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Using the contest- and sponsored-mobility perspectives as theoretical
guides, this meta-analysis reviewed 4 categories of predictors of ob-
jective and subjective career success: human capital, organizational
sponsorship, sociodemographic status, and stable individual differences.
Salary level and promotion served as dependent measures of objective
career success, and subjective career success was represented by career
satisfaction. Results demonstrated that both objective and subjective ca-
reer success were related to a wide range of predictors. As a group, human
capital and sociodemographic predictors generally displayed stronger re-
lationships with objective career success, and organizational sponsorship
and stable individual differences were generally more strongly related to
subjective career success. Gender and time (date of the study) moderated
several of the relationships examined.

Career success is of concern not only to individuals but also to or-
ganizations because employees’ personal success can eventually con-
tribute to organizational success (Judge, Higgins, Thoresen, & Barrick,
1999). Consequently, researchers continue to try to identify the individ-
ual and organizational factors that facilitate employees’ career success
(e.g., Boudreau, Boswell, & Judge, 2001; Judge & Bretz, 1994; Seibert &
Kraimer, 2001; Wayne, Liden, Kraimer, & Graf, 1999). Although several
studies have taken broad-based multivariate approaches to identifying the
predictors of career success (e.g., Kirchmeyer, 1998; Seibert & Kraimer,
2001), there have not been large-scale systematic attempts to summarize
the existing literature.

A quantitative review of the career success literature is important for
several reasons. First, a critical review and synthesis of a body of research
can play an important role in construct development and theory building
(Reichers & Schnieder, 1990). In the career success arena, this would
be especially useful given the large number of studies on the topic and
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the large variability in findings across individual studies. Second, scholars
have used various operationalizations of career success and some argue that
objective indicators (e.g., salary, promotion) are conceptually distinct from
subjective indicators (e.g., career satisfaction; Greenhaus, Parasuraman,
& Wormley, 1990; Judge, Cable, Boudreau, & Bretz, 1995). As such,
it would be theoretically valuable to review and compare the predictors
of these two components of career success in order to guide the future
research and theory building.

In this study, we provide a comprehensive meta-analysis of the pre-
dictors of objective and subjective career success. In doing so, we utilize
two prominent theoretical perspectives that have been used to examine
career mobility in the past (e.g., Cable & Murray, 1999; Rosenbaum,
1984; Wayne et al., 1999), namely, the contest-mobility perspective and
the sponsored-mobility perspective (Turner, 1960). We also compare the
predictors of objective versus subjective career success in order to further
theoretical development of these multifaceted constructs.

In addition, two theoretically based moderators (gender, time) and one
methodological moderator (common method bias) are examined. Exam-
ining gender is critical because men and women’s career experiences are
often different, which has implications for understanding the relationships
between predictor variables and career success (e.g., Stroh, Brett, & Reilly,
1992). Time (operationalized in terms of the date of the study) is also im-
portant to consider here because there has been considerable effort to try to
increase women’s advancement opportunities and close the salary gap be-
tween men and women over the past 20 years. Finally, examining whether
effect sizes may be influenced by common method variance is essential
given that many studies of career success rely on percept–percept data,
which can lead to concerns about artificially inflated correlations among
predictor–criterion relationships.

Definitional Issues

Career success is defined as the accumulated positive work and psy-
chological outcomes resulting from one’s work experiences (Seibert &
Kraimer, 2001). Researchers often operationalize career success in one of
two ways. The first includes variables that measure objective or extrinsic
career success (e.g., Gutteridge, 1973). These include indicators of career
success that can be seen and therefore evaluated objectively by others, such
as salary attainment and the number of promotions in one’s career (Judge
et al., 1995). The second way that career success is operationalized is by
variables that measure subjective or intrinsic career success (e.g., Judge
et al., 1995). Such variables capture individuals’ subjective judgments
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about their career attainments, such as job and career satisfaction (e.g.,
Burke, 2001; Judge et al., 1999).

In the present meta-analytical review, the focus is on both objective
and subjective career success. Although we recognize that these represent
different outcomes of one’s career experience, the phrase “career suc-
cess” is used in the following theoretical discussion to encompass both
components of the construct. In a subsequent section of the article, a
more fine-grained differentiation of these two aspects of career success is
provided.

Theoretical Background

Research on upward mobility is relevant to career success because
those who are able to move up the societal or organizational hierarchy are
typically regarded as successful and are more likely to view themselves as
successful. According to Turner (1960), there are two systems of upward
mobility in society: contest mobility and sponsored mobility. A contest-
mobility system reflects the central belief that all people can compete
for upward mobility; in contrast, a sponsor-mobility system permits only
those who are chosen by the powerful to obtain upward mobility. Although
these perspectives are fundamentally different, they are not necessarily
mutually exclusive (Rosenbuam, 1984; Wayne et al., 1999). That is, a
society or an institution may have an upward mobility system that reflects
one perspective more than the other but not necessarily to the point of
exclusion.

The contest-mobility perspective suggests that what makes the greatest
difference in getting ahead in an organization is performance on the job
and adding value to the company. One can only get ahead on the basis
of one’s own abilities and contributions. People compete with each other
in an open and fair contest for advancement, and victory comes to those
who demonstrate the greatest accomplishments. In a study of the careers of
doctoral students, Cable and Murray (1999) found that publication records
in graduate school was a significant predictor of job offers received and
salary—more so than the prestige of their educational institutions—and
illustrated that the contest-mobility perspective can be used effectively
to predict career success. Further, this perspective suggests that those in
power (established elites) cannot necessarily determine who will achieve
upward mobility. Using competing in a race as a metaphor, this perspective
suggests that those who start off slowly are still able to win in the end by
devoting the necessary time and energy.

On the other hand, the sponsored-mobility perspective suggests that
established elites pay special attention to those members who are deemed
to have high potential and then provide sponsoring activities to them to



370 PERSONNEL PSYCHOLOGY

help them win the competition. Thus, those who have early successes are
more likely to receive sponsorship, and those who do not are likely to be
excluded from such support activities. Once identified as potential elites,
the chosen individuals are given favorable treatment to make them even
better and differentiate them even further from the non-elite group. Using
competing in a race as a metaphor again, those identified by the elites
are allowed to start the race earlier, gain momentum more quickly, and
are more likely to be declared as winners. Thus, in contrast to a contest-
mobility system, individuals in a sponsored-mobility system do not have
as much personal discretion in determining whether or not they can attain
victory, especially if they are not identified as potential elites in the early
rounds.

By using these two perspectives, we identified four sets of variables that
have been frequently used as predictors of career success. These predictors
are human capital, organizational sponsorship, socio-demographic status,
and stable individual differences. Traditionally, human capital predictors
(such as amount of work experience or knowledge) have been used to ex-
amine career success using the contest-mobility lens (e.g., Becker, 1964).
By the same token, organizational sponsorship and socio-demographic sta-
tus have been typically used to examine career success using the sponsored-
mobility perspective (e.g., Greenhaus et al., 1990; Turban & Dougherty,
1994). Turner’s (1960) model did not include stable individual differences
and they do not appear to be more closely allied to one perspective than to
the other. Nonetheless, we include stable individual difference variables
because they have often been examined in previous research on career
success.

In this study, we will be taking a similar approach to that adopted in
previous research in classifying predictors. However, we recognize that
this classification is not hard and fast with no potential overlaps. For ex-
ample, having substantial work experience is a human capital factor that
increases one’s attractiveness in terms of getting promoted on the basis
of merit. However, individuals with greater work experience may also get
identified as the members of the organization’s elite and therefore receive
more organizational sponsorship as a consequence. However, the weight
of evidence to date suggests that human capital factors are the most com-
monly used predictors in the contest-mobility model and organizational
sponsorship and socio-demographic status are the most commonly used
predictors in the sponsored-mobility model, and we adhere to the same
conventions in this article.

Human capital refers to individuals’ educational, personal, and profes-
sional experiences (Becker, 1964) that can enhance their career attainment
and is frequently examined as a predictor of career success (e.g., Judge
et al., 1995; Wayne et al., 1999). In this study, we broadly include several
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variables as indicators of one’s human capital. They include number of
hours worked, work centrality (i.e., job involvement), job tenure, organi-
zation tenure, work experience (i.e., number of years worked), willingness
to transfer, international work experience, education level, career plan-
ning, political knowledge and skills, and social capital (i.e., quantity or
quality of accumulated contacts).

