed applications for some participants, employer filtering 
for others, and increased application volume for others. 

The analysis also incorporated negative-case examination. Participants whose 
experiences did not support an initial interpretation of decision paralysis were retained 
and examined closely. This included participants who deliberately limited applications 
because they were targeting a specific employment market, participants whose 
graduation remained several years away, and participants who used selective low-
volume strategies while successfully obtaining interviews or offers. 

This process was especially important for distinguishing strategic delay from 
decision paralysis. Observable inactivity alone was not considered sufficient evidence 
of paralysis. Instead, the analysis examined whether participants intended to take an 
action but repeatedly postponed or redirected it because they were unable to resolve 
relevant uncertainty. 

Themes were refined through iterative comparison across all 25 participants and 
then examined in relation to the four research questions. The final stage of analysis 
focused on how uncertainty developed into observable job-search behavior over time. 
Specifically, the analysis considered the original source of uncertainty, how participants 
interpreted that uncertainty, the extent to which it created decision difficulty, and the 
behavioral response that followed. Attention was then given to the supports, 
information, or triggering events that helped participants move beyond the uncertainty 
and to the actions they subsequently took. Examining the data in this way allowed 
decision paralysis to be understood as a dynamic process linking uncertainty, 
interpretation, decision-making, and behavior rather than as a fixed characteristic of an 
individual participant. 
 
Findings 

Analysis of the 25 participant interviews identified six interrelated themes that 
explained how uncertainty influenced job-search decisions and behaviors among 
Chinese international students. The findings revealed that decision paralysis was not 
synonymous with inactivity. Rather, uncertainty produced several different behavioral 
responses, including delayed action, prolonged preparation, repeated information 
seeking, strategic selectivity, and, in some cases, extremely high application volume. 
The analysis also showed that similar uncertainties did not produce identical responses 
across participants. 

The first theme concerned the accumulation of uncertainty across multiple 
dimensions of the job search. The second involved difficulty assessing readiness and 
job fit. The third centered on the role of sponsorship uncertainty as a factor shaping 
strategy rather than uniformly suppressing action. The fourth reflected the finding that 
decision paralysis could manifest through both underactivity and overactivity. The fifth 
distinguished genuine decision paralysis from purposeful delay or strategic selectivity. 
The final theme demonstrated the importance of structured guidance and credible 
feedback in helping participants move from uncertainty toward action. 
 
Theme 1: Uncertainty Accumulated Across Multiple Dimensions of the Job Search 
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Participants frequently described uncertainty as a collection of interconnected 
questions rather than a single barrier. Students were simultaneously attempting to 
determine which careers to pursue, whether their experience was sufficient, whether 
employers would consider international candidates, how sponsorship might affect their 
options, how to present their qualifications, and whether particular opportunities 
justified the time required to pursue them. 

This accumulation of uncertainty was particularly evident among participants 
who had difficulty progressing from research or preparation into action. Participant 9, 
for example, described evaluating sponsorship, experience requirements, 
organizational hiring practices, and personal competitiveness simultaneously before 
deciding whether to complete an application. Rather than one specific question 
preventing action, several individually reasonable questions combined to make the 
application process increasingly difficult. 

Participant 20 reported a similar pattern. The participant was interested in 
several industries and wanted to remain in the United States but had not begun 
submitting applications. Career direction, transferable experience, networking, and 
sponsorship all appeared unresolved simultaneously. The participant described 
completing research without necessarily progressing to application submission. 

These accounts suggest that uncertainty became particularly disruptive when 
students lacked a clear method for determining which question should be resolved first. 
Students could therefore remain highly engaged in career-related thinking while making 
relatively little observable progress toward employment. 

The findings also suggest an important distinction between information seeking 
and decision progress. Participants often possessed substantial amounts of 
information or actively searched for additional information. However, acquiring more 
information did not necessarily make the decision clearer. In some cases, each 
additional variable created another criterion to consider, expanding rather than 
narrowing the decision. 
 
