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ABSTRACT
This study aimed to examine the relationship between subjective career success
and the decision to seek a promotion. The sample consisted of 40 managers at the
Executive level and the feeder group to the Executive level in a Canadian government
department, originally interviewed as part of a prior study. A grounded theory analysis
was carried out on the interview data, resulting in a model of the influence of subjective
career success and of individual and situational characteristics on how public servants
make the decision to pursue a promotion.
The results of this research can be useful to researchers, as they extend the
scholarly understanding of career-related decision-making and how it is influenced by
subjective career success. The results may also be used by managers and HR
professionals, facing a succession planning crunch in the public sector, to encourage
employees to seek a promotion to the Executive level.
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1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 The issue
A succession-planning crunch is at hand for the Canadian Public Service.
Demographic data shows that approximately 40% of the Public Service workforce will be
eligible for retirement by 2011 (May, 2006). More than half of the Public Service
workforce is between the ages of 45 and 64, and, specifically in the top four layers of the
executive cadre, most of the workforce is aged 50 to 53 (May, 2006). Furthermore, the
Public Service Commission has predicted that 6.8 to 7.8% of executives will leave
annually until 2011 (Public Service Commission of Canada, 2002). These data indicate
that succession planning is now critical, as there will be a serious need to promote good
candidates to the executive management level.
In order to address this problem, organizations in the Public Service need to
encourage individuals with sufficient skills and experience to seek promotion to the
managerial level. The Public Service Commission report goes on to note that “while
there are many staff who will be available in the feeder groups to possibly replace
executives, the primary issue is whether they are capable, ready and willing to replace
executives” (Public Service Commission of Canada, 2002, p. 4). Researchers can help
organizations tackle this problem by identifying how best to motivate qualified
individuals to seek management jobs. Such efforts can be predicated by undertaking
research that examines why people decide to seek a promotion to management.
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Popular wisdom says that an individual will always seek, or accept, a promotion if
one is available. However, research into women’s career choices shows that some
women, at least, choose not to seek promotions. Might not some men, as well?
Organizations need their best potential managers, both male and female, to apply for
these jobs in order to minimize the effect of the forthcoming demographic crunch.
Improving our understanding of why employees decide to, or not to, seek a promotion
can help organizations motivate these employees to become managers. One sensible
avenue for research is to examine how an employee’s benchmark for measuring their
career outcomes - their personal definition of career success - influences their decisions
about seeking promotions.

1.2 Thesis statement
This thesis will use exploratory research techniques, including grounded theory
methodology, to develop a model that articulates how individuals’ definitions of career
success are linked to their decisions about whether or not to pursue a promotion.
Specifically, this thesis research seeks to answer the following research questions:
■ How do public servants define career success?
■ What factors do public servants report taking into account when making the
decision on whether or not to seek a promotion?
■ Is there a relationship between a public servant’s definition of career success and
the factors they describe taking into account when deciding whether to seek a
promotion?
■ To what extent does data bear out the model proposed by the researcher?
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■ To what extent does the relationship between definitions of career success and the
decision to seek a promotion depend on gender or on level in the hierarchy?

A thorough review of the relevant literature will be undertaken at the beginning of
the model development process. This review will increase our understanding of what
factors influence a public servant’s perception of career success and what factors these
individuals take into account when making career-related decisions. Our literature
review will also examine and identify how gender differences affect both of these
elements. The literature review will form the basis for a preliminary model of how an
individual’s definition of career success influences his or her decision to seek a
promotion.
The study will undertake qualitative analysis of recorded, semi-structured
interviews, conducted in 2006, from a prior study on career satisfaction and career
progression. The 2006 study examined the views of managers in the executive cadre and
executive feeder groups in a Canadian federal government department.1 While eightyeight individuals participated in this initial study, not all consented to participate in this
follow-up study. Qualitative content analysis and some quantitative analysis of the
interview data will be used to test the model developed by the researcher and to build on
it.
The model development phase consists of several major steps. First, a list of
potential factors included in the subjective definition of career success, and a list of the

1The name of the department studied has been redacted to protect the anonymity of the
participants in this study.
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factors that may be considered when making a career-related decision will be developed.
This list will be included in the model suggested by the literature review, in order to
create a preliminary model that will be the jumping-off point for the exploratory analysis.
Next, the interview data will be analyzed according to exploratory analysis methods, in
order to extend upon or revise the suggested model. Finally, the model will be presented
and examined to create suggestions for future research.

1.3 Possible implications
Understanding how an individual’s definition of career success influences his or
her decision about seeking promotion may help organizations, such as the Canadian
Public Service, to be more effective in their efforts to encourage employees to seek
management positions. In particular, this research may also benefit the organization
where the study was conducted, which is attempting to tackle its succession planning
challenges. The results of this research may help the organization make management
positions more attractive and accessible to its employees. This research can also be
useful to human resource (HR) practitioners, in order to help them develop programs and
processes (including the promotion process itself) that will encourage qualified
candidates to seek promotions.
The development of a model can also help researchers to better understand the
relationship between these two constructs, which may point to interesting areas for
further research. In particular, it may highlight the question of whether individuals will
always choose to seek an available promotion. This is not necessarily the case in today’s
environment, so it is useful to examine how real people think about this decision.
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Finally, it is useful to study this question in an environment where the choice to seek a
promotion passes through a clear application process, in order to develop ideas about how
this could be examined in organizations where the promotion processes are less
transparent or rules-based. The model developed for the Public Service can then form the
basis of research in the private sector where promotion mechanisms are less prescribed.

This proposal is divided into six sections. The first section is the current one,
which provides an overview and an introduction to the thesis. The second section
presents the literature review, including a review of the career success and career-related
decision-making literatures. Section 3 presents the proposed model, including the
research questions. The fourth section presents the research design and methodology,
including how the research questions will be answered in order to develop the final
model. Next, Section 5 presents the results of this study in detail. The final section will
present key findings, including the final model, as well as the limitations and implications
of this study.
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW
This review of the literature will explore the current state of research into career
success and career-related decision making, how the one may influence the other, and
how gender issues influence and complicate both. This exploration will afford some
insight into the relationship between the definition of career success held by an individual
and his or her decision to seek a promotion.
The literature review will consist of six sections, which will address the main
aspects of the research questions. First is Section 2.1, which sets the groundwork for the
review by providing an overview of the works under review and outlining how the review
is structured. Section 2.2 presents the reasoning for including gender differences in the
literature review and in the study. Since gender issues are so integrated with the
individual bodies of literature, they will be discussed concurrently with the next two
sections. These sections examine the areas of the literature that bear on the research
questions, including objective and subjective definitions of career success (Section 2.3)
and the decision to seek a promotion (Section 2.4). Section 2.5 will then address how
these two concepts overlap. The final section, Section 2.6, critiques the literature.

2.1 Works under review
The articles under review were identified via a search of the scholarly literature
using Business Source Complete, Web o f Science, and Google Scholar. This search
attempted to identify a broad range of scholarly articles touching on the themes of career
success and career decision-making, as well as related gender issues. Articles were
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reviewed for relevance to the key topics and appropriate articles (i.e., those with direct
relevance to issues under study) were selected for the review. Additional relevant works
were identified via snowballing from the citations of selected articles.
Table 2-1, below, shows the keywords used for the literature search. Various
synonyms were used in order to find the relevant literature. In addition, for some
searches the keywords “career” and “work” were used in order to exclude marketing
literature that was returned by the keywords “promotion” and “advancement.” These
searches (and snowballing of references from articles) resulted in over 340 potentially
relevant articles. After reviewing them, approximately 80 works were found to be
relevant enough to be included in the literature review. Articles were determined to be
relevant by review of the abstract and/or the article itself by the researcher to see if the
content touched directly on any elements of the research question.
Table 2-1: Keywords used for literature search
Topic

Career Success

Career Decision-Making

Gender

Narrowing

Keywords

success

decision *2 (i.e., decision,

gender

career

searched

promotion

decisions, decision-making, etc)

sex

work

advancement

goals

“glass ceiling”

progression

balance

developm ent

management

2.2 Relevant gender issues
One of the objectives of this thesis is to examine how gender affects subjective
definitions of career success and the role gender plays in decisions to seek promotion.
Several researchers have suggested that women’s career experiences are different from

2The * character represents a truncation wildcard, used to find all words beginning with
“decision.”
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men’s. Thus, it is important to consider unique issues of gender when studying careers
(Kirchmeyer, 2002).
Because gender issues are so entwined with the analysis in many of the relevant
articles (particularly in the decision-making literature) the discussion on impact of gender
will be integrated into the main sections of the literature review. It is important to look at
gender differences in both subjective and objective career success, as women’s different
experiences and opportunities in organizations may affect the way they define career
success for themselves. In particular, women may be affected by unique work-life
balance issues, due to the typical distribution of labour in the home (Hewlett & Luce,
2005). Finally, it is important to note that when compiling this literature we observed
that, while there is quite a bit of research into measuring and understanding the gap
between men and women’s objective career success, there is relatively little literature
examining how this may affect their subjective career success or how women make
career-related decisions. This thesis should, therefore, contribute to the knowledge in this
area.

2.3 Career success
This section will present the literature related to individual definitions of career
success. Career success has been defined as “the positive psychological or work-related
outcomes or achievements one has accumulated as a result of one's work experiences”
(Judge, Cable, Boudreau & Bretz, 1995, p. 486). Historically, career success has tended
to be defined purely as objective career success. More recently, there has been a growing
emphasis on subjective definitions of career success (Ng, Elby, Sorensen & Feldman,
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2005), and researcher’s definitions of career success are increasingly taking into account
both subjective and objective aspects. For example, Melamed (1996, p 217) defines
career success as “the subjective and objective aspects of achievement and progress of an
individual through an organization or occupation.” In contrast, Seibert and Kramer
(2001) defined it as the accumulated positive work and psychological outcomes resulting
from one’s work experiences, and Ng et al (2005) follow their definition.
Accordingly, this section of the literature review is broken into two broad
categories: objective and subjective career success. Individual definitions of career
success (as per the research question) would fall into the subjective career success body
of literature. Since objective career success can, however, influence subjective career
success, it is useful for this review to examine both. As such, this review will present the
theoretical and operational definitions of both objective and subjective career success,
and it will also identify factors that researchers have theorized or demonstrated to lead to
each type of success.

2.3.1 Objective career success
Objective success has historically been the standard by which researchers
measured an individual’s success in their careers. Since this type of success is intended
to measure how an individual has achieved on the organizational totem pole, it is usually
assessed in comparison to a reference group (Melamed, 1996).
Objective career success is defined to be verifiable, observable, and measurable
(Hughes 1958; London & Stumpf, 1982; Judge et al, 1995; Heslin, 2005). It is often
operationalized as salary, total compensation, salary growth, promotions, or place in the
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hierarchy (i.e. rank). These definitions will be discussed in more detail in the next
section.

2.3.1.a Theoretical models of objective career success
Three articles have been selected as key to identifying the determinants of
objective career success: Judge et al (1995), Ng et al (2005), and Melamed (1996). All
three were selected for their rigorous empirical methods and broad scope.
The first of these is Judge et al (1995), which surveyed over one thousand
executives from the database of an American executive search firm. These survey results
were combined with data from the search database in order to analyze potential predictors
of objective career success. They also examined subjective career success, which will be
discussed in Section 2.3.2. Judge et al (1995, p. 486) define objective career success as
the “observable career accomplishments which can be measured against the metrics of
pay and ascendancy.” In Judge et al’s (1995) study, objective career success was
operationalized as compensation (measured using total annual cash compensation) and
number of promotions (measured by asking the participants about the number of upward
changes in job levels they had received during their careers). Although Judge et al (1995)
measured objective career success using both pay and promotions, they reported the
results separately for each measure. They found that “the variables predicted number of
promotions similarly to how they predicted compensation, although their effects were
somewhat weaker in magnitude” (Judge et al, 1995, p. 505).
As shown in Figure 2-1 below, Judge et al (1995) grouped the predictors of
objective career success into four areas: demographic, human capital (experiences that
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can enhance an employee’s value), motivational (ambition and hours worked) and
organizational/industry characteristics. Details on the specific variables in these
groupings are discussed in Section 2.3.1 .b below. Judge et al also posited that these
variables, in combination with objective career success, predict subjective career success
(see Section 2.3.2.b).
Figure 2-1: A Conceptual Model of Career Success (Judge et al, 1995)
Individual C lirW ltrU ei

-Age

-Race

■S«
-Ma/ilai Status

• Bejnmdw* Resfemislinra

Objective Career Success
Q tta a tk y Q sa ik jF tf & t a s a S e a

TVpeofB&ealbs
Tiwiw/Expaiew

*Hsirf»r*fRwwti8r»