Organizational sponsorship predictors represent the extent to which
organizations provide special assistance to employees to facilitate their
career success. These predictors include career sponsorship (the extent
to which employees receive sponsorship from senior-level employees that
helps enhance their careers; Dreher & Ash, 1990), supervisor support,
training and skill development opportunities, and organizational resources
(measured by organization size). Even though the variable of organiza-
tional resources does not directly represent sponsorship given by an or-
ganization, organization size can at least partially signal the amount of
sponsorship resources an organization has available to allocate to employ-
ees (Whitely, Dougherty, & Dreher, 1991).

Socio-demographic predictors reflect individuals’ demographic and
social backgrounds. We include the following variables that are commonly
examined in career success literature: gender, race (White vs. non-White),
marital status (married vs. not married), and age.

Finally, stable individual difference variables represent dispositional
traits. These include the Big Five personality factors (Costa & McCrae,
1992) of Neuroticism, Conscientiousness, Extroversion, Agreeableness,
and Openness to Experience. We also consider here proactivity (Bateman
& Crant, 1993) and locus of control (Spector, 1982). Where sufficient
studies exist, cognitive ability is also considered in this predictor group.

Hypotheses

A Contest-Mobility Model of Career Success: Human Capital Predictors

The contest-mobility model of career success suggests that people
compete for career success in an open and fair contest. No one employee
would have preexisting advantages over the others, and therefore, winners
of favorable career outcomes are those who are the most skilled and most
willing to put forth the effort. A career can therefore be viewed as a tour-
nament in which one has to constantly compete with others by improving
oneself if one wants to succeed (Rosenbaum, 1984). With this premise
in mind, one’s human capital should be highly relevant for predicting ca-
reer success because human capital is highly rewarded in the labor market
(Becker, 1964). Thus, the contest-mobility model of career success leads
us to predict:
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Hypothesis 1: Human capital predictors, including the number of hours
worked (H1a), work centrality (H1b), job tenure (H1c), organization tenure
(H1d), work experience (H1e), willingness to transfer (H1f), international
work experience (H1g), education level (H1h), career planning (H1i), polit-
ical knowledge and skills (H1j), and social capital (H1k) are each positively
related to career success.

A Sponsored-Mobility Model of Career Success: Organizational
Sponsorship and Socio-Demographic Predictors

According to the sponsored-mobility model of career success, winners
are those who receive greater sponsorship from the elites in their organiza-
tions. Access to such activities helps individuals stand out from other em-
ployees and eventually obtain better career outcomes. Therefore, unlike the
contest-mobility model, the sponsored-mobility model implies that not ev-
eryone can win a career contest. This perspective on career success is sup-
ported by the internal labor market theory (Spilerman, 1977), which posits
that organizations invest in their employees and these investments segment
employees into “separate opportunity circumstances” (Rosenbaum, 1984
p. 20). The organizational sponsorship predictors illustrate the essence of
the sponsored-mobility model of career success; those who are singled
out to receive career sponsorship, obtain supervisor support, have access
to training and skill development opportunities, and work in organizations
with greater resources available for development should be more likely to
attain career success. Thus, based on this perspective, we predict:

Hypothesis 2: Organizational sponsorship predictors, including career
sponsorship (H2a), supervisor support (H2b), training and skill develop-
ment opportunities (H2c), and organizational resources (H2d) are each
positively related to career success.

Although the effects of organizational sponsorship predictors on ca-
reer success illustrate how organizations sponsor employees, another is-
sue involves who is likely to be chosen for sponsorship. We suggest that
socio-demographic characteristics are often used as the criteria to allocate
sponsorship. For instance, due to traditional gender and racial stereotypes,
women and ethnic minority groups may be less likely to be chosen for
career development (Kanter, 1977). As Tharenou (1997) comments, “dis-
crimination is said to operate . . . based on employers expecting women,
on average, to be less productive or to leave the firm sooner than men,
and thus assigning individual women to lower level positions than men”
(p. 53). In a similar manner, due to prevailing racial stereotypes, non-
Whites may be viewed as less competent or worthy of organizational spon-
sorship compared to Whites (Greenhaus et al., 1990). Marital status may
also be used as a criterion for allocating sponsorship because managers
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may view married individuals as more stable and responsible than singles
(Pfeffer & Ross, 1982). Finally, sponsorship activities may be dispropor-
tionately allocated to those who are more skilled and experienced, and both
experience and organizational savvy accumulates with age. This leads us
to predict:

Hypothesis 3: Socio-demographic variables, including being married
(H3a) and age (H3b), are each positively related to career success. Being
female (H3c) and non-White (H3d) are each negatively related to career
success.

Stable Individual Difference Predictors

Stable individual differences should play an important role in determin-
ing career success because careers unfold over time and are often driven
by one’s enduring attitudes and behaviors (Boudreau, Boswell, Judge, &
Bretz, 2001; Seibert, Crant, & Kraimer, 1999). Moreover, a planful career
development is important to securing career success and is often guided
by one’s internal attributes (Feldman, 2002). Further, because both orga-
nizational and career life is full of “weak” situations, stable traits such as
personality factors are likely to exert a sizable effect (Seibert et al., 1999).

Stable dispositional traits can affect career success in both the contest-
mobility model and the sponsored-mobility model. For example, indi-
vidual differences may endow some individuals with extra resources for
competing in the career contest, such as higher levels of ability and initia-
tive. However, dispositional traits may also attract or repel sponsorship,
which can also affect career success (e.g., Turban & Dougherty, 1994).
Because of the different nature of the stable individual difference variables
examined, each is briefly discussed before offering a summary hypothesis.

The Big Five. Neuroticism is likely to be negatively related to career
success because characteristics such as emotional instability and anxiety
are likely to reduce job performance and hinder effective career man-
agement (Boudreau et al., 2001; Judge et al., 1999; Seibert et al., 2001;
Turban & Dougherty, 1994) and reduce the likelihood of career sponsor-
ship. In contrast, higher dependability and stronger achievement orienta-
tion (Conscientiousness) should be positively related to career success due
to the consistent relationship between Conscientiousness and job perfor-
mance (Barrick & Mount, 1991). The tendency to be dutiful and respon-
sible should help in attracting organizational sponsorship too. The extent
to which one is outgoing, energetic, joyful, and assertive (Extroversion)
should also be positively related to career success because such attributes
are important for jobs requiring interpersonal interaction, such as manage-
rial positions (Judge, Bono, Illies, & Gerhardt, 2002). In addition, those
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with strong “people skills” may be more likely to be chosen for organiza-
tional sponsorship.

Predictions for the effects of Agreeableness and Openness to Expe-
rience are less clear. Agreeableness may be advantageous because better
work relationships may facilitate better job performance and career success
(Seibert & Kraimer, 2001). However, some research finds that Agreeable-
ness is negatively related to career success (Boudreau et al., 2001), perhaps
because highly agreeable individuals may receive less sponsorship as a re-
sult of being regarded as docile and easily manipulated. Openness to Ex-
perience, the extent to which people are imaginative and unconventional,
is not clearly linked to career success except for jobs that require creativ-
ity. Because studies of personality and career success typically include
both Agreeableness and Openness to Experience, they are investigated in
the present meta-analysis although specific directional hypotheses are not
proposed.

Other stable individual differences. Three other stable individual dif-
ferences were examined. Proactivity should enhance career success be-
cause proactive people are more likely to take the initiative to select,
create, and influence work situations and environment that are more likely
to provide opportunities for advancing their careers (Seibert et al., 1999).
They are also more likely to be sponsored because proactivity is perceived
as an indicator of leadership potential (Bateman & Crant, 1993). Similarly,
an internal locus of control should relate to career success because it re-
flects the belief that one can master his/her external environment (Spector,
1982). Locus of control is also an indicator of one’s core self-evaluation
(Judge, Locke, Durham, & Kluger, 1998); those with a more internal focus
may have greater psychological resources for preserving and succeeding
in the face of setbacks. Because cognitive ability is positively related to
skill and knowledge acquisition, it, too, should be positively related to ca-
reer success (Dreher & Bretz, 1991). Cognitive ability is also one criterion
that is often used in making sponsorship decisions (Turner, 1960). Thus,
we predict:

Hypothesis 4: Stable individual difference variables, including conscien-
tiousness (H4a), extroversion (H4b), proactivity (H4c), internal locus of
control (H4d), and cognitive ability (H4e), are each positively related to
career success. Neuroticism (H4f) is negatively related to career success.