Theme 2: Difficulty Assessing Readiness and Job Fit Contributed to Delayed Action 

A second recurring theme involved uncertainty about whether participants 
possessed sufficient qualifications, experience, or professional credibility to pursue 
particular opportunities. 

Participants did not always struggle to identify an industry of interest. Instead, 
some were uncertain about whether they were sufficiently prepared for a particular role. 
Participant 2, for example, had a relatively clear interest in technology but described 
comparing technical job requirements with coursework and projects before deciding 
whether to apply. The participant sometimes responded to uncertainty by increasing 
preparation and reducing application activity. 

This difficulty was especially evident among participants whose academic 
backgrounds did not map neatly onto conventional job titles. Participants with 
backgrounds in arts and design, psychology, engineering, public administration, 
humanities, and interdisciplinary fields described uncertainty about whether employers 
would recognize their existing skills as relevant. 

Participant 17, for example, was attempting to transition from an arts and design 
background into technology. The participant remained active in the search but 
described uncertainty about whether employers would value design experience or 
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expect a more traditional technical profile. This uncertainty slowed the tailoring of 
individual applications even though the participant continued applying and ultimately 
obtained an offer. 

Participant 19 demonstrated a different manifestation of the same issue. Despite 
strongly wanting to remain in the United States and already possessing employment 
authorization, the participant had not begun submitting applications. The primary 
difficulty involved identifying healthcare roles that could realistically use an engineering 
background and determining whether relevant experience was sufficient. Further 
education appeared easier to organize because it provided a clearer pathway than the 
open-ended job search. 

The findings therefore suggest that perceived readiness can become an 
important point of delay even when motivation and work authorization are not the 
primary obstacles. In some cases, students continued developing skills, revising 
materials, or searching for additional experience because they lacked confidence in the 
threshold at which they were sufficiently qualified to act. 
 
Theme 3: Sponsorship Uncertainty Influenced Strategy but Did Not Uniformly 
Suppress Action 

Visa status, work authorization, and employer sponsorship were important 
considerations for many participants, but their behavioral effects varied substantially. 
For some participants, sponsorship uncertainty created additional screening and 
delayed particular applications. Participant 18, for example, had a clear technology 
target and an active search but slowed down when strong opportunities did not provide 
clear sponsorship information. Rather than abandoning the overall search, the 
participant researched ambiguous employers, excluded clear non-sponsors, and 
continued applying elsewhere. 

Participant 25 described a slower and more selective response. Sponsorship 
uncertainty combined with concerns about healthcare experience and access to 
professional networks, producing additional employer research before applications 
were submitted. 

Other participants responded to sponsorship uncertainty by increasing 
application volume. Participant 22 identified sponsorship as the primary barrier but 
reported submitting more than 200 applications per week. Rather than waiting for 
certainty, the participant widened the search and used volume to compensate for 
uncertainty regarding which employers were likely to consider international candidates. 

Still, other participants reported that sponsorship was not their primary concern. 
Participants who were handling sponsorship independently, already possessed 
employment authorization, were pursuing opportunities outside the United States, or 
viewed experience and career direction as more immediate concerns described other 
factors as more consequential to their decisions. 

Taken together, the findings indicate that sponsorship uncertainty operated more 
consistently as a strategic modifier than as a universal barrier to activity. It changed 
which opportunities participants pursued, how much time they invested in screening 
employers, and how broadly they applied. However, the presence of sponsorship 
concern alone did not predict whether a participant would become inactive. 
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Theme 4: Decision Paralysis Could Manifest Through Both Underactivity and 
Overactivity 

One of the most important findings was that decision paralysis did not always 
appear as complete inactivity. Some participants exhibited a more conventional form of 
paralysis characterized by saved positions, repeated research, prolonged preparation, 
delayed networking, or failure to submit applications. In these cases, uncertainty 
interrupted the progression from intention to action. 

However, several participants reported very high levels of application activity 
while simultaneously avoiding more strategic or cognitively demanding job-search 
tasks. Participant 16 represented this pattern clearly. The participant reported 
submitting more than 200 applications per week but receiving relatively few interviews. 
Although application activity was extremely high, the participant acknowledged 
postponing activities such as tailoring, networking, and deeper preparation because 
submitting additional applications was easier than deciding which direction deserved 
greater attention. 