Subjective Career Success

HW

♦Job Satisfaction
*Career Safisfscikw*

IStetMiaasI
HttwsWortal
ms ctfWoi'ic Daiimd

Organfeational / Industry
Characteristics
•OrgMsattoiiS*

•Wa&iyfeeiw
Figure h CkmeeptitaS Model of Career Success,

The second key article in this area is a meta-analysis done by Ng et al (2005),
which analyzed 140 articles that examined potential predictors of objective career success
and subjective career success (see Section 2.3.2.b). Ng et al (2005) operationalized
objective career success by looking at two variables: total compensation and promotions.
In their analysis, Ng et al (2005) treated total compensation the same as simple annual
salary when operationalizing salary, since the two measures are highly correlated. For
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promotions, they used measures of the total numbers of promotions in an individual’s
career, and excluded studies that had measured promotion rate from any calculations of
the relationship between promotions and organizational tenure.
Although no diagram of the model was presented, Ng et al (2005) grouped the
predictors of objective career success into four areas: human capital, (experiences that
can enhance career attainment) organizational sponsorship (assistance by organizations to
facilitate career success), socio-demographic, (i.e. demographic) and stable individual
difference characteristics (the Big Five personality characteristics, plus some additional
variables). Although there is some overlap with the groupings presented by Judge et al
(1995), the individual variables have been grouped differently by Ng et al (2005). The
specific variables in these groupings will be discussed in the next section. Ng et al also
posited that these variables, in combination with objective career success, predict
subjective career success. The subjective career success element will be discussed in
Section 2.3.2.b.
Melamed (1996) is considered the third key article with respect to understanding
objective career success. This article discusses two separate, but similar, studies of
gender-specific objective career success, using different samples. The first sample is 136
managers from one branch of the British civil service. The second sample is 324 British
full-time employees from various organizations and industries. Both groups completed a
similar survey, but the second contained more questions than the first. The first study
operationalized objective career success as managerial grade, measured using a grading
system of 1 to 5 used by the government. The second study operationalized career
success as both gross annual salary and managerial level (self-reported on a seven level
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scale). Melamed did not make specific predictions about the relationship between the
determinants and objective career success, although these findings were presented. The
hypotheses presented in the study were specifically about the impact of gender on these
relationships.
As shown in Figure 2-2, Melamed (1996) grouped the predictors of objective
career success into three areas: human capital (attributes that can be converted into
market rewards), career options (career-related choices and decisions) and opportunity
structures (social contexts that determine opportunities). Again, although there is some
overlap with the groupings presented by Judge et al (1995) and Ng et al (2005), the
individual variables have been grouped differently by Melamed (1996). The specific
variables in these groupings will be discussed in the next section. Unlike the other two
studies, Melamed did not examine subjective career success.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

14

Figure 2-2: A Gender-Specific Model of Career Success (Melamed, 1996)
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2.3.1.b Determinants of objective career success
This section presents the groupings of variables and the specific measures used by
researchers, their hypotheses, and their findings about the relationships between the
various predictors and objective career success. While the focus is on the three specific
articles described above, these findings are supplemented by a discussion of key findings
from other researchers.
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For the purposes of clarity, some of the groupings have been categorized
differently for this review, so that like variables can be discussed together. These
categories are Personality, Demographic, Human capital, and
Organizational/industrial/regional variables. The groupings used by Judge et al (1995)
and Ng et al (2005) are very similar, so they can easily be folded together. Melamed’s
human capital grouping, however, contains elements that fall into different categories, so
they have been split up in order to offer clearer comparison of findings. Personality
variables are called “stable individual differences” by Ng et al (2005) and “job-specific
human capital” variables by Melamed (1996). Demographic variables are discussed by
Judge et al (1995) under that name, and are called socio-demographic variables by Ng et
al (2005). Judge et al (1995) and Ng et al (2005) both discussed human capital variables,
and Melamed’s (1996) job-relevant human capital variables and career options variables
are included here. Judge et al’s motivational variables are also included in the human
capital category. Finally Judge et al’s (1995) organizational, industrial, and regional
variables are discussed in the same section as Ng et al’s (2005) organizational
sponsorship variables and Melamed’s (1996) opportunities structure variables.

Personality variables
Personality variables have been researched particularly in relation to gender
differences in objective career success. The empirical data has found that characteristics
such as extraversion, independence, self-confidence, masculinity, motivation and
organizational commitment have a positive relationship with objective career success
(Judge et al, 1995; Melamed, 1996; Tharenou, 2001; Chenevert & Tremblay, 2002).
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Ng et al (2005)’s personality grouping included what they called stable individual
differences variables. In their model, this was operationalized as the Big Five personality
factors (neuroticism, conscientiousness, extroversion, agreeableness, and openness to
experience), proactivity, locus of control, and cognitive ability. Conscientiousness,
extroversion, proactivity, internal locus of control, and cognitive ability were all expected
to positively influence career success. Neuroticism was expected to negatively influence
career success. In their meta analysis, Ng et al determined that these personality
variables were generally measured with commonly used scales, such as the NEO-Five
Factor Inventory (Costa & McCrae, 1992) for the Big Five personality factors or
Bateman and Crant's (1993) measure for proactivity. Cognitive ability was
operationalized by various common mental ability measures such as scores on
standardized intelligence tests, aptitude tests, or critical thinking tests.
Ng et al (2005) reported that neuroticism and agreeableness were negatively
related to both salary and promotions (i.e. objective career success). Conscientiousness,
proactivity, and extroversion on the other hand were positively related to these factors.
Openness to experience, locus of control, and cognitive ability were found to be
positively related to only one of the two objective measures of career success studied:
salary.
Melamed’s (1996) operationalizing of the job specific classification of human
capital is very similar to Ng et al’s work. The first study included personality traits in
this grouping. Personality traits were measured using Cattell’s (1970) 16 Personality
Factor model, combined into five general personality characteristics: extraversion, selfconfidence, tough-mindedness, independence and self-control. Study 1 found that
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extraversion and independence were positively and self-control negatively related to one
measure of objective career success: managerial level. The second study found that
independence and self-control were positively related to one dimension of objective
career success, managerial level, while confidence, tough-mindedness and independence
were positively related to the second measure of objective career success, salary.

Demographic variables
Demographic variables considered by Judge et al (1995) include age, marital
status, employment status of spouse, time devoted to dependent responsibilities, gender,
and minority status. Marital status, age, race, and gender were all collected using
information in the database used in the study, while spouse’s employment status and
hours spent on dependent care were assessed via survey. Being older and married was
predicted to be positively related to objective career success. Having a spouse employed
outside the home, greater dependent care time, being female, or being a minority, on the
other hand, were all expected to be negatively related to objective career success. The
study found that while being older, male, married, and having a non-working spouse were
all related to a higher level of compensation, being older was the only variable that
predicted more promotions (Judge et al, 1995).
Ng et al (2005) included the following socio-demographic variables in their
model: gender, race, marital status, and age. Being married, older, male, and white were
expected to positively influence career success. All of these variables showed the
expected relationship with salary and, with one exception (race), for promotions
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Finally, Melamed’s (1996) job irrelevant classification of human capital also
focused on demographic variables. Her first study included marital status and parenthood
(both measured as Boolean yes/no variables) in this grouping. Marital status was
removed as it was highly correlated with the parenthood variable. The first study did not
find a significant relationship between parental status and objective career success. The
second study, on the other hand, found that parenthood was positively related to
managerial level.

Human capital variables
Judge et al (1995) and Ng et al (2005) define human capital similarly, as
educational, personal, and professional experiences that can enhance an employee’s value
to an employer (Judge et al) or career attainment (Ng et al). Melamed, on the other hand,
defines human capital as personal attributes that can be converted “into rewards on the
labour market” (Melamed, 1996, p 218). Although this definition is still quite similar, it
may explain the very different variables that Melamed included in this grouping, (i.e.
variables that the other two researchers defined as personality or demographic variables).
These differences are discussed in more detail below.
Various researchers have looked at the impact of human capital on objective
career success. A number of variables have been reported to affect objective career
success, including education and work experience (Stroh, Brett & Reilly, 1992;
Chenevert & Tremblay, 2002); job and work variables, such as administrative or budget
responsibilities and hours worked (Judge et al, 1995; Melamed, 1996; Chenevert &
Tremblay, 2002); and career variables, such as tenure, job changes, and work
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interruptions. With two exceptions, these relationships are generally positive. Voluntary
turnover is negatively associated with objective career success for women, while career
interruptions are negatively associated with objective career success for men (Cannings
& Montmarquette, 1991; Melamed, 1996; Chenevert & Tremblay, 2002; Kirchmeyer,
2002).
Judge et al (1995) defines human capital to include the following variables: level
of education; type of degree obtained (business, law, engineering, or other); university
quality (including whether the university was Ivy League); job tenure; occupational
tenure; international experience; accomplishment ratings; and service on external board
of directors. All of these items were obtained from fields in the database used, except for
the quality and accomplishment ratings of employees and university quality. University
quality was measured based on the Gourman Report (Gourman, 1993) on higher
education. Quality and accomplishment ratings of the executives were evaluated by
associates at the executive search firm who supplied the database used in the study (Judge
et al, 1995).
Judge et al (1995) hypothesized that human capital variables included in their
model would positively influence objective career success. The data partially supported
this hypothesis. Level of education, type of degree, university quality, attending an Ivy
League university, and accomplishment ratings were all found to positively influence
compensation. Occupational tenure, international experience, and accomplishment
ratings were found to positively influence promotions. Job tenure was found to
negatively influence promotions (Judge et al, 1995).
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Judge et al (1995) also discussed motivational variables, which will be included
here in the human capital category. Motivational variables in this study included job
importance, hours worked, evenings worked, desired work hours, and ambition. Hours
worked per week, evenings worked per month, and desired hours of work per week were
assessed by the survey, while ambition was measured by the number of levels an
executive wished to advance and job importance was measured with an instrument
developed by the Meaning of Work project (MOW International Research Team, 1987).
All of these variables were expected to positively influence objective career success.
Again, this hypothesis was only partially supported. While all of the variables were
found to positively influence compensation, only evenings worked per month, desired
work hours, and ambition positively influence promotions (Judge et al, 1995).
Ng et al (2005) operationalized human capital using number of hours worked,
work centrality (i.e., job involvement), job tenure, organization tenure, work experience,
willingness to transfer, international work experience, education level, career planning,
political knowledge and skills, and social capital variables. Work centrality was defined
by Ng et al (2005, p. 380) as “the psychological investment in work or centrality of work
for self-identity or self-image.” This was generally operationalized with self-reported
measures of job involvement using measures similar to those used by Judge et al (1995)
to measure job importance in the motivational variables category (discussed previously).
Willingness to transfer was measured with self-reported openness to mobility
opportunities, including job rotations, promotions, and relocations. Career planning was
commonly measured using Gould’s (1979) scale. Political knowledge and skills was
measured as both political knowledge and supervisor-focused political tactics measures.
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Social capital included self-reported measures for the number of people the respondents
knew in other functions or levels of the organization, or the extent of networking
activities they engage in. These variables were expected to be positively related to
objective career success. These hypotheses were supported by the data as all the human
capital variables were positively related to salary and with a few exceptions to
promotions. The exceptions included the following: the relationship between political
knowledge and skills was not significant, and salary and job tenure had a negative
association. Finally, there were not enough data to allow conclusions with respect to the
relationship between career planning and promotions.
Findings using Melamed’s job relevant classification of human capital are also
relevant to this discussion. The first study included scholastic mental ability and
education level in this grouping. Mental ability was measured with the scholastic mental
capacity score of the 16 Personality Factor test (Institute for Personality and Ability
Testing, 1972). Education level was measured on a six-point scale by years of schooling.
The second study added two measures of mental ability and work experience (measured
as the number of years in the current job title). Again, the research found that certain
measures of human capital predicted one aspect of objective career success. For
example, the first study found that education was positively related to managerial level,
while the second study found that numerical ability was positively related to salary.
The career options grouping by Melamed includes elements that were grouped as
human capital by other researchers. Career options are defined by Melamed (1996) as
choices and decisions made by employees throughout their career, such as occupational
choice and career moves. For the first study, three career-move decisions were used for
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career options variables: tenure, frequency of changing employers, and frequency of
changing jobs. These were measured numerically by looking at the reported number of
employers, job titles, and years of service (tenure). In the second study, two occupational
decisions were added: job social class and job type. Job social class was a self-selected
choice of one of five groups (i.e., professional, manual, skilled, etc), while job type was
measured using standard occupational classifications. Job change was removed from the
analysis as it was highly correlated with employer change.
Certain job type and job change choices were expected to be positively associated
with objective career success. Frequent job change was found in the first study to be
positively related to managerial level. In contrast, in the second study it was negatively
related to salary, except in cases where frequent job change was paired with infrequent
employer change (which had a positive association). The second study found that
professional and high-level jobs were related positively to both salary and managerial
level. Finally, the first study found that tenure was positively related to managerial level.

Organizational, industrial, and regional variables
Ng et al (2005, p. 371) included organizational sponsorship, or the “extent to
which organizations provide special assistance to employees to facilitate their career
success” in their model. Organizational sponsorship variables included career
sponsorship, supervisor support, training and skill development opportunities, and
organizational resources variables. They hypothesized that these variables would all
positively influence career success. Career sponsorship was measured as a self-reported
extent to which the participant receives sponsorship from others in their organization,
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from any source, such as challenging tasks, exposure, visibility, protection, sponsorship,
or coaching. Supervisor support was defined as emotional and work-related social
support from supervisors, and was measured by multi-item self-reported measures.
Training and skill development opportunities were measured by self-reported perceptions
of the extent of such opportunities. The organizational resources variable was measured
by organization size, as the number of employees in the organization. All four
organizational sponsorship variables were positively associated with salary. Career
sponsorship and training and skill development were both positively but weakly
associated with promotions.
Opportunities structures—or the “social contexts that determine the progress
opportunities open to employees”—was examined on an organizational, occupational,
regional, and industrial level by Melamed (1996, p. 222).
For the first study, three regional opportunities structure measures were used:
average wage, unemployment rate, and number of vacant jobs in job centres. These
values were all obtained from official publications of the British Central Statistical
Office. Ultimately, the regional vacancies variable was removed from the model as it
was highly correlated with the average wage variable. For the second study, three
industry opportunities-structure variables were added: average salary in industry, salary
gap between top and low earners, and size of the workforce in the industry. The data was
obtained from official publications of the British Central Statistical Office. For the first
study, organizational opportunities included the variables promotion opportunities and
position power. Promotion opportunities were measured by the ratio of the number of
employees between the two adjacent job grades within the respondents’ regional office.
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Position power was measured by defining departments as either line or staff departments,
and was rated by two independent judges. In the second study, promotion opportunities
was dropped due to a low response rate and type of industry (service or manufacturing),
industrial sector (public or private) and the size of the workforce within the organization
(grouped into eight levels) were added. Study two also included occupational
opportunities structures, which was operationalized using two variables: average salary in
occupation, and salary gap between top and low earners in occupation. These data were
obtained from official publications of the British Central Statistical Office. Regional
vacancies, industry wage gap, industry type and occupation wage gap were omitted due
to interrelations.
This research showed that organizational variables were associated with some
dimensions of objective career success. For example, study one found that promotion
opportunities were positively related to managerial level. Study two found that a
prosperous region and working in the private sector were positively related to managerial
level, while a prosperous region and prosperous occupation were positively related to
salary.