Objective Versus Subjective Career Success

Historical interest in the topic of career success focuses on objective
career success (e.g., Gutteridge, 1973). Those who earn higher salaries
and are promoted faster are typically regarded as more successful in their
careers. However, there is an increasing emphasis on examining people’s
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subjective evaluations of their careers (e.g., career satisfaction) to obtain
a more comprehensive understanding of career success (e.g., Judge et al.,
1995; Seibert & Kraimer, 2001). Based on previous research, it is reason-
able to expect that objective and subjective career success are positively
correlated (Judge et al., 1995).

Here, we make explicit the rationales for this relationship that have not
been fully articulated in previous research. First, according to attribution
theories (e.g., Johns, 1999), people have the tendency to attribute successes
to internal causes and failures to external factors. As such, one’s objective
career success is likely to engender positive self-perceptions, which in
turn should lead to greater satisfaction with one’s career. Social compar-
ison theory (Festinger, 1954) leads to a similar prediction. According to
this theory, people have the tendency to compare themselves with others.
Salary level and the number of promotions are important and convenient
means of such comparisons. Obtaining a higher salary level and more pro-
motions relative to others is likely to enhance one’s perceptions of success.
Because wealth and social standing are valued in society, tangible career
achievements may lead to feelings of greater career satisfaction.

Although we expect objective and subjective career success to be pos-
itively correlated, we hypothesize that these constructs are empirically
distinct. More specifically, subjective career success may not be solely
predicted by tangible indicators of career success such as salary or promo-
tions. Rather, in seeing themselves as “career successful,” some individuals
may rely more on how satisfied they are in their job (Judge et al., 1995)
or career (Greenhaus et al., 1990). Moreover, there are many reasons that
individuals may continue to advance within an organization other than
career satisfaction (e.g., opportunity costs associated with leaving, ac-
cumulated benefits and pensions, lack of alternatives). This leads us to
predict:

Hypothesis 5: Objective and subjective career success are positively related
yet empirically distinct.

This hypothesis raises an interesting research question: Are some pre-
dictors more important in predicting objective career success but others
are more important in predicting subjective career success? A careful in-
spection of the variables associated with each of the four categories of
predictors suggests that organizational sponsorship and stable individual
difference variables may be more highly correlated with subjective career
success than objective career success.

The reason is that both stable individual differences (especially per-
sonality traits) and organizational sponsorship variables are viewed as
proximal determinants of one’s affective reactions to work and career.
For example, personality traits such as Neuroticism influence individuals’
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self-perceptions, suggesting that personality is closely related to percep-
tual variables such as subjective career success (Bell & Staw, 1989). Sim-
ilarly, organizational sponsorship variables strongly influence work atti-
tudes such as perceived organizational support (Rhoades & Eisenberger,
2002), fairness perceptions (Greenberg, 1990), and psychological contract
perceptions (Rousseau, 1989). Moreover, organizational sponsorship pro-
vides important cues to employees that they are valued and possess career
potential; these cues are then likely to elicit favorable affective reactions
including higher levels of career satisfaction and a stronger sense of career
success (cf. Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978). The literature here, then, suggests
the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 6a: Organizational sponsorship and stable individual differ-
ences are more strongly related to subjective career success than objective
career success.

In contrast, human capital theory suggests that investing in one’s skills
and education should lead to greater value in the marketplace (Becker,
1964). Because salary and promotions are proximal indicators of how
much an individual is valued within a free market economy, we expect
human capital factors to be stronger predictors of objective than sub-
jective career success. Further, given the consistent findings that certain
socio-demographic groups face wage and promotion discrimination (e.g.,
Greenhaus et al., 1990; Stroh et al., 1992; Tharenou, 1997), we also expect
this category of predictors to be more strongly correlated with objective
than subjective career success. This leads us to predict:

Hypothesis 6b: Human capital and socio-demographics are more strongly
related to objective career success than subjective career success.

Gender as a Moderator Variable

Both human capital and organizational sponsorship variables may dis-
play different relationships with career success for women than for men.
The careers literature has a long history of examining gender in relation
to career success (for a review, see Powell & Mainiero, 1992). Scholars
often argue that women’s workplace experiences differ from men’s and
that these differences may be one reason why women have not yet re-
ceived equality in the workplace (e.g., Lyness & Thompson, 1997, 2000;
Stroh et al., 1992). Differences in work experiences may be a function of
dissimilar work and career histories between men and women (e.g., Ly-
ness & Thompson, 1997) as well as sex role attitudes and gender stereo-
types (e.g., Powell, Butterfield, & Parent, 2002). In this study, we examine
whether gender moderates human capital–career success and organiza-
tional sponsorship–career success relationships. Gender is not examined
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as a moderator of socio-demographic-career success relationship or the
stable individual difference–career success relationship because there is
no reason to expect interactive effects here.

Human capital represents the investments that people make in their
skills. There are several reasons to believe that the career payoff of such
investments may be weaker for women than for men. For example, women
may have educational levels that are comparable to men, but because they
tend to be overrepresented in lower paying fields such as education and
social work (Lancaster & Drasgow, 1994), they may see less payoff in
terms of salary and promotion. As another example, research indicates
that although men benefit from an external market strategy in terms of
career success, women do not (Brett & Stroh, 1997). Thus, investments
in job and organizational tenure may have differential effects for men and
women.

The relationship between organizational sponsorship and objective ca-
reer success may also be weaker for women than for men. For instance,
women may have less powerful organizational sponsors by virtue of the
types of positions they are likely to hold in the organization (e.g., non-
revenue generating departments, staff positions; Lancaster & Drasgow,
1994). Women may also have similar access to training and development
opportunities but may be less likely to receive the type of training nec-
essary to prepare them for high paying or high status positions because
they are less likely to hold jobs that are stepping stones to these positions
(Baron, Davis-Blake, & Bielby, 1986). Taken together, these observations
lead us to predict:

Hypothesis 7a: Gender moderates the relationship between human capital
and objective career success and the relationship between organizational
sponsorship and objective career success. The correlations are weaker for
women than for men.

Women may have lower expectations regarding career opportunities
(e.g., skill development, sponsorship) and attainments (e.g., promotions)
than men do (Judge et al., 1995). As such, they may be more easily satisfied
with their career opportunities and attainments compared to men, who
usually have higher expectations of both opportunities and attainments.
Based on this reasoning, we speculate that investing in human capital and
receiving sponsorship influences subjective career success more strongly
for women than for men.

Hypothesis 7b: Gender moderates the relationship between human capital
and subjective career success and the relationship between organizational
sponsorship and subjective career success. The correlations are stronger for
women than for men.
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Time of Study as a Moderator Variable

Although gender may moderate some of the predictor–career success
relationships, women have made substantial progress in the workplace in
the past few decades (e.g., Ragins, Townsend, & Mattis, 1998). As such,
it seems prudent to examine whether the relationship between gender and
career success has lessened over time. We examined time since the original
study was published as a moderator only for objective career success
because there is no reason to think that the gender–career satisfaction
relationship would change over time.

Hypothesis 7c: Time since the original study moderates the gender–
objective career success relationship such that the correlation becomes
weaker over time.

Common Method Bias as a Moderator Variable

There is increasing concern that relationships among variables may
be artificially inflated due to the methodological artifact of obtaining data
using a single data-collection method (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, &
Podsakoff, 2003). This common method bias may lead to erroneous con-
clusions being drawn from existing research. Of particular concern in
the organizational sciences are correlations among two perceptual vari-
ables. In this study, we compare the magnitude of meta-analytic correla-
tions involving perceptual-based predictors and subjective career success
(e.g., willingness to move and career satisfaction) to those associated with
perceptual-based predictors and objective career success (e.g., willingness
to move and salary). If common method bias is operating, then we would
expect to see higher correlations, on average, between perceptual-based
predictors and subjective career success (which is also perceptual-based)
than between perceptual-based predictors and objective career success
(which is not perceptual-based).