Participant 13 similarly described maintaining substantial application volume 
while delaying tailoring, follow-up, and interview preparation. The participant 
recognized that simply sending more applications did not provide a diagnosis of why 
conversion from applications to interviews remained weak. 

Participant 14 extended this pattern further. Despite submitting more than 200 
applications per week and receiving more than 20 interviews, the participant had not 
obtained an offer and described the risk of repeatedly applying without adequately 
learning from previous attempts. 

These cases suggest that visible activity may sometimes coexist with unresolved 
strategic uncertainty. Students can remain extremely busy while avoiding decisions 
about target industries, networking, application quality, interview preparation, or the 
reasons existing strategies are not producing desired outcomes. 

The data therefore support a distinction between inactivity-oriented and activity-
oriented forms of decision paralysis. Inactivity-oriented paralysis occurs when 
uncertainty contributes to delayed application, repeated preparation, prolonged 
research, or failure to initiate a search. Activity-oriented paralysis occurs when the 
individual continues performing easily measurable job-search behaviors, particularly 
submitting applications, while postponing the more difficult decisions needed to 
improve or redirect the strategy. This distinction is particularly important because 
application volume alone may obscure whether meaningful strategic progress is 
occurring. 
 
Theme 5: Delayed or Limited Application Activity Did Not Necessarily Indicate 
Paralysis 

Negative cases within the data demonstrated that delayed or limited activity 
should not automatically be interpreted as evidence of decision paralysis. 
Several participants provided clear reasons for limiting their U.S. job searches. 
Participant 3 was considering both the United States and China and explained that 
delaying or declining a U.S. application could represent a rational decision to allocate 
effort toward a stronger opportunity in another labor market. The participant explicitly 
differentiated practical selectivity from feeling unable to act. 
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Participant 4 was primarily pursuing employment in China, meaning the absence 
of U.S. applications reflected a geographic career decision rather than generalized 
indecision. Participant 8 remained approximately four years from completing a doctoral 
program. The participant described postponing some career preparation because 
immediate employment did not yet feel urgent. This pattern represented a timing issue 
rather than rejection-related withdrawal or inability to identify a long-term career 
objective. Likewise, Participant 21 used a relatively low-volume but focused job-search 
strategy and obtained an offer. The participant emphasized that a small number of 
applications should not automatically be interpreted as inaction when the search is 
narrow, deliberate, and producing results. 

These cases demonstrate the importance of distinguishing strategic delay from 
paralytic delay. Strategic delay occurs when a student can explain why action is being 
postponed and how that choice supports a broader employment, education, 
geographic, or timing objective. Paralytic delay occurs when the individual intends to 
act but repeatedly fails to move forward because unresolved uncertainty prevents a 
decision. 
 
Theme 6: Structured Guidance and Credible Feedback Helped Participants Move 
Toward Action 

Across participants with different career goals and levels of job-search activity, 
one of the most consistent findings involved the importance of structured support. 
Participants frequently mentioned mentors, peers, immigration advisers, career 
services, paid career support, referrals, alumni, résumé feedback, and interview 
guidance. However, participants generally did not describe a need for more information 
in the abstract. Instead, they wanted information that helped resolve a specific 
decision. 

Participant 1 indicated that quick, practical guidance about job fit and 
sponsorship would reduce the need to independently investigate each issue before 
applying. Participant 6, who was considering several industries but had already received 
an offer, described using mentors, paid services, and structured advice to keep acting 
despite uncertainty. The participant suggested that a short list or comparison 
framework would be more useful than another large collection of possible jobs. 

Participant 20 similarly suggested narrowing the search to one industry, 
identifying verified employers, and imposing a submission deadline before conducting 
additional research. Participant 23, who remained in the preparation stage, identified 
several specific mechanisms that could help prompt action, including a final readiness 
check, a firm submission deadline, and clear guidance regarding how to explain work 
authorization. 