2.3.1.C

Gender-based differences in objective career success
When looking at gender differences in objective career success, it is first

important to demonstrate that this difference actually exists. Various researchers have
attempted to argue that the difference between men and women’s objective career success
is not due to discrimination, but rather, can be attributed to gender difference in
situational factors (such as educational level, for example). According to this school of
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thought, gender differences in objective career success will disappear concomitant with
gender differences in these situational factors (Chenevert and Tremblay, 2002).
Other researchers (Cannings and Montmarquette, 1991; Chenevert and Tremblay,
2002) have attempted to disprove the notion that women are disadvantaged by either
covert or overt discrimination in organizations, by statistically eliminating the influence
of gender on career progression in their data analysis. Although such studies were able to
eliminate the influence of gender on some aspects of career progression, such as the
number or speed of promotions, they were not able to counter the effect of gender on
other aspects, such as salary and hierarchical level (Chenevert and Tremblay, 2002).
The glass ceiling theory is the most common explanation for women’s difficulty
in obtaining objective career success, even when situational factors have been accounted
for. In particular, this theory accounts for women’s poor representation at management
levels. The glass ceiling theory suggests that women reach a certain middle management
level, above which it is very difficult for women to rise. Studies have found that biases
tend to be more pronounced at higher organizational levels (Morrison, White & Van
Velsor, 1992; Auster, 2001). Tharenou (2001) also suggests that in organizations
dominated by male hierarchies, there may also be a “sticky floor” below the “glass
ceiling” that prevents women from advancing into lower and middle management.
Part of the explanation for this outcome is that either overt or covert biases held
by superiors prevent women from being promoted. Employers and superiors may hold
stereotypical views of women’s lesser attachment to their careers, perceive women as not
having the personality traits appropriate for management, or may be concerned about the
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likelihood of career interruption (Bielby & Baron, 1986; Cannings, 1988; Liff & Ward,
2001 ).

Even in equity-friendly organizations, “far more powerful informal practices”
often reinforce gender-based differences (Liff & Ward, 2001, p. 30). Lyness and
Thompson (1997) found that 72 percent of the women they interviewed cited stereotypes
about women’s roles and abilities as a barrier to their career advancement. Others note
that women are less likely to receive signals from the organization to expect a promotion
(Cassirer & Reskin, 2000). In addition, female managers may have difficulty getting the
message of their career commitment across to superiors who assume that they are less
ambitious than their male peers (Liff & Ward, 2001).
It is also useful to look at the patterns of difference in objective career success
(commonly operationalized as salary, total compensation, salary growth, promotions, or
place in the hierarchy by researchers) between men and women. Numerous studies have
shown that women do obtain less objective career success than men do, even when
controlling for other explanatory factors. However, different studies have shown
different patterns in rewards. Table 2-2, below, summarizes the findings from various
studies and compares the findings for rewards in terms of pay and in terms of rank. Both
the table below and several meta-analytical studies (Ng et al, 2005; Powell & Mainiero,
1992; Chenevert and Tremblay, 2002) found that, overall, women do tend to gain fewer
objective rewards than men, but the pattern of rewards found by researchers is not always
the same.
Four articles showed comparisons between the pay rewards than men and women
received. In three cases, women tended to receive less pay rewards that men did (Stroh,
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Brett, & Reilly, 1992; Chenevert & Tremblay, 2002; Ng et al, 2005). In one case, women
actually received higher pay rewards, with committed female employees receiving
greater salary increases, even though the same study found that men tended to earn higher
salaries (Chenevert & Tremblay, 2002). One study found that women’s pay rewards
were the same as men’s (Lyness & Thompson, 1997).
Seven articles compared the rewards in rank that men and women received. Four
o f these articles showed that women received lesser rewards in rank than men did
(Cannings & Montmarquette, 1991; Powell & Mainiero, 1992; Lyness & Thompson,
1997; Chenevert & Tremblay, 2002). One article found that women tended to be
promoted more quickly than men (Tsui & Gutek, 1984) and another that women tended
to hold higher hierarchical positions, even though the same study found that women were
promoted more slowly and men more likely to be rewarded with promotions (Chenevert
& Tremblay, 2002). Two articles found that men and women had similar promotion rates
(Stroh, Brett, & Reilly, 1992; Ng et al, 2005).
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Table 2-2: Comparison of rewards found for men and women
Summary

Finding
women more likely to be rewarded

Pay *

Group studied
committed employees

senior managers

Lyness & Thompson, 1997

women had less salary

managers who had taken

Stroh, Brett, & Reilly, 1992

progression

job transfers

Pay =

w om en’s salaries were the same

Pay *

men tended to earn higher salaries successful public sector

Pay *

Chenevert & Tremblay,
2002

with salary increases

Pay *

Source

women tended to be rewarded

Chenevert & Tremblay,

managers

2002

meta-analysis

Ng e ta l, 2005

managers

Tsui & Gutek, 1984

with lower salaries
Rank *

women were promoted faster than
men

Rank

4

women tended to hold higher

successful public sector

Chenevert & Tremblay,

hierarchical positions

managers

2002

women had sim ilar promotion

managers who had taken

Stroh, Brett, & Reilly, 1992

rates

job transfers

Rank =

women promoted as often as men

meta-analysis

R ank*

women were promoted more

Rank =

middle mangers

slowly
R ank*

w om en’s promotions were less

Ng et al, 2005
Cannings & Montmarquette,
1991

meta-analysis

Powell & Mainiero, 1992

vital to their firms
R ank*

women had few er subordinates

senior managers

Lyness & Thompson, 1997

and less authority
R ank*

women were promoted more

managers

slowly
R ank*

men more likely to be rewarded
with promotions

Chenevert & Tremblay,
2002

committed employees

Chenevert & Tremblay,
2002

In addition, the empirical data suggests that the situation is changing, perhaps due
to equal pay efforts over the past several decades. Kirchmeyer (2002), for example,

found that women appeared to be advancing more slowly before the mid 1990’s, and that
since then the situation has improved (although women were disadvantaged by starting
from a lower benchmark in previous years). In their meta-analysis, Ng et al (2005) also
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found evidence that the gender-salary relationship has lessened over the past ten years,
although the gender-promotion relationship has not.
In summary, there is sufficient evidence to say that there are gender differences in
objective career success that cannot be explained purely by differences in situational
factors. Gender-related pressures or biases do seem to play a role. At this point, we
cannot, however, make specific predictions about how the measures of objective career
success (such as pay or promotions) will vary with gender. The empirical research
results in different findings, perhaps based on national or organizational cultures, specific
differences in the methodology used, or the time period when the research was
undertaken.

2.3.2 Subjective career success
Hughes originally distinguished between the objective and subjective careers in
1937. Hughes (1937, p. 409) sees the objective career as “a series of status and clearly
defined offices” (in a rigidly structured society) or “typical sequences of position,
achievement, responsibility, and even of adventure” (in a less rigid one). In contrast,
Hughes sees the subjective career as “the moving perspective in which the person sees his
life as a whole and interprets the meaning of his various attributes, actions, and the things
which happen to him” (1937, p. 409-410). These definitions lay the groundwork for
more modem definitions o f the objective and subjective career.

Nevertheless, by the early 1990s, little research had been done into the subjective
definitions of career success held by managers (Herriot, Gibbons, Pemberton & Jackson,
1994; Poole, Langan-Fox & Omodei, 1993). Researchers did acknowledge, however, the
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need to examine both types of success, and recognized that individuals seek more than
pay and promotion from their careers (Gattiker & Larwood, 1988; Howard & Bray, 1988;
Judge et al, 1995; Sturges, 1999; Heslin, 2003). The rising interest in subjective career
success may relate to the rise of the “protean career” with its increased focus on selffulfillment and internal criteria for success (Hall & Moss, 1998).
Heslin (2005, p. 114) follows Hughes in defining subjective career success as “an
individual’s reactions to his or her unfolding career experiences.” These reactions may
reflect standard societal markers of career success as well as personal ones and may be
related to both intrinsic and extrinsic aspects of career (Greenhaus, Parasuraman &
Wormley, 1990). It is experienced directly by the individual, is defined by the
individual’s reactions to or judgments about their career (Burke, 2001), and it is based on
subjective criteria (Gattiker & Larwood, 1986). Dyke & Orser (2005, p. 36) point out,
however, that “there is no accepted typology of success” and that few studies have
examined the link between subjective success criteria and the individual’s overall rating
of their own success.
Subjective career success is often operationalized as career satisfaction (Heslin,
2005; Ng et al, 2005; Greenhaus et al, 1990; Judge et al, 1995). Career satisfaction is
defined as an individual’s “feelings of accomplishment and satisfaction with their
careers” (Judge et al, 1995, p. 487). Career satisfaction has been operationalized with
various established measures (Greenhaus, Parasuraman & Wormley, 1990; Powell &
Mainiero, 1992). Subjective career success is also sometimes operationalized as job
satisfaction, or as job and career satisfaction together (Heslin, 2005; Powell & Mainiero,
1992; Ng et al, 2005; Judge et al, 1995). Job satisfaction is defined as how content an
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individual is with his or her job and has been operationalized using various measures
(Scarpello & Campbell, 1983; Judge et al, 1995).

2.3.2.a Theoretical models of subjective career success
Four articles have been selected as key to identifying the determinants of
subjective career success: Judge et al (1995), Ng et al (2005), Heslin (2003) and Dyke
and Orser (2005). Judge et al (1995) and Ng et al (2005), as in the objective career
success section, have been selected for their broad and rigorous empirical approach.
Heslin (2003) and Dyke and Orser (2005) have been selected for the unique perspectives
they bring to the discussion, supported by good empirical foundations. A description of
the methodology and groupings of variables used by Judge et al (1995) and Ng et al
(2005) appears above in Section 2.3.1.a and will not be repeated here. The groupings of
variables are the same for subjective career success, with a few exceptions. Judge et al
(1995) included objective career success as a predictor of subjective career success, while
Heslin (2003) included the relationship of self- and other-referent career success with
subjective career success. Dyke and Orser (2005) used principle components analysis to
identify the following variable groupings: organizational performance, rewarding work,
balanced life, financial rewards, community impact, and personal well-being.
Judge et al (1995, p. 493) conceptualizes subjective career success “as consisting
o f two components: current job satisfaction and career satisfaction.” Judge et al (1995, p.
497) defined job satisfaction according to Locke’s (1976, p. 1300), definition as “a
pleasurable or positive emotional state resulting from an appraisal of one's job or job
experiences." It was operationalized using three different satisfaction measures: a Gallup
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Poll measure of job satisfaction (not referenced), a single item adaptation of the G. M.
Faces Scale (Scarpello & Campbell, 1983), and an adapted version of the Fordyce
Percent Time Satisfied (Diener, 1984). Career satisfaction was defined as “the
satisfaction individuals derive from intrinsic and extrinsic aspects of their careers,
including pay, advancement, and developmental opportunities” (Judge et al, 1995, p 487)
and measured using a scale developed by Greenhaus, Parasuraman, and Wormley (1990).
Although Judge et al (1995) measured subjective career success using both job and career
satisfaction, they reported the results separately for each, and they found that the
variables that predicted job satisfaction tended to be different from those that predicted
career satisfaction (Judge et al, 1995, p. 506).
Ng et al (2005) included in their meta-analysis only those articles that
operationalized subjective career success as career satisfaction. They do not strictly
define career satisfaction, but do refer to it as a measure of subjective career success that
captures “individuals' subjective judgments about their career attainments” (Ng et al,
2005, p. 368-9).
Heslin (2003, p. 271) measured overall subjective career success using a single
item satisfaction Likert scale, in response to the question “Everything considered, how
successful do you consider your career to date?” Heslin’s study examined 71 Canadian
part-time MBA students. Heslin does not present a visual model, but the relationships
tested in his study are shown in Figure 2-3.
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Figure 2-3: Heslin’s (2003) model of criteria affecting subjective career success

Self-referent
criteria

Implicit person theory type
(being an entity theorist or
an incremental theorist)

------------ ►

Subjective
career
success

Other-referent
criteria

Dyke and Orser (2005) surveyed 545 middle and upper level managers in private
and public organizations, augmented by 24 women from the list of Canada’s Top 100
Most Powerful Women. They defined subjective career success as overall career success,
measured using 5-item Likert scale questions asking respondents to rate their overall
career success.
The models presented by Judge et al (1995) and Ng et al (2005) demonstrate the
relationship between the predictors and subjective career success, as can be seen in
Figure 2-1 and Figure 2-2 above. Although Heslin (2003) did not provide his diagram of
the model, he predicts that both self-referent criteria (compared to the individual’s own
aspirations) and other-referent (compare to the perceived attainments and expectations of
peers) will predict subjective career success. No hypotheses were made regarding the
specific elements that might make up self- and other-referent criteria.
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Dyke and Orser (2005) do not identify a model up-front. Rather, they asked
participants to rate 24 success criteria on (1) the importance of each criterion for
evaluating their career success and (2) how successful they had been on each criterion.
The 24 criteria were based on a proposed typology of career success developed by Dyke
and Orser (2005), shown below in Figure 2-4. A principal components analysis then
resulted in the 24 criteria being combined into 6 groupings. This 6-factor solution
(organizational performance, rewarding work, balanced life, financial rewards,
community impact, and personal well-being) explained 57 percent of the variance in
scores.
Figure 2-4: A Typology of Success Criteria (Dyke & Orser, 2005)
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2.3.2.b Determinants of subjective career success
As described above, the researcher’s findings are reorganized into Personality,
Demographic, Human capital, and Organizational/industrial/regional groupings in this
discussion. Objective career success and Frame of reference groupings are also included
in this section to reflect the additional determinants of subjective career success examined
by Judge et al (1995) and Heslin (2003). Dyke and Orser’s (2005) 6 factors can also be
folded into the existing groups, with the exception of two new groupings: job variables
and work-life balance variables.