Exploratory Research Question: Are the correlations between perceptual-
based predictors and subjective career success stronger than the correlations
between perceptual-based predictors and objective career success?

Method

We performed a comprehensive search of articles published in 2003
or earlier that investigated predictors of two objective measures of ca-
reer success (salary and number of promotions) or career satisfaction
(a measure of subjective career success). We also tried to locate those
articles that did not directly aim at studying career success yet provided
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correlation matrices that contained those variables that we were inter-
ested in. We began by locating relevant articles in the ABI INFORM and
PsycINFO databases, using keywords such as “career success,” “salary,”
“pay,” “compensation,” “promotion,” “advancement,” “ascendancy,” and
“career satisfaction.” Because these keywords might not necessarily be
mentioned in the abstracts of or designated as keywords in some poten-
tially relevant articles, we additionally used a wide range of other career-
related keywords such as “career attitudes,” “career achievement,” “career
motivation,” “upward mobility,” and “career strategies.”

We also manually scanned through the articles published since 1980
in the following journals: Administrative Science Quarterly, Academy of
Management Journal, Human Relations, Journal of Applied Psychology,
Journal of Management, Journal of Occupational and Organizational
Psychology, Journal of Organizational Behavior, Journal of Vocational
Behavior, Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, and
Personnel Psychology. In addition, the reference lists of all the identified
articles were examined for other relevant studies. We excluded those stud-
ies that were not directly relevant to our meta-analysis, such as studies
that measured satisfaction with promotions (instead of actual number of
promotions). In addition, some authors published different studies with the
same data set, reporting the same correlation in more than one study. In
these situations, the correlation in question was recorded only once. Stud-
ies that did not operationalize the variables of interest according to our
set criteria (see the next section) were also excluded. This process yielded
140 relevant articles; 11 of these articles contained multiple independent
samples.

Operationalization of Constructs

An important issue in meta-analysis is the operationalization of vari-
ables. This is essential because during the coding process, variables that are
conceptually similar are often combined (e.g., Griffeth, Hom, & Garetner,
2000; Viswesvaran, Sanchez, & Fisher, 1999). In terms of our criterion
of salary, some authors measured total compensation (including salary,
bonus, stock, etc.) instead of annual salary. Because these two mea-
sures were highly correlated (Judge et al., 1995), they were treated in
the same category. In terms of the criterion of promotion, most studies
measured the number of promotion respondents received in their careers
(e.g., Boudreau et al., 2001). However, a few studies measured promotion
rate, which was obtained by dividing the number of promotions by orga-
nization tenure (e.g., Kirchmeyer, 2002b). For calculating the cumulative
effect size of the relationship between promotion and organization tenure,
as well as between promotion and age, we excluded studies that measured
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promotion rate because the calculation of promotion rate involved the vari-
able of organization tenure, and age was highly correlated with organiza-
tion tenure. The variable of career satisfaction was used to operationalize
subjective career success.

In terms of predictors, we describe those that are perceptual in nature
because nonpercept variables were operationalized consistently across
studies (i.e., hours worked [per week], job tenure, organization tenure,
work experience [total years in the workforce], international work expe-
rience [yes, no], education level, age, gender, race, marital status).

In terms of human capital predictors, work centrality refers to the psy-
chological investment in work or centrality of work for self-identity or
self-image. Studies measuring work centrality used self-report measures
of job involvement. An example of an item is “The most important things
that happen to me involve my work” (e.g., Ayree & Luk, 1996). Using
a somewhat different format, Boudreau et al. (2001) measured job in-
volvement by asking respondents to assign 100 points to five different life
domains (work, family, religion, leisure, and community). Willingness to
transfer consists of individuals’ self-reported general receptivity toward
mobility opportunities within, as well as outside, their current organization.
This, for instance, included willingness to accept job rotation (Campion,
Cheraskin, & Stevens, 1994), promotions (Wayne et al., 1999), and geo-
graphical moves (Stroh et al., 1992). Career planning was a continuous
variable which indicated the extent to which employees reported taking
the initiative in making personal career plans. Gould’s (1979) scale was
commonly used. Two examples of items were as follows: “I have a strat-
egy for achieving my career goals” and “I have a plan for my career.”
Political knowledge and skills included the following two measures: po-
litical knowledge (e.g., Chao, O’Leary-Kelly, Wolf, Klein, & Gardner,
1994; Seibert, Kraimer, & Crant, 2001) and supervisor-focused political
tactics (e.g., Wayne, Liden, Graf, & Ferris, 1997). Social capital included
one of the following two self-reported measures: the quantity of people
an employee knows of in other functions or at higher levels (e.g., Seibert
et al., 2001) and the extent to which an employee engages in networking
activities (e.g., Igbaria, Parasuraman, & Badawy, 1994).

For organizational sponsorship predictors, career sponsorship was a
self-reported variable indicating the extent to which employees received
sponsorship from individuals within the organization, including senior
managers and mentors. This included the self-reported career-enhancing
functions of being assigned challenging tasks, obtaining exposure and
visibility, receiving protection, sponsorship, and coaching (Kram, 1985).
We did not differentiate the sources of sponsorship (e.g., mentors, super-
visors) because the construct represented the overall receipt of sponsor-
ship. Supervisor support refers to the extent to which supervisors provide
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emotional and work-related social support. Measures of supervisor sup-
port included in this meta-analysis were self-report multi-item measures of
general supervisor support, such as whether supervisors give helpful feed-
back about job performance (Kirchmeyer, 1995). The variable of training
and skill development opportunities included employees’ self-reported
perceptions of the extent to which their company provided opportunities
for training and skill acquisition (e.g., Wayne et al., 1999). Finally, the
variable of organizational resources was measured by organization size,
operationalized by the number of employees in an organization.

The final group of predictors consisted of stable individual differences.
The measures of the Big Five personality traits (Neuroticism, Extrover-
sion, Openness to Experience, Agreeableness, and Conscientiousness)
were operationalized in terms of normal personality. They were mea-
sured by typical scales such as the NEO-FFI (Costa & McCrae, 1992),
Goldberg’s marker scale (Goldberg, 1992) or its modified versions, Cat-
tell 16PF5 (Cattell, Cattell, & Cattell, 1993), and Personal Characteristics
Inventory (Mount & Barrick, 1995). Proactivity was measured by com-
mon scales such as Bateman and Crant’s (1993) 17-item measure and less
common ones such as Schmitz and Schwarzer’s (2000) 15-item Proactive
Attitude Scale. Locus of control was operationalized by several different
scales including Rotter’s (1966) 23-item scale, Levenson’s (1973) 4-item
scale, and Spector’s (1988) 16-item Work Locus-Of-Control scale. Higher
scores on these scales indicated an internal locus. Finally, cognitive abil-
ity was operationalized by various mental ability measures such as scores
on standardized intelligence tests (e.g., Judge et al., 1999), aptitude tests
that measured verbal and quantitative skills (e.g., Dickter, Roznowski, &
Harrison, 1996) or critical thinking (e.g., Melamed, 1996), and Graduate
Management Admission Tests (e.g., O’Reilly & Chatman, 1994).

Meta-Analysis Procedure

The first author was responsible for coding variables. Consistent with
the approach taken by Finkelstein, Burke, and Raju (1995), a random sam-
ple of 30 studies (i.e., 21%) were independently coded by another author.
Agreement among coders was high at 90% (i.e., 27 of those 30 studies
were coded consistently between the two authors). In situations where
there was disagreement, discussion was used to reach a consensus. Hunter
and Schmidt’s (1990) meta-analysis technique was used. The effect size
in the current analysis was the product-moment correlation coefficient (r)
provided in each study.

We first corrected each correlation for unreliability in the measurement
of career satisfaction and other perceptual variables by adopting the alpha
values (α) reported in each study. The rationale for such disattenuation
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was that many of these variables were perceptual self-report measures
(e.g., career satisfaction, dispositional traits, career planning) and, as such,
responses might contain measurement error. Correlations corrected for
unreliability would therefore reflect “purer” effect sizes. When no alpha
value was reported for a particular scale in a study, an average alpha value
was calculated from the remaining studies using the same scale (e.g., Judge
et al., 2002). There were a number of nonpsychological measures that did
not require disattenuation, such as salary, number of promotions, socio-
demographic variables, job and organization tenure, work experience, and
education level. The reliability for each of these variables was assumed to
be unity. Finally, for studies that contained multiple measurements such
as longitudinal studies, we averaged the correlations associated with the
same measures.