Collectively, these accounts suggest that support was most useful when it 
reduced the number of unresolved decisions separating intention from action. 
Participants did not necessarily need uncertainty to disappear. Rather, they needed 
enough credible information, external validation, or structure to make the next decision 
manageable. 
 
Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to examine how Chinese international students 
experience uncertainty during the job-search process and how that uncertainty 
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influences strategy, action, delay, and inaction. The findings demonstrate that the 
relationship between uncertainty and behavior is more complex than a simple 
assumption that uncertainty reduces job-search effort. 

The central finding is that decision paralysis appears to emerge when unresolved 
uncertainty interferes with the translation of career intention into strategically useful 
action. Importantly, this process can occur among students who are highly motivated 
and even among those who appear highly active. This interpretation is consistent with 
research describing career indecision as multidimensional and involving factors such 
as lack of readiness, information needs, choice anxiety, commitment difficulty, and 
negative affect (Bian, 2023; Xu & Bhang, 2019). The present study extends that literature 
by examining how such uncertainty may become visible within actual job-search 
behavior among international students. 
 
Decision Paralysis as an Intention–Action Problem 

The findings reinforce the distinction between wanting an employment outcome 
and possessing a sufficiently clear strategy for pursuing it. Several participants strongly 
desired employment or wanted to remain in the United States but nevertheless delayed 
applications because they could not determine whether they were qualified, which 
roles were appropriate, or which employers represented realistic options. Others 
remained active but lacked confidence that their existing strategies were producing 
meaningful progress. This finding is consistent with Feldman's (2003) argument that 
career indecision can influence the timing, focus, intensity, and persistence of job-
search behavior. It is also consistent with more recent evidence that career decision-
making stress can encourage avoidance-oriented behavior and reduce progress toward 
career decisions (Fris et al., 2026). 

The current findings add an important qualification: avoidance does not always 
resemble withdrawal. Some participants avoided the most difficult strategic decision 
while remaining extremely active in less demanding forms of job-search behavior. 
Submitting another application could therefore function as activity without necessarily 
resolving uncertainty about career direction, employer targeting, networking, or the 
cause of poor outcomes. This suggests that the intention–action gap should not be 
measured solely through whether a student is applying. A more useful question is 
whether the student's current behavior is helping resolve the decisions necessary for 
strategic progress. 

 
The Accumulation of Uncertainty 

The findings also suggest that decision difficulty often intensified when several 
uncertainties occurred simultaneously. A student uncertain only about sponsorship 
could develop a filtering strategy. A student uncertain only about interview preparation 
could seek targeted coaching. Decision difficulty became more pronounced when 
students simultaneously questioned sponsorship, occupational fit, experience, career 
direction, networking, and application readiness. This accumulation helps explain why 
additional information was not always sufficient. 

Career-indecision research identifies information deficits as one contributor to 
indecision, but the present study suggests that information organization and 
prioritization may be equally important. Students did not simply need more answers. 
They often needed help determining which question mattered most and when they 



22 
 

possessed enough information to act. Thus, information can reduce uncertainty, but it 
can also expand the number of considerations entering a decision. When each 
additional piece of advice introduces another standard, option, or potential risk, 
information seeking may become part of the delay. 
 
Sponsorship as a Strategic Modifier 

The findings also refine the role of immigration uncertainty within international 
student job search. Previous research has demonstrated that legal status, work 
authorization, and employer sponsorship can shape employment choices and 
constrain the opportunities available to international graduates (Jacobs, 2019; Liang, 
2025). The present study supports that conclusion but indicates that immigration 
concerns can influence behavior in different directions. 

Sponsorship uncertainty caused some participants to delay, others to filter 
employers, and others to increase application volume. Still others identified 
sponsorship as less important than career direction, experience, networking, or 
interview performance. The implication is that sponsorship concern should not 
automatically be interpreted as a direct predictor of lower job-search activity. 
Instead, immigration uncertainty appears to operate as a strategic modifier that 
influences how students allocate effort and evaluate risk. This finding is consistent with 
the broader international-graduate literature, which emphasizes the interaction 
between individual behavior and structural constraints rather than treating labor-market 
integration solely as a function of individual effort (Han et al., 2022). 
 