Objective career success variables
Objective career success was posited by Judge et al (1995) as one of the key
elements of subjective career success, and was measured as described above (i.e. as total
annual cash compensation and number of upward changes in job levels). Although Judge
et al (1995) measured objective career success using both pay and promotions; they
reported the results separately for each measure. The hypothesis that objective career
success would positively predict subjective success was only partially supported by the
data. While both pay and promotions were found to positively influence career
satisfaction, they were not associated with job satisfaction.
Ng et al (2005) operationalized objective career success as total compensation and
promotions. They predicted that objective and subjective career success would be
positively related but still distinct constructs. This prediction was supported by the data.
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Dyke and Orser’s (2005) analysis led to financial rewards (including income,
employee benefits, and stability of income) being created as a factor. Financial rewards
had the highest correlation with the respondent’s self-evaluations of their overall success.

Frames o f reference variables
In this context, frames of reference (Judge et al, 1995) describe the standards or
context by which individuals measure their career success. Individuals may use these
frames to measure their success against either their internal standards, or the success of
others.
Judge et al (1995) suggested that “frames of reference,” comparing either to the
self or to others, should influence subjective career success. In the analysis, Judge et al
(1995, p. 494) suggest that demographic, human capital, and motivational variables
“influence the internal standards by which career success is judged” and that they act as
the frames of reference individuals use to evaluate their subjective career success. This
idea—that specific variables act as frames of reference by which individuals compare
themselves to their peers—is not actually tested in their data analysis. Rather, it is part of
the reasoning for considering the impact of variables such as age, education, industry, or
job experience on subjective career success. The hypotheses and results for these
variables are discussed in the relevant sections.
Heslin (2003) measured self- and other-referent career success using several
different tests, including: 1) an open-ended question where comments were coded as
either self- or other-referent, 2) twelve Likert-scale items measuring success compared to
self or to peers, 3) a measure estimating career success under six hypothetical scenarios
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relative to peers and 4) two additional Likert-type scales measuring attention paid to the
success of peers and measuring success compared to peers. The study found that when
the participants evaluated their career success, 89% used self-referent criteria and 68%
used other-referent criteria (Heslin, 2003). Self-referent success accounted for 30% of
the variance in overall career success, while other-referent success accounted for an
additional 12% of the variance.

Personality variables
Ng et al (2005) included what they called stable individual differences variables
in their model. They operationalized this using the Big Five personality factors
(neuroticism, conscientiousness, extroversion, agreeableness, and openness to
experience), proactivity, locus of control, and cognitive ability, as defined and measured
in Section 2.3.1.b. These variables were predicted to be more strongly related to
subjective than objective career success. This hypothesis was supported by the data.
Neuroticism was negatively related to career satisfaction, while conscientiousness,
extroversion, agreeableness, proactivity, locus of control, and openness to experience
were positively related to career satisfaction.

Demographic variables
Judge et al (1995) predicted that the following demographic variables would
predict subjective career success: age, marital status, employment status of spouse, time
devoted to dependent responsibilities, gender, and minority status (see Section 2.3.1.b).
Age was predicted to be negatively associated with subjective career success, while being
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female or non-white was expected to be positively associated. Predictions were not made
for the other variables. As predicted, being older or white was negatively associated with
career satisfaction, as were higher levels of dependent care time (Judge et al, 1995).
Ng et al (2005) included the following socio-demographic variables in their
model: gender, race, marital status, and age (see Section 2.3.1.b). These variables were
predicted to be less strongly related to subjective than objective career success. This was
found to be true when the comparison was between salary and career satisfaction. Fewer
significant differences were found when promotions were compared to career
satisfaction. Race and marital status showed a weak relationship with career satisfaction.

Human capital variables
Level of education, type of degree obtained (business, law, engineering, or other),
university quality (including whether the university was Ivy League), job tenure,
occupational tenure, international experience, accomplishment ratings, and service on an
external board of directors were the human capital variables included by Judge et al
(1995). These measures are defined in Section 2.3.1.b above. Higher job experience,
occupational experience, education quality, attendance at an Ivy League university, and
executive accomplishment ratings were all expected to be negatively related to subjective
career satisfaction. The logic behind this prediction is that, for two executives earning
similar salaries (i.e. having the same level of objective career success), the executive with
a more prestigious educational or career background will be less satisfied with their level
of objective career success. Support for these hypotheses was somewhat mixed. Judge et
al (1995) found that university quality positively predicted job satisfaction, while
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engineering degrees, university quality, and accomplishment ratings were partially
associated with career satisfaction. Occupational tenure was negatively associated with
the measure of subjective career success.
Motivational variables considered by Judge et al (1995) included job importance,
hours worked, evenings worked, desired work hours, and ambition. Again the measures
used were defined as described earlier in this thesis (see Section 2.3.1 .b). Ambition was
predicted to be negatively associated with subjective career success. This was found to
be true, as ambition negatively predicted both job and career satisfaction. Evenings
worked per month and hours of work desired were positively associated with job
satisfaction.
As noted in Section 2.3.1.b, Ng et al (2005) operationalized human capital using
number of hours worked, job involvement, job tenure, organization tenure, work
experience, willingness to transfer, international work experience, education level, career
planning, political knowledge and skills, and social capital variables. These variables
were predicted to be positively related to subjective career success, but the association
was expected to be weaker than with objective career success. There was only partial
support for this hypothesis. Number of hours worked, work centrality, education level,
career planning, and social capital were all positively associated with career satisfaction
(Ng et al, 2005). Salary, work centrality and social capital were more strongly associated
with career satisfaction than with objective measures of career success, but this was not
the case for the other variables.
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Job-related variables
Dyke and Orser (2005) found two job-related variables: rewarding work and
community impact. Community impact included environmental impact, professional
recognition, and creating employment, while rewarding work included supportive work
culture, reputation of organization, competent colleagues, professional autonomy, and
employment flexibility. Rewarding work was the second highest correlation with
respondent’s self-evaluations of overall success, but community impact had a median
level of correlation.

Work-life balance variables
Two of Dyke and Orser’s (2005) factors (balanced life and personal well-being)
can be categorized here as work-life balance related variables. Balanced life included
personal relationships, managing work/life demands, intellectual activities, dependent
care/parenting, and spiritual well-being, while personal well-being included personal
health and being active in the community. Out of the six factors identified by Dyke and
Orser (2005) in their study, the balanced life and personal well-being factors had the two
lowest correlations with the respondent’s overall subjective evaluations of their career
success.

Organizational, industrial, and regional variables
Judge et al (1995) examined organization size, success, being a publicly traded
company, region, and industry. These variables were defined and measured as described
above in Section 2.3.1.b. While none of these variables was predicted to influence
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subjective career success, organization success was found to be positively associated with
job satisfaction and career satisfaction. In addition, one industry sector (consumer
durable goods) had higher levels of career satisfaction than the others did. Since this was
the only significant result, it may be spurious.
As noted earlier (in Section 2.3.1 .b) Ng et al (2005) also examined the following
organizational sponsorship variables in their model: career sponsorship, supervisor
support, training and skill development opportunities, and organizational resources
variables. These variables were predicted to be more strongly related to subjective than
objective career success. The data supported this hypothesis. Career sponsorship,
supervisor support, training, and skill development opportunities were all positively and
strongly related to career satisfaction.
Dyke and Orser’s (2005) organizational performance factor can be included here.
It included the variables employee relations, customer relations and image, product or
service quality, employee productivity, organizational profitability, and investor relations.
This factor had a median level of correlation with the respondent’s self-evaluations of
their career success.

2.3.2.C

Gender-based differences in subjective career success
As with gender differences in objective career success, it is useful to start by

demonstrating that the difference exists. This section will first present some evidence
from the literature regarding gender differences in men’s and women’s subjective career
success. Then it will present two different theories that have been proposed to explain
those differences: 1) the idea that men have a different and more objective model of
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career success than the “subjective” female model; and 2) that women have lower
expectations of career success because of their lower possibilities for objective career
success.
There is significant support in the literature for the idea that men and women do
tend to define career success differently. In her study of managers’ personal definitions
of career success, Sturges (1999, p. 248) found that men tended to see life success as
“driven by career success.” They tended to measure their success by their position in the
hierarchy and value pay for the status it conferred (Sturges, 1999). Women, on the other
hand, seemed to be much more concerned with issues of balance and with achieving
success in their lives as a whole rather than in objective success criteria such as salary
and promotions (Powell & Mainiero, 1992; Sturges, 1999).
In a similar vein, a number of researchers have found that women tend to define
career success differently from the “male” pay and promotions model (O’Connor &
Wolfe, 1987; Powell & Mainiero, 1992; Sturges, 1999; Russo, Kelly & Deacon, 1991)
and focus more on subjective internal career success. Women may be more likely to
define their career success as “how they are feeling about their careers, rather than what
their careers actually look like” (Powell & Mainiero, 1992, p. 220, emphasis original) and
these feelings appear to be more complex than only a sense of achievement (Hardesty and
Jacobs, 1986). Sturges’ (1999) study of managers’ definitions of success, for example,
found that women were more likely to define success by intangible criteria such as
accomplishment, achievement and personal recognition; to desire advancement in order
to obtain influence, recognition, or more interesting work; and to value pay for its utility,
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not for its status (Sturges, 1999). Women may put more emphasis on personal fulfillment
and security (Parker and Chusmir, 1992).
Dyke and Murphy (2006) found more support for a gender-based difference in
definitions of career success in their study of a snowballed sample of individuals with
notable work-related achievements. Women tended to focus on balance and
relationships, as 50% of the women mentioned something related to the theme of balance.
Men focused more on material success (45%), although they did address other elements
as well, in particular relationships (30%), making a contribution, and having freedom.
Financial rewards were an important component of success for almost 50% of the men
interviewed.
On the other hand, in their comparison of men’s and women’s self-evaluations of
their overall career success, Dyke and Orser (2005, p. 40) found “no significant gender
differences in the importance of organizational performance, community impact, personal
well-being or financial rewards.” They did, however, find that women found rewarding
work and a balanced life to be more important to their career success than men did. This
finding gives some additional support to the idea that when defining career success,
women place more emphasis on intrinsic criteria (as opposed to extrinsic criteria) than
men do. Interestingly, their study also found that women had higher ratings of their
overall feeling of success.
There are two main themes in researchers’ explanations for gender differences in
subjective career success. Some researchers have suggested the divergence is due to
socialized or innate differences in men and women’s concepts of a successful career, with
men tending to emphasize more objective criteria. For example, the objective definition
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of career success is sometimes described as a “male” concept of career success (Powell &
Mainiero, 1992), and some researchers have suggested that women’s lower promotion
rates are due to a lack of interest in advancement (Hoffman & Reed, 1981; Schultz,
1990). Although there is some support for this hypothesis, researchers in this area need
to take care that they do not fall into the trap of stereotypes about the “subjective
feminine” and the “objective masculine”.
Another interpretation of men and women’s differences in subjective career
success hypothesizes that these differences are caused by women’s lowered expectations
due to the influences of national and organizational cultures. According to this school of
thought, women’s definitions of career success are influenced by their socialization
(Gallos, 1989; Gilligan, 1982) as well as by the structural barriers they experience in
organizations (Davidson & Cooper, 1992; Poole et al, 1993; Sturges, 1999). In other
words, women may adjust their definitions of career success to accommodate the
limitations on their options (structural barriers) or what they or others believe to be their
limitations (socialization barriers). This interpretation of the data also receives some
support from the empirical literature. Compared to their male counterparts, women
appear to have lower expectations for pay and promotions (Greenberg & McCarty, 1990)
lower expectations about career opportunities and attainments (Judge et al, 1995; Ng et
al, 2005) and appear to be “more satisfied with the same” (Kirchmeyer, 2002, p. 20).