Next, in order to correct for sampling error, we calculated the sample
size weighted average correlation. A corrected correlation was judged to
be significant at α = .05 when the 95% confidence interval did not include
zero. In addition, we calculated a mean meta-analytic correlation for each
group of predictors for each aspect of career success. This value was
calculated by first weighting the absolute value of each correlation by its
associated k (i.e., the number of studies cumulated), then summing these
values and dividing the total by the aggregated k (i.e.,

∑
ki|ri|/

∑
ki, where

i is the ith predictor in each category). This served as a rough indicator of
the extent to which each group of predictors, on average, was related to
each aspect of career success.

Moderator analyses. Hypotheses 7a, 7b, and 7c involve examining
gender and time of study as moderators. Some researchers (e.g., Rhodes
& Eisenberger, 2002) have arbitrarily used a minimum of 20 studies with
the necessary information as the criterion to decide which relationships to
test for moderators. In order to investigate more potential relationships,
we used 15 studies as the cutoff. We used the Q statistic (Hedges & Olkin,
1985) to detect the existence of moderators. A significant value of Q
statistic would suggest that there was a significant level of variability in
the effect size to warrant a search for moderators.

Consistent with previous meta-analyses examining the moderating role
of gender (e.g., Altshuler et al., 2001), we took the percentage of female
respondents in each study as the proxy for gender. Not all studies reported
the gender composition of the sample, which reduced our ability to test
some moderated relationships. We then used this percentage of female re-
spondents as an independent variable to predict the Fisher’s z-transformed
correlation coefficients for the predictor–career success relationship, us-
ing weighted least-squares multiple regression. This technique of testing
for moderators in meta-analyses was found to be the most reliable and ro-
bust compared to other alternative methods (Steel & Kammeyer-Mueller,
2002). If the independent variable of percentage of females in studies’
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samples was a significant predictor of the correlation coefficients for the
predictor–career success relationship, it would suggest that gender mod-
erated that relationship.

We used the same process for examining time of study as a moderator,
substituting date of study as the independent variable and testing rela-
tionship between gender and objective career success. If the independent
variable of date of study was a significant predictor of the correlation co-
efficients for the gender–objective career success relationship, it would
suggest that the relationship changed as time progressed.

To test whether common method bias might be a moderating vari-
able, we adopted an approach similar to the one used by Crampton and
Wagner (1994). First, the predictor–career success correlations examined
in the present study were grouped into three categories. The first group
included those relationships that involved only perceptual predictors and
career satisfaction (e.g., work centrality–career satisfaction, supervisor
support–career satisfaction; 119 correlations in total). The second group
included those relationships that involved perceptual predictors and ob-
jective career success measures (e.g., work centrality–salary, supervisor
support–promotion; 327 correlations in total). The third group included
those relationships that involved only nonperceptual predictors and ob-
jective career success measures (e.g., race–salary, education–promotion;
495 correlations in total). To examine the exploratory research question,
we then compared the uncorrected average correlations for the first two
groups (i.e., percept–percept vs. percept–nonpercept variables) by using
approximate t-tests (Kirk, 1968). A significantly higher mean value for
correlations involving percept–percept variables may suggest that com-
mon method bias was operating.

Results

Tables 1–3 show the results of the meta-analysis of predictors of salary,
promotions, and career satisfaction, respectively. For each relationship, we
report the total sample size cumulated across those studies (N), number
of studies included in the analysis of that relationship (k), sample size
weighted corrected correlation (rc), standard deviation of the rc (SDc), and
Q statistic. With respect to the interpretation of effect sizes, an absolute
value of .10 to .23 was regarded as small, .24 to .36 as medium, and .37
or higher as large (Cohen, 1988).

Human Capital Predictors

Hypothesis 1 predicts that number of hours worked (H1a), work cen-
trality (H1b), job tenure (H1c), organization tenure (H1d), work experi-
ence (H1e), willingness to transfer (H1f), international work experience
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TABLE 1
Meta-Analytic Results of the Predictors of Salary

Predictors N k rc SDc Q

Human capital
Hours worked 15,428 22 .24∗ .10 209.61∗

Work centrality 9,101 17 .12∗ .12 75.74
Job tenure 17,094 20 .07∗ .14 361.66∗

Organization tenure 39,562 39 .20∗ .13 792.75∗

Work experience 10,841 27 .27∗ .13 260.05∗

Willingness to transfer 3,156 6 .11∗ .09 21.58∗

International experience 4,869 4 .11∗ .02 6.97
Education level 45,293 45 .29∗ .14 1,126.93∗

Career planning 522 2 .11∗ .10 4.24
Political knowledge & skills 1,261 5 .29∗ .05 4.60
Social capital 3,481 9 .17∗ .14 67.56∗

Average correlation .21

Organizational sponsorship
Career sponsorship 3,406 10 .22∗ .21 29.46∗

Supervisor support 2,322 5 .05∗ .13 24.14∗

Training & skill development opportunities 9,670 7 .24∗ .15 278.01∗

Organizational resources 8,204 18 .07∗ .13 159.66∗

Average correlation .13

Socio-demographics
Gender (male = 1, female = 0) 33,211 51 .18∗ .11 519.21∗

Race (White = 1, non-White = 0) 6,443 13 .11∗ .12 115.10∗

Marital status (married = 1, unmarried = 0) 23,303 29 .16∗ .09 252.86∗

Age 40,197 52 .26∗ .16 1,249.90∗

Average correlation .20

Stable individual differences
Neuroticism 6,433 7 −.12∗ .03 12.38
Conscientiousness 6,286 6 .07∗ .10 55.95∗

Extroversion 6,610 7 .10∗ .05 27.00∗

Agreeableness 6,286 6 −.10∗ .01 2.23
Openness to experience 6,800 7 .04∗ .04 9.94∗

Proactivity 1,006 4 .11∗ .13 11.69∗

Locus of control 2,495 7 .06∗ .11 21.91∗

Cognitive ability 9,560 8 .27∗ .07 69.49∗

Average correlation .11

Notes. Average correlation is represented by the absolute value. N = cumulative sample
size; k = number of studies cumulated; rc = sample size weighted corrected correlation;
and Q = Q statistics.

∗p < .05.

(H1g), education level (H1h), career planning (H1i), political knowledge
and skills (H1j), and social capital (H1k) are each positively related to
career success.

For salary, human capital variables demonstrated weak to moderate
effect sizes. All predicted relationships were significant and in the expected
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TABLE 2
Meta-Analytic Results of the Predictors of Promotion

Predictors N k rc SDc Q

Human capital
Hours worked 12,077 10 .13∗ .05 36.22∗

Work centrality 5,258 5 .04∗ .04 11.84∗

Job tenure 11,393 10 −.02∗ .07 62.96∗

Organization tenure 17,725 17 .03∗ .22 993.14∗

Work experience 5,400 10 .06∗ .26 402.62∗

Willingness to transfer 3,982 5 .03∗ .14 56.51∗

International experience 4,768 3 .12∗ .00 1.11
Education level 9,571 26 .05∗ .08 95.72∗

Political knowledge & skills 432 2 .07 .00 .04
Social capital 2,605 7 .15∗ .06 10.67
Average correlation .06

Organizational sponsorship
Career sponsorship 4,828 10 .12∗ .08 33.53∗

Supervisor support 1,235 6 .02 .00 2.68
Training & skill development opportunities 6,503 6 .23∗ .21 391.39∗

Organizational resources 18,780 14 .06∗ .02 23.07∗

Average correlation .10

Socio-demographics
Gender (male = 1, female = 0) 19,545 29 .08∗ .07 127.65∗

Race (White = 1, non-White = 0) 11,148 11 .01 .03 24.84∗

Marital status (married = 1, unmarried = 0) 26,708 16 .09∗ .09 227.18∗

Age 28,498 28 .02∗ .21 1,334.28∗

Average correlation .05

Stable individual differences
Neuroticism 4,575 5 −.11∗ .05 12.60∗

Conscientiousness 4,428 4 .06∗ .01 2.61
Extroversion 4,428 4 .18∗ .06 8.82∗

Agreeableness 4,428 4 −.05∗ .00 .60
Openness to experience 4,942 5 .01 .02 7.23
Proactivity 676 2 .16∗ .03 1.93
Locus of control 5,911 4 −.03 .03 6.44
Average correlation .08

Notes. Average correlation is represented by the absolute value. N = cumulative sample
size; k = number of studies cumulated; rc = sample size weighted corrected correlation;
and Q = Q statistics.