Activity Does Not Necessarily Equal Strategic Progress 

The distinction between visible activity and strategic progress represents one of 
the study's most significant findings. Several participants reported application volumes 
that would conventionally be interpreted as evidence of strong job-search engagement. 
However, their accounts revealed uncertainty about targeting, low conversion, limited 
networking, insufficient tailoring, or lack of reflection on previous outcomes. 

This pattern suggests that high application volume may sometimes function as a 
response to low perceived control. When students cannot control sponsorship 
decisions, employer response rates, or recruitment criteria, application volume 
becomes one variable they can control directly. The behavior may temporarily reduce 
uncertainty by creating a sense of productivity while leaving the underlying strategic 
problem unresolved. Accordingly, practitioners should avoid assuming that students 
submitting hundreds of applications necessarily require encouragement to work harder. 
In some cases, the more appropriate intervention may be to reduce volume temporarily 
and determine why existing effort is not converting into interviews or offers. 
 
Strategic Delay Versus Decision Paralysis 

The findings also demonstrate the importance of avoiding overapplication of the 
decision-paralysis concept. Not all hesitation is problematic. Exploration may 
contribute to stronger career choices, and some degree of indecision can be 
developmentally appropriate, particularly when students are comparing viable 
alternatives (Feldman, 2003). The participants who prioritized China, pursued further 
education, remained several years from graduation, or adopted focused low-volume 
strategies demonstrate that limited job-search activity can be intentional and rational. 
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Decision paralysis is therefore better understood through the relationship among 
intention, uncertainty, and execution rather than through application volume alone. A 
student who intentionally chooses not to apply is different from a student who 
repeatedly intends to apply but cannot move beyond research or preparation. 
This distinction is critical both analytically and practically. 
 
Practical Implications and Recommendations 

The findings have implications for universities, career centers, international 
student offices, employers, and organizations that provide career support to 
international students. A central recommendation is that institutions shift their 
attention from application volume alone toward broader indicators of strategic 
progress. Career-support programs should not assume that a student submitting few 
applications is disengaged or that a student submitting hundreds of applications is 
progressing effectively. Advisers should instead examine whether the student's current 
activities are contributing to movement toward a defined employment objective. This 
requires looking at the specific decision currently blocking progress, the sources of 
uncertainty surrounding that decision, the information the student believes is 
necessary, and the extent to which current application behavior is generating 
interviews, offers, or other useful feedback. 

Career support should also become more decision-oriented. Traditional 
programs often provide students with large amounts of career information, but the 
findings suggest that international students may benefit more from assistance that 
helps them use information to make decisions. Structured tools that allow students to 
compare career pathways, employers, sponsorship possibilities, experience 
requirements, geographic options, and work-authorization considerations may be more 
useful than simply providing additional job listings or generalized advice. Such tools can 
help narrow the immediate decision set and reduce the cognitive burden associated 
with evaluating too many competing options at once. 

Another practical implication involves the development of clear decision rules. 
Students who experience prolonged uncertainty may benefit from establishing criteria 
in advance for when to apply, when to continue researching, and when to remove an 
opportunity from consideration. For example, a student might decide to apply when the 
core qualifications are substantially met rather than waiting to satisfy every preferred 
qualification. Similarly, students may choose to exclude employers that explicitly state 
they will not consider candidates requiring sponsorship while continuing to pursue 
ambiguous employers when occupational fit is otherwise strong. Predetermined rules 
can reduce the need to repeatedly re-evaluate the same uncertainties. 