2.4 Decision to seek a promotion
The decision to seek a promotion in general has not been much studied, perhaps
because researchers have assumed that any employee (i.e. any male employee) will seek
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a promotion if it is available, or because in most organizations promotion-seeking
processes are informal and thus difficult to study. In general, the literature on careerrelated decision-making appears to concentrate more on women’s career choices, or on
contrasting men’s and women’s career choices (often in an effort to understand how these
career choices may affect women’s lowered objective career success) than it does on the
theory of career-related decision-making in general. Because it is so difficult to separate
these bodies of literature, the impact of gender on career-related decision-making will be
discussed concurrently with decision-making in general. This approach will also
highlight the gap in information about men’s career-related decision-making (as opposed
to women’s). This section of the review will examine what is known about the decision
to seek a promotion. It begins with a definition of career-related decision-making in
general. Next, the scope will be narrowed specifically to the decision to seek a job
promotion, examining theoretical and operational definitions and the variables that
researchers have theorized or demonstrated that individuals take into account when
deciding whether to seek a promotion. It should be noted that this study will focus on the
decision to seek a promotion to management, not only the decision to seek a promotion.
It is important to make the distinction because of the unique attributes and requirements
of the management job.
Finally, gaps in the existing literature are addressed by undertaking a review of
other studies regarding decisions to leave the workforce or to work less, from which we
can infer information about career-related decisions in general, such as the decision to
seek a promotion.
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2.4.1 What is career-related decision-making?
Hastie and Dawes (2001) define a decision as a response to a situation that
includes more than one possible course of action, where the decision-maker has
expectations concerning both the outcomes and consequences from each course of action.
Thus, decision-making is the process of making this decision. Researchers generally treat
decision-making as a rational process, based on the concept of prospective rationality, or
the idea that decisions are "based on a search for and use of information that allows the
decision maker to form rational expectations about how good or bad the alternatives are
likely to be" (O'Reilly & Caldwell, 1981, p. 598).
For the purposes of this review, career-related decision-making is defined as the
act of making decisions that are related to an individual’s career. Understanding the
process of making a career-related decision can allow us to improve the quality of
decisions or to influence them in a particular direction. For instance, if an employer
wishes to encourage their employees to seek management jobs, then understanding the
process by which employees decide whether to pursue management can help the
employer to make conditions conducive to the outcome they desire.
Decision-making is more difficult to define operationally. Since the actual
decision-making process takes place inside a person’s thoughts and may “leave no
concrete trace of the exact moment of its passing” (Langley, 1999, p. 693) researchers
must rely either on observable behaviors or on an individual’s description of their thought
processes in order to “measure” the cognitive decision.
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2.4.2 Theoretical models of decisions to seek a promotion
Theories of decision-making, such as expectancy theory (Vroom, 1964), rely on
the idea that career decisions and behaviors are guided by the individual’s desired
outcomes and expectation of attaining those outcomes through the decision (London,
1983). Thus, if a decision seems to be irrational or poor, it is assumed to be caused by
“inferior information, misperceptions, or inaccurate interpretation of information”
(London, 1983, p. 625). Much of decision theory research focuses on understanding how
to optimize decision-making or on identifying difficulties that would prevent individuals
or groups from making optimal decisions.
There are a variety of decision-making models that attempt to describe how
individuals identify the need for a decision; identify the possible decision options; gather
information on which to base the decision, including possible outcomes; and select
strategies by which to enact the decision. However, on a simplified level, London’s
(1983) model of career motivation, shown in Figure 2-5, provides a good basis for
understanding the type of decisions considered in this thesis.
Figure 2-5: An Interactive Model of Career Motivation Components (London, 1983)
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London’s model presents proposed relationships among the individual and
situational characteristics and the decisions and behaviors. The solid-line relationships
noted as 1,2, and 3 all represent prospective rationality processes (i.e. evaluations based
on rational expectations about the potential outcomes). The dashed-line relationships
noted as 4, 5, and 6 represent retrospective rationality processes (i.e. evaluations based on
other’s evaluations, characteristics of the organization’s environment, and/or outcomes or
consistency with the individual’s past behaviour). Individual characteristics are expected
to directly influence decisions and behaviours, and may also interact with situational
characteristics to affect them. For example, the correspondence between the individual
and the situation may affect an individual’s decision. In addition, individual
characteristics can influence the individual’s interpretation of the situation. Situational
characteristics are expected to directly affect—by restricting or determining—an
individual’s decisions and behaviours. Situational characteristics can also influence
current individual characteristics, as the individual has feelings in reaction to the
environment. Past decisions and behaviours are expected to influence an individual’s
characteristics, in particular because an individual may strive to maintain consistency
between past behaviours and current attitudes.
As shown in Figure 2-6 below, the elements of London’s (1983) model can be
shifted to place the emphasis on the outcome (the decision) and on an expectancy
approach to decision-making. Figure 2-6 shows only the paths of interest to this study.
The model shown in Figure 2-6 will form the basis of the proposed model of the decision
to seek a promotion, to be tested by this thesis (in Section 3.1). The rest of this review of
the decision-making literature will compare researchers’ models to this proposed model.
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Figure 2-6 : Proposed Model of a Rational Decision-making Process
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Other models of career-related decision-making, such as that proposed by Mihal,
Sorce and Comte (1984) are far more complex (see Figure 2-7 below). This model takes
into account “influencing variables, decision process behavior and situations, and the
process of decision implementation” (Mihal, Sorce & Comte, 1984, p. 96). It also
integrates the idea of a cognitive map, the “internal model of the world and self,” and the
idea that the career assessment process is ongoing and cyclical (Mihal, Sorce, & Comte,
1984, p. 96). Mihal, Sorce, and Comte (1984) suggest that career decisions are prompted
by a career role discrepancy, which they define as a perceived gap between the current
state and the ideal state. It is useful to note that the model includes not only the internal
cognitive process of the decision, but also the actions taken by an individual based on that
decision.
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Figure 2-7: Process Model of Individual Career Decision Making (Mihal, Sorce &
Comte, 1984)
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As shown in Figure 2-8, this more complex model can also be simplified to the
same three factors shown previously in Figure 2-6 (i.e. individual characteristics,
situational characteristics, and the resulting decision and related behaviours) by removing
the paths describing the cognitive decision process and the post-decision processes and
simplifying the remaining paths. In this case, the primary difference is that the situational
characteristics are shown as a moderator of the effect of the individual characteristics,
instead of the reverse as shown in Figure 2-6.
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Figure 2-8: Simplified Version of Mihal, Sorce & Comte’s (1984) Model
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Two more decision-making models will be presented before moving on to a
review of the variables that may influence the decision to seek a promotion: Cassirer and
Reskin (2000) and Powell and Mainiero (1992). These models are drawn from the
review of the decision to seek a promotion literature that will be examined in Section
2.4.3.
Although Cassirer and Reskin (2000) do not present a diagrammatic model, the
descriptions in the text can be presented visually as shown in Figure 2-9. It is interesting
to note that this model, again, is very similar to the proposed model presented above in
Figure 2-6. Cassirer and Reskin’s (2000) model shows organizational structures (one
aspect of situational characteristics) influencing the individual’s promotion aspiration
(related to the actual decision to seek a promotion). This relationship is moderated by
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demographic characteristics (an element of individual characteristics), which also
influence the level of promotion aspiration.
Figure 2-9: Cassirer and Reskin’s (2000) Model of Influences on Promotion
Aspiration
Organizational
stmctures

t t

Promotion aspiration

Demographic
characteristics

Powell and Mainiero (1992) present a literature review of the evidence about
variables that influence women’s career development. Figure 2-10, below, is a visual
interpretation of the model they present. According to these authors, personal factors and
organizational factors are expected to influence career decisions.3
Figure 2-10: Powell and Mainiero’s (1992) Model of Factors Influencing Women’s
Careers

Personal factors
Career decisions
Organizational factors

3 The authors also discuss how societal factors influence opportunities for career success, but do
not extrapolate how these opportunities might influence career-related decision-making.
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This review of key articles has shown that the model of a rational decision
making process proposed in Figure 2-6 is representative of the models in the literature
presented by various authors.

2.4.2.a Gender-based differences in career-related decision-making
This section will first discuss gender-based differences in career-related decision
making in general. Research specifically dealing with how gender may moderate the
effect of other variables on career-related decision-making will be discussed in Sections
2.4.3 and 2.4.4. The findings about these gender-related differences appear to fall into
three categories. The first two of these are similar to the literature on gender differences
in subjective career success: 1) the idea of a male model focusing on more independent
criteria and female model focusing on more holistic criteria, while another, and 2) the
idea that women have lowered ambition because of social or organizational factors. The
third finding is 3) that women appear to plan their careers differently from the way men
do, in order to take into account time to care for children.

The independent male vs. holistic female model
Research in this area suggests that women and men may use different decision
making criteria and strategies when making career-related decisions. In Stone and
Lovejoy’s (2004) assessment of reasons to leave the workforce, they found that women
considered the work environment itself, their children, and their husbands. Similarly,
Mainiero and Sullivan (2005, p. 111-13) found that women evaluate each career action
based on “the impact such decisions may have on her relationships with others” including
children, spouses, elders, friends, coworkers, and clients, and also “whether their choices
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were true to who they are, their vision for work/non-work balance, and their need for
challenging work” in an attempt to find a best fit between relationships and work. In
contrast, they found that men “tended to examine career decisions from the perspective of
goal orientation and independent action” and for the benefit of their career (Mainiero &
Sullivan, 2005, p. 111). In general, these studies focused more on the perspective of
women. Less focus was given to identifying the perspective of men.
It is interesting to note that in their study of 40 successful participants, 35% of the
men evidenced regret, related either to career opportunities or to relationships (Dyke &
Murphy, 2006). This regret about the choices and tradeoffs they had made was rare in
the women’s interviews.

Lowered ambition
Fels (2004) argues that ambition requires both mastery and recognition. As
Hewlett & Luce (2005, p. 48) put it, “a vicious cycle emerges: As women's ambitions
stall, they are perceived as less committed, they no longer get the best assignments, and
this lowers their ambitions further.” The recent media focus on women’s “opting out”
(i.e. choosing to leave the workforce) has also suggested that women are less committed
or less ambitious. However, Hewlett and Luce (2005) found that 17% of the women they
surveyed took an off-ramp from their jobs because they did not find their jobs sufficiently
satisfying or meaningful. This was the third most common response, after child-care or
elder-care responsibilities (44%) and seeking more training (23%).
It has also been suggested that women become disillusioned by corporate politics
at higher levels (Rosin & Korabik, 1989) or that blocked opportunities reduce promotion
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aspirations (Kanter, 1977). Astin (1984) proposes that women’s different socialization
affects their career aspirations, and that in addition these experiences combined with
different (lesser) opportunities constrains their expectations for their work, which then
leads to different career choices. Some studies have borne out this hypothesis, finding
that women have different occupational aspirations, attach less importance to promotions
and tend to have lower promotion aspirations (Cassirer & Reskin, 2000).

Career planning
It also appears that women’s key concerns in their career decisions may differ at
different times in their careers. Mainiero and Sullivan (2005) found that women were
most interested in challenge at the early career stage. By mid-career, they were most
interested in balance and at late career in authenticity (Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005).
While this finding might indicate why older cohort women are less ambitious than
younger ones, it may also reflect the fact that women from earlier generations were less
ambitious.
Other studies support the idea that women who do seek management jobs plan
their careers differently from the way men do. Bailyn (1980) found that women might
well end up at the same level as men in their careers, but that it took them longer to reach
that level due to their family and personal commitments. Cardozo (1986) suggested that
many women use a sequencing strategy of switching focus between career and children
which involves taking a break from their career to care for children full time. Consistent
with this idea is the fact that women in top management positions were more likely to
have delayed marriage and children (White & Cooper, 1995).
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2.4.3 What we know about the variables influencing decisions to seek a promotion
Two articles have been selected in order to identify the variables that influence
the decision whether to seek a promotion: Cassirer and Reskin (2000) and Liff and Ward
(2001). Only two articles are discussed here because the field of articles looking at this
issue from a broad perspective is very small.
Cassirer and Reskin’s (2000) study focussed on promotion aspirations (i.e. the
desire to gain a promotion). The sample consisted of 733 respondents to the 1991
General Social Survey (Davis & Smith, 1991), who were employed (not self-employed)
and answered the career aspiration item discussed earlier. They did not define the term
promotion aspirations but operationalized it using an item that asked respondents how
important being promoted was to them, coded on a 0 to 3 scale.
The second article discussed in this section was done by Liff and Ward (2001).
The authors interviewed 38 junior and middle level managers and 14 senior managers in
a British high street bank about their expectations of “the demands and rewards that
would come with promotion” and their understanding of the promotion process (Liff &
Ward, 2001, p. 22). The participants were selected by the organization as being
individuals likely to achieve promotion or likely to be interested in participating in the
study. Liff and Ward (2000) do not present a model. This was an exploratory research
study, so no predictions or measures were included. In addition, because of the format of
the research, they did not specifically measure levels of ambition, so direct relationships
cannot be reported here. It can, however, be an important paper for this thesis, as it
provides a comprehensive exploration of the factors that individuals take into account
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when considering whether to seek a promotion. As such, it provides some structure for
the model to be proposed in this study.
This discussion will roughly follow the categories used in the career success
section and will include the following groupings: demographic, human capital, jobrelated, work-life balance, and organizational structures (i.e. the existence of structures
facilitating promotional opportunities) variables. Some additional variables suggested by
other authors will also be discussed.

Demographic variables
Cassirer and Reskin (2000) included marital status and having children under age
twelve, as well as gender, in their model. Predictions were not made for the relationship
between marital status and/or the age of children and promotion aspirations. With one
exception, (single men) marital status and parenthood did not moderate the association
between the variables with promotion aspirations. Promotion aspirations of single men
were more positively associated with being in a female-dominated occupation than for
married men. A higher percentage of men than women felt that being promoted was
important (i.e. a high level of promotion aspiration), although being promoted was
important to the majority of both male and female respondents. When the organizational
measures were added to the model it was found that men and women in comparable
organizational locations have similar promotion aspirations.
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Work-life balance variables
As part of their study, Liff and Ward (2001) looked at whether work-life balance
issues were of concern to respondents who were considering promotion to senior
positions. Respondents indicated that a number of work-life balance related factors
concerned them: a lack of visible women with children in senior positions, a lack of
information about flexible work options, a perception that motherhood was equated with
a lack of ambition, negative stereotypes about the ambition of women, and negative
stereotypes about women in management. Liff and Ward (2001) also found that informal
practices reinforced these aspects of the organizational culture, despite formal equality
statements intended to give the opposite message.

Human capital variables
Hours worked and education were included by Cassirer and Reskin (2000) as
control variables. Nevertheless, they did report some findings for the relationships of
these variables with promotion aspirations, thus they will be discussed here in the human
capital section. Number of hours worked was measured by the respondents’ estimated
hours of employment per week. Number of hours worked and years of education were
predicted to be positively associated with promotion aspirations; however, only hours
worked per week were found to be positively related to promotion aspirations.

Job-related variables
Liff and Ward (2001) found that limited knowledge of what the job entailed,
perceptions that there were certain specific routes to promotions, and perceptions of long

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

59

work hours and high commitment being required for the job were all considered by
respondents in their decisions about seeking a future promotion. In particular, there was
a perception that long hours were seen as an indicator of commitment. Despite some
respondents’ limited knowledge of senior jobs, others said that they felt “able to handle
the technical or skill requirements of such jobs” (Liff & Ward, 2001, p. 24).