∗p < .05.

direction. For promotions, all the meta-analytic correlations except one
(associated with political knowledge and skills) were significant. However,
the magnitude of the effect sizes was in general weaker than those found
for salary (note that we did not include career planning due to the lack of
available studies). Further, job tenure was negatively, rather than positively,
related to promotion.
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TABLE 3
Meta-Analytic Results of the Predictors of Career Satisfaction

Predictors N k rc SDc Q

Human capital
Hours worked 9,236 17 .13∗ .08 66.46∗

Work centrality 14,944 19 .22∗ .20 335.92∗

Job tenure 6,491 9 −.02 .05 18.02∗

Organization tenure 9,246 17 .02 .04 21.72
Work experience 7,318 16 .00 .10 68.93∗

Willingness to transfer 1,060 4 −.06 .41 102.02∗

International experience 5,068 4 .03 .03 13.62∗

Education level 11,890 24 .03∗ .07 65.38∗

Career planning 2,367 7 .33∗ .23 41.24∗

Political knowledge & skills 6,112 2 .05∗ .04 7.21
Social capital 3,051 8 .28∗ .13 36.26∗

Average correlation .10

Organizational sponsorship
Career sponsorship 6,255 18 .44∗ .21 166.75∗

Supervisor support 1,653 6 .46∗ .26 57.02∗

Training & skill development opportunities 5,048 18 .38∗ .16 82.84∗

Organizational resources 7,096 15 −.02 .12 106.00∗

Average correlation .31

Socio-demographics
Gender (male = 1, female = 0) 10,246 22 .01 .08 65.58∗

Race (White = 1, non-White = 0) 2,561 5 .03∗ .11 27.92∗

Marital status (married = 1, unmarried = 0) 6,468 14 .06∗ .01 9.67
Age 11,913 26 .00 .09 114.62∗

Average correlation .02

Stable individual differences
Neuroticism 10,566 6 −.36∗ .05 67.71∗

Conscientiousness 10,566 6 .14∗ .06 16.04∗

Extroversion 10,566 6 .27∗ .07 6.68
Agreeableness 4,634 5 .11∗ .05 4.65
Openness to experience 10,962 7 .12∗ .03 26.74∗

Proactivity 1,072 3 .38∗ .02 0.50
Locus of control 668 3 .47∗ .29 22.57∗

Average correlation .24

Notes. Average correlation is represented by the absolute value. N = cumulative sample
size; k = number of studies cumulated; rc = sample size weighted corrected correlation;
and Q = Q statistics.

∗p < .05.

In terms of career satisfaction, most predictors demonstrated the ex-
pected positive relationships. The five that did not were job tenure, organi-
zation tenure, work experience, willingness to transfer, and international
experience. Thus, based on these patterns of findings across the three mea-
sures of career success, five hypotheses (H1a, H1b, H1h, H1i, and H1k)
received full support and the rest received partial support.
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Organizational Sponsorship Predictors

Hypothesis 2 predicts that career sponsorship (H2a), supervisor sup-
port (H2b), training and skill development opportunities (H2c), and orga-
nizational resources (H2d) are each positively related to career success.
All these predictors demonstrated the expected relationships with salary.
Similarly, career sponsorship and training and skill development oppor-
tunities demonstrated expected but weak relationships with promotions.
Organizational resources also yielded a significant positive relationship,
albeit a very small effect size with promotions. In terms of career sat-
isfaction, all organizational sponsorship predictors except organizational
resources were significant and positive, and the effect sizes were generally
strong. Taken together, H2a and H2c received full support whereas H2b
and H2d received partial support.

Socio-Demographic Predictors

Hypothesis 3 predicts that being married (H3a) and age (H3b) are each
positively related to career success, whereas being female (H3c) and non-
White (H3d) are each negatively related to career success. For predicting
salary, all socio-demographic variables were significant and demonstrated
the expected effects. Employees reported higher salary attainment if they
were male, White, married, and older. Results for promotions were similar
to salary. However, these effect sizes were weaker and race was not a sig-
nificant predictor. In contrast, for predicting career satisfaction, only race
and marital status were statistically significant and the corrected correla-
tions were weak. Given this pattern of findings, H3a (on marital status)
received full support whereas H3b, H3c, and H3d (on age, gender, and
race) received partial support.

Stable Individual Difference Predictors

Hypothesis 4 predicts that Conscientiousness (H4a), Extroversion
(H4b), proactivity (H4c), internal locus of control (H4d), and cognitive
ability (H4e) are each positively related to career success, whereas Neu-
roticism (H4f) is negatively related to career success. As expected, Neu-
roticism was negatively correlated with salary, promotions, and career
satisfaction. In addition, as expected, both Conscientiousness and Extro-
version were positively correlated with these three measures of career
success.

Though no formal hypotheses were proposed, it was found that Agree-
ableness was negatively correlated with salary as well as with promotions,
and Openness to Experience was weakly and positively related to salary
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TABLE 4
Meta-Analytic Relationships Between Objective and Subjective Career Success

Lower Upper
Relationships N k rc 95% CI 95% CI SDc Q

Salary-career satisfaction 10,903 23 .30∗ .28 .32 .09 154.06∗

Promotion-career satisfaction 8,701 12 .22∗ .20 .24 .07 84.28∗

Salary-promotion 22,080 26 .18∗ .16 .19 .18 816.77∗

∗p < .05
Note. N = cumulative sample size; k = number of studies cumulated; rc = sample size

weighted corrected correlation; Lower 95% CI = lower-bound of the 95% confidence
interval; Upper 95% CI = upper-bound of the 95% confidence interval; SDc = standard
deviation of rc; and Q = Q statistics.

but not to promotions. Both Agreeableness and Openness to Experience
were modestly and positively related to career satisfaction.

In terms of the other stable individual difference variables, proactivity
was weakly and positively related to salary and promotions and strongly
related to career satisfaction. Locus of control was weakly related to salary,
not related to promotion, and strongly related to career satisfaction. Finally,
cognitive ability was moderately and positively related to salary. We did
not meta-analyze the relationships between cognitive ability and other
career success measures because of the lack of available studies. Given
this pattern of results, H4a, H4b, H4c, and H4f (on Conscientiousness,
Extroversion, proactivity, and Neuroticism) received full support whereas
H4d and H4e (on internal locus of control and cognitive ability) received
partial support.

Objective Versus Subjective Career Success

Table 4 illustrates support for Hypothesis 5, which predicts that ob-
jective and subjective career success are positively related yet empirically
distinct. Objective and subjective career success were moderately corre-
lated but appeared conceptually distinct (rc = .18 to .30, shared variance
ranges from 3% to 9%). In fact, the 95% confidence intervals for the three
relationships, which represented the range of values expected to (95% of
times) contain the true correlations, did not overlap with one another.

Hypothesis 6a predicts that organizational sponsorship and stable in-
dividual difference variables are more strongly related to subjective career
success than to objective career success. Table 5 shows t-test compar-
isons of effect sizes across criteria. The first three columns show corrected
meta-analytic correlations for predictors and salary, predictors and pro-
motions, and predictors and career satisfaction (which were adopted from
Tables 1–3). Career planning and cognitive ability were not included in
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TABLE 6
Meta-Analytic Results of the Moderating Role of Gender in Predictor-Career

Success Relationships

Relationships k ß Regression F-value

Education level-salary 35 .49 ∗10.41
Hours worked-salary 16 .60 ∗7.81
Organization tenure-salary 30 −.36 ∗4.18
Work experience-salary 21 .03 .02
Education level-promotion 21 .02 .01
Education level-career satisfaction 16 .51 ∗∗5.16
Career sponsorship-career satisfaction 16 −.14 .29

∗p < .05, ∗∗ p < .01 one-tailed.
Note. k = number of studies cumulated; ß = standardized beta weight for gender, coded

as the percent of women in each study.

these comparisons because there were not sufficient studies for compar-
isons across criteria. The last three columns indicate where significant dif-
ferences were found in the magnitude of predictor–criterion relationships.