The findings also support greater integration between career services and 
international student support. Participants frequently faced career and immigration 
questions simultaneously, yet these issues are often addressed by separate university 
offices. Career centers may understand recruitment and job-search strategy but lack 
detailed immigration expertise, while international student offices may understand 
work authorization but provide less guidance about occupational fit or employer 
targeting. Greater coordination between these functions could help students answer 
questions about competitiveness and immigration feasibility within the same decision-
making process rather than requiring them to reconcile fragmented information 
independently. 
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Earlier career preparation is also warranted. Several participants described 
uncertainty about networking, career direction, professional experience, and recruiting 
norms before reaching the most active stage of job searching. Universities should 
therefore introduce international students to career planning earlier in their academic 
programs. Earlier exposure to occupational exploration, internships, networking, alumni 
engagement, employer research, transferable-skill identification, recruitment timelines, 
and work-authorization considerations can reduce the number of unfamiliar decisions 
that accumulate near graduation. 

The findings further suggest that students who are uncertain between several 
career directions may benefit from small strategic experiments rather than prolonged 
abstract comparison. Instead of researching multiple options indefinitely, students 
could test a limited number of career paths through targeted networking conversations, 
a small group of applications, or short-term experiential opportunities. This allows 
students to generate information through action and use real labor-market feedback to 
refine their choices. 

For students who are already submitting large numbers of applications, the 
appropriate response may not be additional volume. Advisers should first examine why 
the existing strategy is not converting into interviews or offers. This requires reviewing a 
representative sample of applications and determining whether the primary bottleneck 
involves employer eligibility, occupational targeting, résumé positioning, relevant 
experience, networking, interview performance, or another stage of the employment 
process. Once the bottleneck is identified, the strategy can be adjusted more 
deliberately rather than simply expanding the number of submissions. 

Employers also have a role in reducing unnecessary uncertainty. Clearer 
communication about work authorization, sponsorship, entry-level expectations, and 
the distinction between required and preferred qualifications could help international 
applicants make more informed decisions. Greater transparency would not remove 
structural barriers, but it could reduce unnecessary self-exclusion, repetitive research, 
and applications to positions for which candidates are not eligible. 

Overall, the recommendations point toward a shift from encouraging more 
activity to supporting better decision-making. International students may benefit most 
when career professionals help them identify the unresolved decision, determine which 
information is necessary, narrow competing alternatives, and translate the result into a 
concrete next action. 
 
Limitations 

Several limitations should be considered when interpreting the findings. First, 
the study used a qualitative design and a purposively selected sample of 25 
participants. The purpose was to develop a deeper understanding of job-search 
decision-making rather than to estimate the prevalence of decision paralysis among 
Chinese international students nationally. The findings therefore should not be 
generalized statistically to the broader population. 

Second, participants differed considerably in educational level, academic 
background, career field, stage of job search, employment outcomes, geographic 
intentions, and work-authorization circumstances. This variation was useful because it 
allowed the study to identify different behavioral responses to uncertainty, but it also 
means that participants were not operating within identical labor-market conditions. 
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Third, recruitment and employment conditions vary considerably across 
industries. Technology, finance, consulting, healthcare, education, and other 
occupational fields have different hiring timelines, experience requirements, 
networking expectations, and sponsorship practices. Some differences among 
participants may therefore reflect industry-specific conditions rather than decision-
making processes alone. 

Fourth, the study relied on participants' self-reported accounts of their 
behaviors, experiences, and reasoning. These accounts may be influenced by memory, 
retrospective interpretation, social desirability, or incomplete awareness of the factors 
shaping their decisions. 

Fifth, decision paralysis was used as an analytic concept rather than as a clinical 
or diagnostic category. Hesitation, exploration, preparation, and selective job searching 
are normal features of career development. The concept should therefore not be used 
to pathologize students who take time to evaluate complex career choices. 

Finally, participants differed in the importance they placed on remaining in the 
United States. Some were simultaneously considering employment in China, additional 
education, or other alternatives. As a result, low levels of U.S. application activity were 
not necessarily comparable across participants. This limitation reinforces the 
importance of interpreting job-search activity in relation to the participant's broader 
career intentions. 
 
Recommendations for Future Research 

Future research should build on the present findings by examining decision 
paralysis with larger and more diverse samples and by investigating whether the 
qualitative patterns identified in this study can be measured quantitatively. One 
important direction would be to develop measures of decision clarity and examine 
whether they predict job-search initiation, employer targeting, interview attainment, 
and employment offers independently of application volume. Such research could help 
determine whether strategic clarity contributes explanatory value beyond conventional 
measures of effort. 