Organizational structures variables
Cassirer and Reskin (2000) included a number of organizational structure
variables in their model, including job ladders, formalized evaluation processes,
occupational sex composition, and past treatment by the employer. Job ladders were
defined as “sets of rules that link jobs vertically, thereby regularizing the paths of
advancement in organizations” (Cassirer & Reskin, 2000, p. 442). Job ladders were
measured with questions asking whether there were regular procedures for promoting
individuals at the respondents’ job level, whether the respondent had a supervisor, and
whether their supervisor had a supervisor. Formalized evaluation processes were
measured by asking respondents whether respondents were regularly evaluated. The sex
composition of the occupation was measured using Census data. Past treatment by the
employer was measured by asking about past promotions by the current employer and
years in the current job.
The presence o f job ladders and being in a female-domination occupation were

both expected to be positively associated with promotion aspirations in general.
Formalized evaluation processes were expected to have a positive relationship with
women’s promotion aspirations but have mixed or negative relationships for white men.
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The two measures of past treatment by the employer were expected to have different
results, with a positive association for past promotions and a negative association for
tenure.
The association of job ladders with promotion aspirations was mixed, as the
results were different for the two measures: regular promotion procedures (positive) and
supervisors above them (negative for women, no association for men). As expected,
formalized evaluations were positively related to women’s aspirations but not to men’s.
Working in a female dominated occupation had a mixed result, as it raised men’s
promotion aspirations but did not affect women’s. The results for past employer
treatment were as expected for both men and women. Past promotions by the current
employer were strongly and positively associated with promotion aspirations, while job
tenure was negatively associated.
Liff and Ward (2001) presented a similar set of variables under the heading
“perceptions of the promotion process.” Respondents reported that the promotion
process was opaque and that it depended on whom you knew, being in the right place at
the right time, and having the right types of experiences and personal characteristics, such
as ambition and keenness. Formal evaluation and training programs were not seen as
useful to the promotion process.

Additional variables from other authors

Very few additional sources were found that discussed the impact of factors on
the decision to seek a promotion. It is evident that there is very little literature on this
topic, especially on the impact of individual characteristics, with a few exceptions.
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Cutler and Jackson (2002) found that in their study of 229 members of the sales force of a
major financial institution, the respondent’s partner’s career was a consideration in the
decision to seek a promotion, but influenced the advancement plans of women more than
men. In a theory-building article, Acker (1990) suggested that organizational processes
are gendered and thus affect men and women’s promotion-seeking decisions differently.
Kanter (1977) also famously presented the idea that gender differences in organizational
contexts are due to structural effects in the organization, not innate differences between
men and women.

2.4.4 What we can infer about the decision to seek a promotion from other careerrelated decision-making models
There is a relatively small pool of articles examining career-related decisions
other than the decision to seek a promotion. These articles, in general, are focused on
women’s decisions to interrupt their careers (examined here) or on both men’s and
women’s decisions to accept a transfer (not examined in this discussion).4
The following three articles that examine other types of career-related decisions
were identified as having relevance to this review: Powell and Mainerio (1992), Stone
and Lovejoy (2004), and Hewlett and Luce (2005). Powell and Mainerio (1992) examine
women’s career decisions in general. They present a review of the literature on women’s
careers, which is important to include here due to its comprehensiveness and frequency o f

being cited. As with Liff and Ward (2001), above in Section 2.4.3, this review points

4 Literature on the decision to accept a job transfer has not been included here, because it is felt
that the impact of moving on the spouse’s career and the family as a whole makes such
decisions materially different from the decision to seek a promotion or the decision to off-ramp.
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more towards a general overview of factors that should be considered, rather than precise
findings of relationships between variables. They aim to present an integrative approach
to understanding the “influence of key personal, organizational, and societal factors that
limit or constrain women's career decisions” (Powell & Mainiero, 1992, p. 215), and thus
touch directly on the topic of interest to the current review.
The other two articles examine women’s decisions to interrupt their careers. This
topic has been of increased interest lately due to media coverage regarding professional
women’s decisions to “off ramp” or “opt out” from the workforce. This issue has been
popularized in the press by articles such as Belkin’s (2003) “The opt-out revolution”
article in The New York Times. Scholarly research has also addressed this issue. Stone
and Lovejoy (2004) interviewed 43 professional and managerial married women with
children about their decisions to interrupt their careers. Hewlett and Luce’s (2005) study
used a national survey of 2,443 highly qualified women, and also looked at why these
women had decided to interrupt their careers.

Demographic variables
Stone & Lovejoy (2004, p. 78) found that about 25% of the women they surveyed
whose husband played a role in their decision to leave work said that their husbands
“communicated to them, either explicitly or implicitly, that they expected their wife to be
the one to sacrifice or modify her career to accommodate family responsibilities.”
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Work-life balance related variables
Almost one third of the women interviewed by Stone and Lovejoy (2004) said
that workplace inflexibility regarding part-time work was a significant factor in their
decision to quit. Many (an exact figure was not given) of those who were able to arrange
part time work reported that “the nature of their jobs and the culture of their workplaces
meant that they worked part-time in name only” or became “mommy tracked” into
limited opportunities for promotion and less interesting work (Stone & Lovejoy, 2004, p.
69).
Hewlett and Luce (2005, p. 48) found that 38% of the women they studied had
“deliberately chosen a position with fewer responsibilities and lower compensation than
they were qualified for, in order to fulfill responsibilities at home.” Thirty-six percent
had used part time work as a strategy to balance their work and personal lives, and 35%
reported that aspects of their organizations’ cultures penalized people who took
advantage of work-life balance policies (Hewlett & Luce, 2005).

Human capital variables
Powell and Mainiero (1992) define human capital variables as personal factors;
however, they relate closely to the human capital category from the objective success
section. The researchers present two categories of variables in this group: 1) career
interruptions, dual-career demands, and parenting demands and 2) work motivation and

career choices. They go on to suggest that personal factors may influence the amount of
emphasis that women place on their careers and how quickly they progress in their
careers. They note that women’s career progression decisions may be slowed by career
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interruptions, the influence of their spouse in deciding how to divide work/family
responsibilities, and parenthood. They also suggest that men do not tend to see
parenthood as a constraint on their career emphasis or career success, but that women do.
The authors also present some evidence that women have different definitions of what
career means, with more of an emphasis on work-life balance, which thus influences
them to make different career decisions.

Organizational variables
In their article, Powell and Mainiero (1992) discussed four categories of
organizational variables. Only one, however, alternative work arrangements, was
discussed in terms of its effect on career decisions. The researchers observed that
alternative work arrangements and assistance with childcare arrangements help women to
balance family responsibilities so that they can pursue career success through their career
decisions.

2.5 Linking subjective career success definitions and seeking a promotion
A rational model approach to decision-making hypothesizes that when deciding
whether or not to seek a promotion, an individual will compare the potential outcomes of
that decision to their desired results or goals. Then, they will choose based on how well
the decision may meet those desired results. The rational decision-making model,
therefore, supports the idea that an individual’s decisions about their career ought to be in
line with how they define a successful career. Judge et al (1995) and Ng et al (2005), as
presented above in Section 2.3.2.b demonstrated that an individual’s subjective career
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success can be positively associated with their objective career success (in other words,
with promotions or pay). Thus, there is some support for the idea that an individual may
measure their subjective career success by the hierarchical level they have attained. In
addition, other studies have found that an individual’s career-related decisions are
influenced by their feelings about their career success, namely their aspirations and the
importance attached to promotions (Cassirer & Reskin, 2000), feelings of personal
achievement, (Powell & Mainiero, 1992), and job satisfaction (Hewlett & Luce, 2005).
In a similar vein, Dyke and Murphy (2006) found that both the men (65%) and women
(60%) studied felt that their definitions of career success had limited their career
progress. Women felt their careers had been slowed by choices based on balance, values,
and interests, while men felt their career had been slowed by their desire for
independence and recreational pursuits.
Although these articles have not examined the question in detail, this evidence
supports the idea that individual definitions of career success may influence the actual
decisions that individuals take about seeking a promotion.

2.6 Critique of the literature
This section will critique the career success literature, the decision-making
literature, and the related gender issues literature. The main problem with the literature
as whole is that this is an under-researched area, in particular where the decision-making
and career success literature overlaps. For both the career-related decision-making and
subjective career success literature, there is a need for more meta-level analysis, to
attempt to synthesize what different researchers have discovered.
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2.6.1 Problems with the career success literature
Some researchers have criticized the research with respect to objective career
success. It has been argued for example that objective success is not truly objective: but
rather depends on who is doing the judging (Jaskolka, Beyer & Trice, 1985) and the
career concept being used (Heslin, 2005). In addition, it appears that the various
operational measures of objective career success, such as salary and promotion, may be
different constructs (Ng et al, 2005). This may also be true for subjective career success
as Judge et al (1995) found that the variables that predicted career satisfaction were
different from those that predicted job satisfaction. Furthermore Judge et al (1995)
suggested that job satisfaction might be more process oriented, while career satisfaction
may be more outcome oriented In addition, some researchers have found that objective
and subjective success were positively but only moderately related (Bray & Howard,
1980; Judge & Bretz, 1994), or that they were influenced by different variables (Cox &
Harquail, 1991; Judge & Bretz, 1994). There is also a lack of exploratory studies
examining how individuals define career success for themselves. This would suggest
career and job satisfaction alone may not be adequate constructs for measuring subjective
career success.

2.6.2 Problems with the career decision-making literature
Little research has been done into the decision about whether to seek a promotion.

As discussed in Section 2.4 there appears to be an underlying assumption that individuals
will always seek or accept any promotion that is available—unless they are women
choosing to interrupt their careers for family responsibilities. Much of the research into
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career-related decision-making has been done for decisions other than whether to seek a
promotion. While these studies into other career-related decisions allow us to infer some
things about the decision to seek a promotion, there is no way to check the accuracy of
our inferences. There has been some examination of how individual characteristics, such
as the individual’s career goals or definition of career success, influence career decisions.
Unfortunately, this literature is of necessity based on reporting or recall of the decision
process, as it is impossible to observe the cognitive process undertaken by the individual.
As such, it is subject to reporting bias. In addition to the above problems, there has been
little examination of the relationship of the promotion environment with career decisions.
Many organizations manage promotions through informal processes, whereas others have
formal application processes. There is little investigation into how these promotion
environments may affect individual’s decisions.
These criticisms indicate that there is a need for testable models of the career
decision process in general that could be applied to specific types of career decisions.
Such a model would allow us to examine decisions with respect to whether or not to
apply for a promotion in organizations that have formal application contexts as well as
those that rely on unofficial channels.

2.6.3 Problems with the gender issues literature
Much o f the literature that has been found on career decision-making and

subjective career success is tied up with gender issues. In some cases, this has lead to
studies where the results for women are reported in far more detail than for men. The
premise seems to be that men are a well-researched norm, so that it is more useful to
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detail the results for women. However, some evidence shows that, for example, there has
been an observable narrowing of the gender wage gap in recent years (Ng et al, 2005).
Other results and attitudes may be changing for both men and women, so it would be
more useful to examine both in equal detail. Moreover, there is a lack of research that
examines both genders equally, instead of focusing only on either men or women. It is
important to identify both areas of similarity and of difference, in order to fully
understand topics of career-related research.
Finally, such research should also pay attention to how age differences may affect
these areas of similarity and difference, as younger men and women may not be the same
as their older peers.
Next, Section 3 presents the model to be developed and tested in this thesis, and
outlines how this model addresses many of the issues noted in this critique.
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3 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
This section will present a preliminary model of the relationship between 1)
subjective career success definitions and 2) the decision about whether to seek a
promotion, including 3) the moderating effect of gender. The preliminary model was
developed by the researcher based on the literature review in the previous section.
During the study, this model was tested and refined using a grounded-theory analysis of
the related interview data.

3.1 Researcher’s proposed model
Previously, Section 2.4.2 presented a simplified model of the career-related
decision-making process (see Figure 2-1). Figure 3-1 below shows this model, altered to
show a decision about whether to seek a promotion and to highlight the path of interest.
In this case, the individual’s definition of career success and gender are included as
individual characteristics, and are hypothesized to have a moderating influence on the
relationship between situational characteristics and the decision to seek a promotion.
These individual characteristics, including the definition of career success and gender, are
also hypothesized to have a direct relationship on this decision. In the decision-making
step, the individual is posited to go through a cognitive process of comparing how well
the potential outcomes of each behaviour (i.e. seeking or not seeking a promotion) relate
to their definition of career success. The final decision results in a behavioural outcome,
where the individual either takes action to seek the promotion or decides not to seek the
promotion and does nothing.
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Figure 3-1: Proposed Model of a Rational Decision-making Process for PromotionSeeking Decision
Decision whether to seek a
promotion, based on comparison of
career success definition to potential
outcomes of seeking a promotion

S itu a tio n a l c h a ra cte ristic s,
including organizational
and jo b factors

Individual characteristics,
including individual’s
definition of career success
and gender

Note: The path o f interest to the research question is shown in black and
white. Paths not o f interest are shown in grey.