Where significant differences were found for organizational sponsor-
ship and stable individual difference predictors, the pattern was consistent
with our expectation: They had stronger relationships with career satis-
faction than with salary or promotion. This provides general support for
Hypothesis 6a.

Hypothesis 6b predicts that human capital and socio-demographic vari-
ables are more strongly related to objective career success than to sub-
jective career success. Where significant differences were found, human
capital and socio-demographic predictors had stronger effects on salary
than on career satisfaction as expected. Fewer significant differences were
found when comparing the corrected correlations for predictor–promotion
and predictor–career satisfaction relationships. Moreover, counter to our
prediction, two human capital variables (i.e., work centrality and social
capital) had stronger relationships with career satisfaction than with pro-
motions. Thus, only partial support for Hypothesis 6b was found.

Moderator Variables

Hypothesis 7a predicts that gender moderates the relationship be-
tween human capital and objective career success and the relationship
between organizational sponsorship and objective career success, such
that the correlations are weaker for women. Table 6 shows that, among
those relationships that were associated with significant Q statistics
and involved enough studies for a moderator search, the percentage of
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female respondents in the study moderated the following relationships:
education–salary, hours worked–salary, and organization tenure–salary. It
was a positive moderator in two of these relationships. Counter to our
predictions, the education–salary and hours worked–salary relationships
were stronger for women than for men. As predicted, the organizational
tenure–salary relationship was weaker for women than for men. Unfor-
tunately, there were not sufficient studies to test the moderating role of
gender in any of the organizational sponsorship–objective career success
relationships. Overall, then, Hypothesis 7a received only partial and weak
support.

Hypothesis 7b predicts that gender moderates the relationship between
human capital and subjective career success and the relationship between
organizational sponsorship and subjective career success, such that the
correlations are stronger for women. As seen in Table 6, among those re-
lationships that were associated with significant Q statistics and involved
enough studies for a moderator search, the percentage of female respon-
dents in the study positively predicted the correlation coefficients for the
education–career satisfaction relationship. Thus, Hypothesis 7b received
some support.

Hypothesis 7c predicts that time since the original study moderates
the gender–objective career success relationship such that the correlations
become weaker over time. As expected, the gender–salary relationship
became weaker over time (k = 46, β =−.28, F = 3.68, p < .05). However,
time of study did not moderate the gender–promotion relationship (k = 24,
β = −.19, F = .82, n.s.). Thus, Hypothesis 7c was partially supported.

With respect to our exploratory question, we found that the aver-
age correlation for those relationships that involved perceptual predic-
tors and career satisfaction (r = .22) was significantly stronger than the
average correlation for those relationships that involved perceptual pre-
dictors and objective career success (r = .10). The absolute t-value was
8.93 (p < .001).

Discussion

Several broad conclusions can be reached from this meta-analysis.
First, both the contest-mobility perspective and the sponsored-mobility
perspective appear useful for predicting employees’ career success. Sec-
ond, the three aspects of career success (i.e., salary, promotion, and career
satisfaction) emerged as conceptually distinct constructs. Third, some ev-
idence was found for the moderating role of gender and time of study.
Finally, the average correlation for the relationships that involved percep-
tual predictors and subjective career success was stronger than the aver-
age correlation for the relationships that involved perceptual predictors
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and objective career success. The sections that follow elaborate on these
findings.

Contest- and Sponsored-Mobility Models of Career Success

We found preliminary support for the assertion that both the contest-
mobility model and the sponsored-mobility model are useful in under-
standing career success; we found that human capital, organizational spon-
sorship, socio-demographic status, and stable individual differences were
related to various measures of career success. These two models together
suggest that career success is largely a function of two important career
experiences: working hard and receiving sponsorship. Working hard repre-
sents a merit-based explanation for career success because enhancing one’s
competency through job-related knowledge, skills, and abilities should be
rewarded in the career contest (e.g., Cable & Murray, 1999). In contrast,
attracting and obtaining sponsorship reflects a more political explanation
for career success and has been recognized as such in previous research
(e.g., Judge & Bretz, 1994; Wayne et al., 1997). For instance, in discussing
careers as tournaments, Cooper, Graham, and Dyke (1993) propose that
individuals have to be similar to the gatekeepers (managers), display a
positive outlook, differentiate themselves from others, and engage in self-
promotion in order to win. It should be noted that the magnitudes of the
effect sizes observed generally ranged from small to moderate.

Conceptualizing Career Success

We found some support for our assumption that salary, promotion,
and career satisfaction are unique constructs. Several specific findings
led us to this conclusion. First, the three aspects of career success were
only moderately correlated. The weak relationship between salary and
promotion (.18) warrants particular attention because researchers often
conceptualize these two aspects of objective career success as closely
related (i.e., those who are promoted earn higher levels of salary and vice
versa). For instance, in investigating objective career success, researchers
often develop the same predictions for both constructs and include both
as indicators of a more general construct of objective career success (e.g.,
Judge et al., 1995; Seibert & Kraimer, 2001).

Another indication that the three aspects of career success are con-
ceptually distinct is the differential pattern of correlations obtained with
the predictors. Specifically, we found some support for the hypothesis
that organizational sponsorship and stable individual differences are more
strongly related to subjective career success, whereas human capital and
socio-demographics are more strongly related to objective career success.
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For instance, although Neuroticism was only modestly related to both
salary and promotion, it related quite strongly to career satisfaction, per-
haps as a result of its strong resemblance of negative affectivity (Watson
& Clark, 1992) that predisposes a person to perceive his or her work and
career in a negative light (Watson & Clark, 1984). As reasoned previously,
this pattern of differences might be due to the fact that organizational spon-
sorship and stable individual differences are more proximal determinants
of one’s sense of psychological well being and, therefore, more relevant
to one’s personal assessment of subjective career success. On the other
hand, human capital may directly, and socio-demographics perhaps indi-
rectly (e.g., men may be regarded as a more valuable human resource than
women are because of stereotypes), indicate one’s worth to the organiza-
tion itself and therefore be more frequently associated with salary growth
and promotional opportunities.

Moreover, in examining the overall patterns of meta-analytic corre-
lations across the three measures of career success, we observed that
effect sizes for predictors of salary were often larger than those asso-
ciated with promotion (see Table 5). Of particular interest is the finding
that the gender–promotion and race–promotion relationships were weaker
(rc = .08, p < .05, and rc = .01, n.s.) than the gender-salary and race-salary
relationships, respectively (rc = .18, p < .05, and rc = .11, p < .05). This
indicates that although organizations promote women and racial minori-
ties almost as often as they promote men and Whites, women and racial
minorities earn lower salaries. A possible explanation is the pacification
hypothesis (e.g., Flanders & Anderson, 1973), which suggests that some
organizations promote women and ethnic minorities to convey the image
that they are concerned about equal opportunity. However, in reality, such
promotions are often not accompanied by greater salary. Taken together,
these results provide some support for the assertion that the three aspects
of career success are conceptually distinct.

Gender and Time of Study as Moderators

Contrary to our hypotheses, we found that the relationships between
education and salary, as well as between hours worked and salary, were
stronger for women compared to men. The stronger relationship between
education and salary for women perhaps illustrates that in order for women
to succeed in the career contest, they may have to do more than what men
do in terms of proving their credentials (Melamed, 1996). Specifically,
women may have to seek out greater educational experiences to com-
pensate for stifled internal opportunities to move into higher-paid jobs.
The stronger hours worked–salary relationship for women might be ex-
plained by the differential workplace experiences of men and women.
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For example, some research has demonstrated that women generally work
fewer hours per week than men (Wallace, 1999). In addition, managers
and decision makers are likely to expect women to work less than men
due to gender role expectations (Brief, Van Sell, & Aldag, 1979). Because
of this, women who work longer hours may be more easily recognized
by managers and rewarded for demonstrating commitment to the com-
pany. The weaker relationship between organizational tenure and promo-
tion for women was consistent with our hypothesis. As expected, women
benefit less by being stable contributors to the organization. This may
reflect stifled internal career opportunities, dead-ended career paths, or
lack of access to the types of training and development opportunities that
would prepare them for high-level positions (Russell, 1994; Russell &
Eby, 1993). It should be noted that, as mentioned, we did not have suf-
ficient studies to examine whether there might be gender differences in
the strength of the organizational sponsorship–objective career success
relationship.