Future studies should also examine whether decision paralysis consists of 
distinct behavioral forms. The present findings suggest that some students experience 
difficulty before beginning the search, while others become delayed because they do 
not feel sufficiently prepared. Other students may remain caught in repeated 
information seeking, delay particular applications because of sponsorship uncertainty, 
remain highly active while avoiding strategic decisions, or struggle to commit even after 
generating viable employment or educational alternatives. Investigating these forms 
separately may provide a more precise understanding of how uncertainty affects career 
behavior. 

Longitudinal research would also be particularly valuable. The current study 
captures participants at different points in their job-search journeys, but students may 
move between patterns over time. A student who initially delays beginning the search 
may later compensate through extremely high application volume, while a high-volume 
applicant may eventually adopt a narrower and more strategic approach after receiving 
sufficient feedback. Longitudinal designs could clarify how decision paralysis develops, 
changes, and resolves. 
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Future research should also test interventions designed specifically to reduce 
decision uncertainty. Potential areas of investigation include structured career-mapping 
tools, verified sponsorship information, targeted mentor feedback, decision rules, 
coordinated career and immigration advising, and short-cycle strategy reviews. 
Intervention studies could examine whether these forms of support improve decision 
clarity, reduce unnecessary delay, and increase the effectiveness of job-search 
behavior. 

Comparative research would also be useful. Similar studies involving 
international students from other countries could determine whether the patterns 
identified among Chinese international students are broadly characteristic of 
international job seekers or whether cultural, educational, immigration, and labor-
market factors produce different relationships between uncertainty and action. 
 
Conclusion 

The transition from higher education into professional employment requires 
international students to make a series of consequential decisions under conditions of 
incomplete information. For Chinese international students pursuing employment in 
the United States, those decisions may involve not only career interests and 
qualifications but also sponsorship, work authorization, geographic alternatives, 
professional networks, employer expectations, and uncertainty about long-term 
immigration outcomes. 

The findings of this study demonstrate that strong employment intentions do not 
automatically produce clear or strategically effective job-search behavior. For some 
participants, uncertainty contributed to delayed applications, prolonged preparation, 
repeated research, or difficulty initiating a search. For others, uncertainty produced 
highly visible activity, including extremely large numbers of applications, while more 
difficult strategic decisions remained unresolved. Still other participants experienced 
uncertainty without becoming paralyzed because they developed clear screening rules, 
relied on external guidance, pursued alternative labor markets, or deliberately 
maintained selective strategies. 

Decision paralysis therefore cannot be reduced to inactivity. Rather, the findings 
suggest that it is best understood as a disruption in the process through which 
individuals convert career intentions into strategically useful action. It emerges when 
unresolved uncertainty makes it difficult to determine what to do next, how much 
information is sufficient, or which opportunity deserves attention. 

At the same time, the study cautions against interpreting every delay as evidence 
of paralysis. Purposeful selectivity, career exploration, alternative geographic plans, 
further education, and deliberate timing can all produce limited application activity 
without indicating difficulty making decisions. The distinction between strategic delay 
and paralytic delay, and between visible activity and strategic progress, is therefore 
central to understanding international student job-search behavior. 

These findings have practical implications for the institutions and organizations 
supporting international students. Encouraging students simply to submit more 
applications may be insufficient when the underlying difficulty concerns uncertainty 
about career direction, perceived readiness, sponsorship, or strategy. In such cases, 
students may benefit more from structured decision support that helps them identify 
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the unresolved question, reduce the number of competing alternatives, determine what 
information is necessary, establish a decision threshold, and take a concrete next step. 

The central practical question therefore shifts from asking how international 
students can be encouraged to do more toward asking which unresolved decision is 
preventing the next strategically useful action. By approaching the problem in this way, 
universities, career professionals, employers, and international-student organizations 
can move beyond measuring job-search effort alone and provide support that helps 
students transform uncertainty into decisions and decisions into meaningful labor-
market action. 
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