3.2 Theoretical and operational definitions
The model includes two main constructs: subjective career success and the
decision to seek a promotion. Subjective career success was defined theoretically as how
individuals personally define career success. It was operationalized as a list of the
factors that individuals referred to when describing their individual definition of career
success. The decision to seek a promotion was defined as the cognitive process involved
in choosing between seeking a promotion and not seeking one. Since this cannot be
measured directly, the decision to seek a promotion was operationalized by examining
what respondents reported as having taken place during this cognitive process. In other
words, by having the participants describe the factors they considered when deciding on
whether or not to seek a promotion. This resulted in a list of factors that were compared
to the list of factors extracted from the participant’s definition of career success.
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3.3 Factors in the model
This model is a mock-up proposed by the researcher that was refined and
developed during the execution of the thesis. Potential factors in the model were
identified in the literature review and used as a starting point for the research.
The reader will note that in Figure 3-1 above, the individual compares their
definition of career success to the potential outcomes of seeking a promotion. Based on
the literature, we might expect to find that that an individual will consider demographic,
human capital, objective career success, frame of reference (self- and other-referent), and
organizational/industrial/regional factors when generating their definition of career
success. Their personality may also affect how they define career success, although it is
not expected that they will list personality factors when describing their definition of
career success. Since the research was done in a single institution in a single city, it was
expected that the organizational, industrial, and regional variables would not be relevant,
since no comparison is possible. However, they were included in the model since
individuals with work experience in other locations might make comparisons to their past
experiences. Additionally, the literature suggests that when individuals make work
related decisions they consider demographic, spouse, work-life balance perceptions,
human capital, job perceptions, and organizational structures variables. These were also
included in the model.
The reader will note that the literature search generated a list of factors that might
influence subjective career success that is somewhat different from the list of factors that
might influence career-related decision-making (see Table 3-1). As noted earlier,
however, the area of career related decision-making is under-researched. The model,
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therefore, hypothesizes that the factors that potentially influence subjective career success
will be the same as those that potentially influence career-related decision-making. The
list of factors that were included in our initial model, therefore, is shown in Table 3-1.
Table 3-1: Comparison of factors in the proposed model with those found in the
literature
Factors in the
proposed model

Subjective career success

Career-related decision-making

factors from the literature

factors from the literature

Personality
Demographic

Demographic

Demographic
Spouse

Human capital

Human capital

Objective career success

Objective career success

Self-referent

Self-referent

Other-referent

Other-referent

Job related

Job related

Job related

W ork-life balance

W ork-life balance

W ork-life balance

Organizational/regional/industrial

Organizational/regional/industrial

Organizational

Human capital

Figure 3-2, below, shows the role of these factors in the model. This figure shows
the paths of interest extracted from Figure 3-2, with the list of factors that are
hypothesized to be considered in the decision-making process. Note that gender is also
included as one of the individual characteristics that may affect the relationship.
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Figure 3-2: Role of Factors in the Proposed Model of a Rational Decision-making
Process
Decision whether to seek a promotion, based on
comparison o f the factors in the career success
definition to the factors considered in deciding on
whether or not to seek a promotion
Individual characteristics,
including individual’s
definition o f career success
and gender

Factors compared:
• Demographic
• Human capital
• Objective career success
• Self-referent
• Other-referent
• Job perceptions
• Work-life balance
• Organizational / regional / industrial

3.4 Research questions
The primary objective of this study was to develop a theoretical model describing
the relationship between subjective career success definitions and career-related decision
making. To this end, a number of research questions were posed to guide the research.
The primary research question was “What is the relationship between definition of career
success and the decision to seek a promotion?” The following secondary research
questions were also posed:
■ How do public servants define career success?
■ What factors do public servants report taking into account when making the
decision on whether or not to seek a promotion?
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■ Is there a relationship between a public servant’s definition of career success and
the factors they describe taking into account when deciding whether to seek a
promotion?
■ To what extent does data bear out the model proposed by the researcher?
■ To what extent does the relationship between definitions of career success and the
decision to seek a promotion depend on gender or on level?
The answers to these secondary research questions will lay the groundwork for
answering the primary research question.

Next, Section 4 presents the research design and methodology that was used in
this thesis.
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4 RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY
This section will summarize the research methodology used to test the model
presented in Figure 3-1. This section is divided into four sections. The overall research
approach is given first, followed by a description of the sample and the methods of data
collection. The last section details the methods of data analysis, including a general
overview of the methodologies used, the steps followed in the methodology, and how
each research question was answered.

4.1 Overall research approach
The overall approach was exploratory and qualitative, using a mixed-methods
approach to grounded theory. The study made use of semi-structured interviews—which
were recorded as part of a prior study—to develop a model of the factors that influence
an individual’s decision to seek a promotion. This data was studied using the case study
method, where each individual can be considered a case, in an attempt to understand the
dynamics involved in this situation (Eisenhardt, 1989). A mixed-methods approach to
grounded theory was used to study the participants’ responses and develop a model of the
processes that were occurring. Further details of these elements are given below.

4.2 Sample
The sample for this study came from a study of 88 managers in mid- to latecareer, at the middle and executive management levels in a Canadian federal government
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department.5 These individuals participated in a prior study on career satisfaction and the
decision to seek a promotion. The participants were either at the EX minus 1 level (a
feeder group for the executive cadre) or the EX 1 to 3 levels (executive cadre managers).
The response rate for the original study was 75%.
The sample for the current study—namely, the respondents from the first study—
is shown in Table 4-1. The organization under study is unique in some ways, but it is
expected that the results of this study can be extended from the reference population of
managers within this single department, to suggest implications for the wider group of
similar managers in other Canadian Public Service organizations.
Table 4-1: Original Sample by Level and Gender
Total

Female

Male

Total

88

45

43

E X -M in u s 1

44

22

22

EX

44

23

21

O f the 88 managers originally studied (shown in Table 4-1), 52 agreed to
participate in this thesis. O f these, 40 interviews were conducted in English and of
sufficiently audible quality for this study.6 Table 4-2 shows the ultimate distribution of
the interviews used. Note that the proportions of each group in the 2x2 matrix are
roughly the same as those in the original sample population (i.e. roughly % of the group).
All of the participants in this sample have already sought and obtained the promotion

5The name of the department studied has been redacted to protect the anonymity of the
participants in this study.
6 French language interviews were ultimately excluded due to the researcher’s lack of access to
translations adequate for the grounded theory analysis.
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being studied here (the promotion that they decided to seek as a result of the decision
studied in this thesis).
Table 4-2: Final Sample by Level and Gender
Total

Female

Male

Total

40

19

21

EX - Minus 1

17

9

8

EX

23

10

13

4.3 Data collection
The original study involved the collection of both qualitative (interview) and
quantitative (survey) data. No additional participation or time commitment was required
from respondents with respect to their participation in this study. Their permission to use
their data in this thesis was required, however.

Interview
The managers from the prior study participated in semi-structured interviews that
lasted between 30 and 90 minutes. The current study used only selected questions from
the interviews in this analysis. These questions are presented below. While the
interviews for participants at the EX level were different from those given to the EXminus-1 level, the questions selected to be used in this thesis were the same for both
groups. The interviews were taped and coded for the initial study. For this thesis, the
questions of relevance were transcribed and then re-coded by the researcher using
grounded theory methodology.
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Survey
The participants also filled out a 29-item questionnaire. The only two pieces of
demographic information required for this thesis, the gender of the participants (M/F) and
whether they were at the EX level (Yes/No), were also captured in the reference number
given to participants and recorded on the tape. Thus, no demographic information from
the surveys was used in this thesis.

4.3.1 Selected questions used for this study
This thesis relied on the responses to selected questions from the original study.
A range of questions were selected because the interviews were semi-structured;
therefore, content relevant to this analysis was sometimes included in the response to
another related question. The following questions from the original study were
transcribed for this thesis, but only the content relevant to this study was coded and
analyzed:
A. How would you define "career success"? What does having successful career mean
to you?
B. How would you define "life success"? What does having a successful life mean to
you?
C. How does having a successful life differ from having a successful career - or does it?
D. How has your definition o f career success and life success affected your career at

[Department]?

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

79

E. In the ideal world (i.e. if everything goes according to plan, things go your way)
where would you like your career to go in the next two years? Ultimately? Why do
you say this?
F. What factors (if any) have influenced your decision to compete for the promotion to
your current level [Ml or EX] at [Department]? (encouraged or discouraged)

4.4 Data analysis
This section will first examine the reasons for using the selected approaches
(explanatory research, case study, and mixed-methods grounded theory methodologies).
Next, the methodological steps that will be used to process the data and develop the
model will be explained. Finally, an explanation of how each research question was
answered will be presented.

4.4.1 Support for the selected approaches
This section will explain the reasons for using an exploratory approach, case
study methodology, and mixed-methods grounded theory methodology in this thesis.
The strengths and weaknesses of each methodology will also be discussed.

Exploratory approach
As established earlier, there is a significant gap in the research on understanding
the factors that individuals take into account when deciding whether to seek a promotion.
This area, therefore, can benefit from an exploratory approach.
According to Hartwig and Dearing (1979, p. 9), "the underlying assumption of the
exploratory approach is that the more one knows about the data, the more effectively data
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can be used to develop, test, and refine theory.” An exploratory approach can be used to
flesh out a topic in a qualitative, or even narrative, way. The results of the exploratory
study can then be used to develop questions for confirmatory analysis studies. The
exploratory approach is appropriate for qualitative work, since it often focuses on “the
building or development of new theory” as opposed to the “theory testing” model of most
positivist research (Goulding, 2002, p. 20).

Case study approach
Case study methodology, which was used in this thesis, is well suited to
producing inductive results. This methodology is generally used for exploratory research
and for “understanding the dynamics present within single settings” (Eisenhardt, 1989, p.
534). In particular, case study methodology is best used in cases where the focus is “in
process rather than outcomes, in context rather than a specific variable, in discovery
rather than confirmation” (Merriam, 1997, p. 19). Eisenhardt (1989) points out that the
case study methodology has several strengths: it is likely to generate fresh theory,
produce theory that is testable with easily measured constructs, and be empirically valid.
On the negative side, case study methodology can tend to produce theory that is either
overly complex and “tries to capture everything” or that is narrow and idiosyncratic
(Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 547). It is hoped that by comparing the exploratory results to the
results from a review o f the literature, as Eisenhardt (1989) recommends, this thesis has

avoided these pitfalls. In this study, the individual cases were the participants in the
study, each individual representing a case.
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Grounded theory methodology
Grounded theory is a qualitative methodology that aims to help researchers
develop new theory that is “grounded in data which are systematically gathered and
analysed” (Goulding, 2002, p. 42). The basic procedure of the methodology is to
fracture the source documents into codes to allow for “microscopic examination” (Locke,
2001, p. 66), and then to use constant comparison between cases and “interplay between
analysis and data collection” (Goulding, 2002, p. 42) to develop a substantive theory.
This methodology helps the researcher to “conceptualize [the data] in a way that
transcends the particular interview or situation in which they were embedded” (Locke,
2001, p. 66). The goal is “to sort, synthesize, and organize large amounts of data and
reassemble them in new ways... bringing data back together again in a coherent whole”
(Charmaz, 2006, p. 60).
There are two broad strains of grounded theory methodology, one school
following Barney Glaser and the other following Anselm Strauss and Juliet Corbin
(Goulding, 2002). Both the Glaser and the Strauss and Corbin methods involve the same
basic steps: open coding (where many codes are generated based on the data), selective
coding (where codes are refined) and development of the model. The Strauss and Corbin
method (Corbin & Strauss, 1998) also includes axial coding before selective coding,
where the relationships between codes are fleshed out using a coding paradigm. These
four stages are discussed in more detail below.
The open coding stage is sometimes called generative coding, as this phase of the
methodology focuses on generating new codes with an open mind. The researcher
fractures the source documents by “taking the data apart and examining the discrete parts
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for differences and similarities... The aim of this stage of analysis is to identify discrete
concepts, which are the basic units of analysis in grounded theory” (Priest et al, 2002, p.
33) and to “give the analyst new insights by breaking through standard ways of thinking”
(Corbin & Strauss, 1990, p. 12). Goulding (2002, p. 77) recommends that “every line of
the transcribed interview is searched for key words or phrases which give some insight
into the behaviour under study. These are then highlighted and abstracted from the
interview.” Charmaz (2006, p. 49) recommends coding in the form of a gerund7 to help
the researcher “detect processes and stick to the data.” During open coding, the codes
may be clustered into groups or a more abstract category (Goulding, 2002; Miles &
Huberman, 1994).
In the Strauss and Corbin model, the next stage is axial coding, which focuses on
the idea of building “a dense texture of relationships around the “axis” of a category”
(Strauss, 1987, p. 64). They provide a detailed coding paradigm to help researchers think
through the relationships found in their data. The coding paradigm includes the
following categories: causal conditions, phenomenon, context, intervening conditions,
action/interaction strategies, and consequences (Charmaz, 2006). Charmaz (2006, p. 61)
notes that this paradigm “provides a frame for researchers to apply,” but it can “extend or
limit your vision.”
The next stage is selective coding, where the categories identified in the analysis
are unified into a theory. This phase develops a more abstract understanding of the data,
collapsing “more empirically grounded categories into higher order conceptual

7A gerund is “a verb form which functions as a noun,” ending in “-ing” in English (The Concise
Oxford English Dictionary, 2006).
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constructs” and “specifying relationships and delineating a core category or construct
around which the other concepts revolve” (Goulding, 2002, p. 77-78). In the Glaser
paradigm, this phase is fluid, relying on intuitive relationship with the data. Strauss and
Corbin, on the other hand, encourage use of a prescriptive coding matrix to understand
the linkages between macro- and micro-level influences on the phenomenon (Corbin &
Strauss, 1998).
The general end result of a grounded theory methodology is a model of some kind
that seeks to put forward a theory. In particular, the methodology is well suited to
exploratory research “to generate theory where little is already known” (Goulding, 2002,
p. 42). As the theory is developed, the researcher may also use earlier theories about an
area “to create a dense integrated theory of greater scope” (Goulding, 2002, p. 56).
Turning to the existing literature is an important step, as established theory provides “a
context in which a researcher’s model links the new findings with established knowledge.
Ultimately, the goal is to be able to place the results in the context of established
knowledge and to claim new contributions (Morse, 1994).
Researchers disagree, however, about whether theories resulting from grounded
theory are generalizable or not. Glaser argues that the theories developed from grounded
theory methodology should only explain the phenomenon under study (Goulding, 2002).
Similarly, other researchers recommend that grounded theory be used to develop
substantive theories that “can be used to explain similar situations” (Bringer, Johnston &
Brackenridge, 2004, p. 251) or in cases where the analysis can zero in on exploring “the
interpretations and emotions of different individuals or groups living through the same
processes” (Langley (1999, p. 700). Strauss and Corbin, on the other hand, suggest that
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researchers use their coding matrix to facilitate being able to “conceptualise beyond the
immediate field of study” (Goulding, 2002. p. 45).
The literature also points out a number of cautions for researchers using grounded
theory. Goulding (2002) notes that one of the benefits of using the methodology with
secondary data is that it allows the research to devote more energy to analysis and
interpretation, but that it can also cause problems in that it may not be possible to conduct
theoretical sampling beyond the existing data set. Researchers should therefore ensure
that the dataset used is large enough to allow for the constant comparison process so that
they can truly claim saturation (Goulding, 2002). This will be taken into account in this
thesis.
This study employed a mixed-methods approach to grounded theory,
incorporating some elements of content analysis. Thus, the methodology followed
Mintzberg’s (1979) recommendation that researchers employ both systematic methods
and inductive detective work. A systematic, inductive approach (grounded theory) was
used to understand the processes at work and codify them into testable categories. Then,
a more quantitative approach (content analysis) was employed to answer the research
questions. Although this mixed-methods approach is not classical grounded theory
methodology, there is still considerable debate in the literature surrounding how best to
report the findings that result from grounded theory research. It was felt that in this case,
reporting some quantitative results would provide the most helpful tool for assessing the
results of the analysis and for guiding future research.
Strauss and Corbin’s version of grounded theory methodology was selected for
this thesis. Glaser has rejected the Strauss and Corbin method as being too prescriptive;
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however, it is also the method most commonly used in the management literature
(Goulding, 2002). An effort was made to address the concerns with this method. This
thesis also relied heavily on Goulding (2002) and Charmaz (2006) for guidance in
execution of the grounded theory method.