In terms of subjective career success, as predicted, we found that edu-
cation had a stronger influence on career satisfaction for women than for
men. This may indicate that women have lower career expectations than
men do (Judge et al., 1995), and therefore, the opportunity to invest in
themselves to benefit careers (e.g., education, skill development) may be
more readily satisfying.

In terms of whether gender differences in promotion and salary have
decreased over the years, our study offers both good news and bad news.
The good news is that the gender–salary relationship appears to have
lessened. The bad news is that the gender–promotion relationship has not.
However, because the overall effect size for gender and salary (rc = .18)
is stronger than that associated with gender and promotions (rc = .08), we
view the lessening of the gender–salary relationship as encouraging.

There are several explanations as to why the gender–promotion rela-
tionship may be more resistant to change over time. First, firms might pay
greater attention to salary equity because such information is a more visi-
ble and perhaps tangible indicator of gender discrimination. Second, some
women may self-select out of promotional opportunities. One of the rea-
sons may be that they want more time to take care of their families (Powell
& Mainiero, 1992). Another reason may be that they have become disillu-
sioned with corporate life and the political behavior that is often associated
with higher level corporate positions (Rosin & Korabik, 1989). Finally,
promotion decisions may be more influenced by political concerns (e.g.,
managers might like to promote those who are similar to themselves). As
such, factors such as sex role stereotypes and subjective bias on the part
of managers may more readily influence promotion decisions in favor of
men.
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Common Method Bias as a Moderator

The average magnitude of perceptual predictor–career satisfaction re-
lationships was stronger than that of perceptual predictor–salary and pro-
motion relationships. At this point, we cannot definitely assert that there is
common method bias because there may be some other substantive reasons
for these results as well. However, this finding highlights the importance
for researchers to pay attention to the possibility of common method bias
in career research, especially when examining predictors of subjective
career success, which is itself self-reported.

Implications for Future Research

The observation that salary, promotion, and career satisfaction rep-
resent conceptually distinct aspects of career success has important im-
plications for theory development because it cautions researchers not to
assume that objective and subjective career success will be predicted by
the same variables. Other researchers have raised this concern (Jaskolka,
Beyer, & Trice, 1985; Judge et al., 1995; Poole, Langan-Fox, & Omodei,
1993), but research to date has typically not identified and developed the-
ory around the unique predictors of objective and subjective career success.
Therefore, we recommend that scholars move toward developing differ-
ent approaches for predicting salary, promotion, and career satisfaction.
Doing so would require isolating key variables that predict a particular
aspect of career success (e.g., James, 2000) as well as developing unique
theory-based predictions to guide the selection of predictors.

For instance, based on our findings, a theoretical model that omits
dispositional variables in predicting subjective career success may lead
to an incomplete understanding of this aspect of career success. On the
contrary, in predicting salary, those factors that indicate one’s competency
and worth to the company, such as human capital, appear essential. Sim-
ilarly, an investigation of predictors of promotion should consider those
variables that reflect the political reality of promotion decision making,
such as internal and external network ties and individual characteristics
that help increase one’s visibility within the company like proactivity and
extroversion. These variables, as observed, were relatively strong predic-
tors of promotions. Indeed, identifying unique predictors of promotions
appears especially important because of the generally weak effect sizes
observed in the current meta-analysis.

In our review, we observe that there is only a limited range of variables
being examined as predictors of career success. Thus, a larger and more
heterogeneous set of predictors should be identified in future research.
Given the preliminary support for the contest- and sponsored-mobility
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perspectives as useful theoretical guides for examining career success,
the identification of additional predictors based on these models seems
warranted. For example, as reasoned, a sponsored-mobility model of career
success requires the organization to identify whom to sponsor and also
decide how to sponsor them, whereas a contest-mobility model focuses
on what the individuals have to do to compete with others.

Additional predictors representing whom to sponsor may include the
perceived fit between the individual and the organization as well as actual
or perceived similarity with the established elites. Research on person–
organization fit (Kristof, 1996) and relational demography (Riordan, 1999)
may lend useful insight into the development of such theory-based pre-
dictions. Other how predictors may include specific developmental activi-
ties such as coaching, individualized feedback, developmental assessment
centers, job rotation, formal mentoring programs, and international as-
signments.

In contrast, other what predictors may include the specific type of expe-
rience gained in one’s career (e.g., line vs. staff experience) or the breadth
and quality of external social networks. Research on the boundaryless ca-
reer has found that the presence of strong external networks are indeed
related to career success (Eby, Butts, & Lockwood, 2003), suggesting that
boundaryless career theory (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996) may be a useful
theoretical perspective for identifying more of these predictors.

Further, we encourage additional work on the unique career experi-
ences of women as a way to understand their differential career status
in the marketplace. The moderator analyses with gender here indicated
that the predictor–objective career success relationship is more complex
than expected. In some cases, women’s investments in their own human
capital (e.g., education) paid off more than men’s, whereas in other cases
no effects were found (e.g., work experience) or men’s investments (e.g.,
organizational tenure) reaped greater rewards relative to women. These
results suggest that it will be necessary to think more critically about the
specific conditions under that men and women may have advantages over
one another rather than adopt an approach which assumes discrimination
against women across the board. Along similar lines, gender inequity in
promotion opportunities has not improved much over time. As such, fu-
ture research may focus more on how to further diminish this particular
gender inequity at work. For instance, Ragins et al. (1998) surveyed a large
number of female executives and identified a wide range of factors that
had helped these executives break the glass ceiling. Incorporating these
variables into future research on gender and promotional opportunities
may provide greater insight into the dynamics of this process for women.

Finally, although we only examined gender and time of study as mod-
erators of the strength of some relationships in this study, it should be
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noted that there are other possible moderators that we could not directly
test because of the constraints of extant studies. For instance, these in-
clude macro-demographic trends (e.g., Baby Boomers vs. Baby Busters),
time outs from the workforce (e.g., Schneer & Reitman, 1997), rigidity
of occupational career path (flexibility as to the timing and specificity of
chains of jobs; Feldman, 2002), organizational contexts in which career
rewards are granted (e.g., Sonnenfeld & Peiperl, 1988), and so forth. Thus,
more future research is still needed to examine the stability of the effect
sizes observed in this study by identifying more moderators that reflect
the changing nature of people’s careers (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996).

Limitations

Like all research, there are limitations with the current meta-analysis.
First, because it was impossible to classify samples into whether they
represented contest- or sponsored-mobility norm, we could not directly
compare the predictive power of these two perspectives. Second, although
we included a wide range of variables, there are predictors of career suc-
cess that have been examined in previous research but were not included
because of the lack of available studies, such as ambition (e.g., Judge
et al., 1995). As the number of studies increases in future, additional
meta-analytic work may be needed. Third, because of the lack of suffi-
cient information, we were not able to search for moderators for some
relationships. Although this limitation is common in meta-analytic re-
search (e.g., Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002), the variability in obtained
effect sizes suggests that moderating factors are present. A fourth limita-
tion is the small number of aggregated studies for some of the relationships
investigated. Even though meta-analysis can be executed with as few as
two studies (Hunter & Schmidt, 1990), the cumulated effect sizes are
more stable when the number of cumulative studies increases. Fifth, we
did not include a comprehensive examination of mentoring as a form of
organizational sponsorship because a meta-analysis recently appeared that
examines various aspects of mentoring in relation to objective and sub-
jective career success (Allen, Eby, Poteet, Lentz, & Lima, 2004). Finally,
due to the data contained in individual studies, we had to use percentage
of female respondents as a proxy for gender in our moderator search.

Conclusion

Notwithstanding the above limitations, the present meta-analysis pro-
vides a comprehensive analysis of the predictors of objective and sub-
jective career success. Our findings not only highlight the importance of
human capital, organizational sponsorship, socio-demographic, and stable



THOMAS W.H. NG ET AL. 399

individual difference variables in understanding career success, but also
suggest that researchers may need to examine other predictors and moder-
ators to more fully understand the complex phenomenon of career success.
The results also illustrate the importance of developing different theoret-
ical models for predicting different aspects of career success and further
examining gender differences in predictor–career success relationships.
We hope this study serves as a platform for future theoretical and empiri-
cal work on the topic.
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