4.4.2 Steps in the methodology
This study used grounded theory methodology to code the interview data and
develop a substantive theory about the relationship between subjective career success and
career-related decision-making. This study primarily follows the methodologies
described be Goulding (2002) and Charmaz (2006), but is also influenced by the methods
described by Lillis (1999) and Loxley (2001). It should be noted here that memos were
developed throughout this methodology to guide the analysis.
The first step in the methodology was preparing the data and importing it into
NVivo. The interviews were recorded in audio cassette format. These were transcribed
by the researcher into RTF (rich text format) using MS Word, such that each interview
constituted one file. These documents were formatted for input to NVivo using MS
Word’s Heading Styles functionality to flag question sections and participant responses
in order to facilitate coding. The files were imported into NVivo such that each
document was coded as a “case node,” where this node was the same as the participant’s
reference number. This terminology also reflects the case study methodology, as each

participant constituted a case. A table of attribute data was prepared in MS Excel,
indicating the gender of participants (M/F) and whether they were at the EX level
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(Yes/No) based on reference number. This data was applied to each case node in NVivo
by importing the table.
In preparation for detailed analysis, the second step was classifying the interview
content on a per-sentence basis as either one of the research categories (“Subjective
definition of career success” and “Factors considered in decision to seek a promotion”) or
“Other.” In some cases, sentences could fall into more than one code.
Third, open coding was performed for the “Subjective definition of career
success” and the “Factors considered in decision to seek a promotion” research
categories. All data within the code for a given participant was reviewed and broken
down into provisional, “in vivo” codes as close to the participant’s own words as
possible. As suggested by Charmaz (2006), the focus was on reducing these codes to
gerunds, in order to focus on the action or state, and to make codes similar enough for
comparison. Constant comparison between cases was used to refine codes by developing
conceptual labels for and grouping together the phenomena observed (Corbin & Strauss,
1990). As part of this process, various classifications were expected to emerge that
related similar provisional codes. These classifications are called sub-themes in the
discussion section of this thesis.
Fourth, axial coding was performed for the “Subjective definition of career
success” and the “Factors considered in decision to seek a promotion” research
categories. At this point, Strauss and Corbin’s (1998) coding paradigm was used as a
tool to relate the sub-themes to broader themes and to understand the relationships
between various provisional codes found in the data (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). The
researcher returned to the original source as needed, to see if the codes really belonged
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together or not. Initial process models of the two research areas (subjective career success
and career-related decision-making) were developed to facilitate understanding of the
relationship between phenomena.
The fifth step was selective coding, in order to identify and understand the core
category or “central phenomenon” of the study around which all themes could be unified
(Corbin & Strauss, 1990). The themes and sub-themes, as well as the initial process
models, were developed for each of the research categories and compared in order to
understand the core category and build an aggregate model linking the areas together and
answering the research question. The literature was used to extend and refine the model.
In addition to these steps, some quantitative tests common to content analysis
methodology were used, to supplement the grounded theory analysis in developing the
final model and drawing conclusions from the findings. Fisher's Exact Probability Test
was used, which is a significance test for 2x2 or 2x3 contingency tables (Cramer, 2004).
It is an alternative to the chi-square test “in circumstances in which the assumptions of
chi-square such as minimal numbers of expected frequencies are not met” (Cramer, 2004,
p. 65).
Due to the relatively small sample size in this study, in a number of cases the
expected frequencies for a given test were less than 5. Since the data being tested was
produced from a qualitative analysis not normally intended for statistical testing, the
significance level was be set at 0.1. Because of this, and the risk of a fairly high familywise error rate (due to multiple tests on the same data), the results should be interpreted
with some caution. These quantitative tests were not intended as a definitive test of
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statistical significance. Rather, findings at a significance level less than 0.1 were taken as
indicative of a possible trend in the data (Cramer, 2004).
The tests were conducted by using matrix queries in NVivo to produce a set of
dummy variables for each participant, indicating whether or not they were coded for a
particular node. These results were then used to report frequency data, which was
exported to Minitab 15 where Fisher’s Exact Probability Test was performed for
significance tests.

4.4.3 How the research questions were answered
The primary research question, (What is the relationship between the definition o f
career success and the decision to seek a promotion?), was answered by building on the
findings for each of the secondary research questions, as described below.
How do public servants define career success? This question was answered by
calculating the frequency at which the participants in the sample were coded at each of
the themes and sub-themes related to subjective career success. The data will be
presented in the next section as a histogram, and will provide some evidence as to how
public servants tend to define career success. Additional findings from the grounded
theory analysis will also be presented, for a more nuanced understanding of how
participants experience and think about career success.
Whatfactors do public servants report taking into account when making the

decision on whether or not to seek a promotion? The answer to this question will be
presented as a histogram showing the number of participants in the sample that were
coded at each of the themes and sub-themes related to the decision to seek a promotion.
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Presenting these findings will provide some evidence as to what public servants consider
when they decide to seek a promotion. In order to provide a more nuanced understanding
of how participants experience and think about the decision to seek a promotion, some
additional findings from the grounded theory analysis will also be presented.
Is there a relationship between a public servant’s definition o f career success and
the factors they describe taking into account when deciding whether to seek a promotion?
The relationship was examined by comparing the themes and sub-themes identified in
each of the research categories to identify if any appeared in both the individual’s
subjective definition of career success and the factors they considered when deciding to
seek a promotion. A matrix query in NVivo was then used to identify whether individuals
were coded for these themes and sub-themes in both research categories, or in only one.
Figure 4-1 shows an example, where an individual mentioned a spouse theme in relation
to both their definition of career success and the decision to seek a promotion, but other
themes appeared in only one category. The existence of a relationship was decided based
on the grounded theory analysis and the frequency of theme matches. The methodology
for this will be discussed in more detail in Section 5.3, as it will build on the results of the
findings for the first two research questions.
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Figure 4-1: Comparison of Coded Factors with Hypothetical Examples
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To what extent do the data bear out the model proposed by the researcher in the
previous section, based on the literature? Since the answer to the previous question was
“Yes, there is a relationship,” a model was developed to show that relationship. The
model was based on the findings from the grounded theory analysis and the content
analysis.
To what extent does the relationship between definitions o f career success and the
decision to seek a promotion depend on gender or on level? Gender and level may have
an influence that should be reflected in the model; however, the influence of gender and
level on the matches between the two research categories could not be tested due to the
small sample size. Instead, the researcher looked at the results of the gender and level
analysis that was done separately for each of the research categories. Fisher’s Exact
Probability Test was used to identify trends in the influence of gender or level
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(independently) on the frequency of the themes and sub-themes in career success
definitions or on the decision to seek a promotion. This analysis indicated whether
gender and/or level influenced either the individual’s subjective definition of career
success or the factors they considered when deciding to seek a promotion. These results
provided some indication as to whether gender and level influence the relationship
between these two constructs. The answer to this research question was also influenced
by the results of the grounded theory analysis.
What is the relationship between the definition o f career success and the decision
to seek a promotion? Since a relationship was found between subjective career success
and the decision to seek a promotion, the primary research question will be answered in
Section 6.1.3, by providing a model of that relationship.

The next section will present the findings of this thesis in detail.
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5 DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS
This section will present the findings from this study by examining the answers to
each of the research questions as was described in Section 4.4.3. There will be five
sections. Each will address one of the secondary research questions: how public servants
define career success, what factors they report taking into account when deciding whether
to seek a promotion, whether there is a relationship between these two factors, to what
extent the findings bear out the proposed model based on the literature, and whether
gender and level have a significant influence on the constructs in the model. Relevant
quotations from the data will be presented in order to illuminate the findings.8 The
primary research question will be answered in Section 6.1.4, where a final model of the
relationship between the definition of career success and the decision to seek a promotion
will be presented.

5.1 How do public servants define career success?
During the open coding stage of the grounded theory analysis, 67 provisional
codes were identified in relation to how participants defined career success. These were
eventually narrowed to five broad themes (shown in Figure 5-1), categorizing seventeen
sub-themes (shown in Figure 5-2). These broad themes were Experiences While Working,
Benchmarking, Outcomes o f the Work, Work Roles, and Having Fit. There were also 23
codes reflecting how participants contextualized their definitions; these are discussed in

8Please note that in some cases these quotations have been edited to protect the anonymity of the
participants. Such edits are marked with ellipses (...) or square brackets ( [ ]).
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Section 5.1.1. Table 5-1 shows the average number of these codes that were mentioned
per participant in his or her definition of career success: a mean of 2.7 themes and 3.75
sub-themes per participant. One important finding from this analysis is that there is a
range in the frequency of the various themes and sub-themes. This indicates that some
aspects or approaches to defining career success are more common than others.
This section will present these themes and sub-themes in detail, with examples
drawn from the transcripts of the interviews. In addition, 12 codes were identified that
relate to how participants contextualized their definitions of career success, which will be
discussed further in Section 5.1.1.
Table 5-1: Frequency of Occurrence of Subjective Career Success Themes and Sub
themes

Total number identified in
grounded theory analysis
Mean number mentioned per
participant

Themes

Sub-themes

5

17

2.7

3.75
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Figure 5-1: Frequency of Occurrences of Subjective Career Success Themes
Number ofparticipants coded per theme
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Figure 5-2: Frequency of Occurrences of Subjective Career Success Sub-themes
Number ofparticipants coded per sub-theme, grouped by theme
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Experiences While Working
Thirty-three o f the participants, or 82.5% o f the sample, defined success with a

theme of Experiences While Working. This denotes descriptions of career success that
involve what the participant experiences during his or her work. This definition focuses
on an idea of career success that is intrinsic and in-the-moment, not goal-oriented. The
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three sub-themes within this theme are Doing Something I Enjoy, Learning and Being
Challenged, and Having Good Relationships.
Twenty-eight of the participants described career success as involving enjoyable
or interesting work (the Doing Something I Enjoy sub-theme). This was the most
commonly stated aspect of career success, with 70% of the participants mentioning it, in
statements such as the following:
For me, successful career is a career first o f all in which you’ve enjoyed working.
I think career success is being somewhere where you enjoy what you do.
I guess it means doing w hat I like.
It means to m e... interest in w hat I'm doing.
I think the most important thing fo r me is enjoying coming to work every day, a job that I’m
really interested in.

Fifteen participants described success in terms of the sub-them Learning and
Being Challenged. This was the fourth most common definition aspect of career success,
mentioned by 35% of participants in statements such as
So I’m not bored which would mean the job is too easy.
I’m feeling challenged.
The first thing would be that I have done a jo b that’s challenged me, that’s pushed me to
my limits to some extent, at each stage o f my career.
Having that opportunity to learn.
I’d like a sustained self developm ent and growth. To be a bit more specific for me that
means that over time I can take on and successfully manage more complex, more
expansive projects.

Eleven participants (27.5%) talked about career success as Having Good
Relationships in the organization:
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I enjoy the people I’m working with.
Having a solid group o f people no matter w hat area in the organization you go to that are
more than willing to w ork for you and accept you into the structure.
I have a lot o f support from colleagues, I have staff that like to work with me.
It means to me, working with people that I w ant to be working with, that I enjoy working
with, working with a boss, an immediate supervisor that I enjoy working with.
Feeling that I have respect for both the people I w ork with and the people I w ork for.

Benchmarking
Twenty-six of the participants, or 65% of the sample, do some kind of
benchmarking when defining career success. These participants benchmark by
comparing their current state to an internal rubric of some kind. Five sub-themes were
identified within this theme: Benchmarking on Own Goals, Benchmarking on Pay,
Benchmarking on Doing a Good Job, Benchmarking Self Against Peers, and
Benchmarking on Using Skills. One sub-theme, Benchmarking on Own Goals, is the third
most common sub-theme found.
Sixteen of the participants, or 40% of the sample, defined career success in terms
of how well they had met their own goals {Benchmarking on Own Goals). In some cases
this goal related to a specific level in the hierarchy; in other cases there were other goals.
It is important to note that many of these references to goals related to what the
participants expect of themselves, not to the expectations of others. Participants who
talked about goals said
I guess achieving the level that you w ant to achieve, or that you had set out to achieve.
I’ve always wanted to continue up the ladder and seek the promotions.
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I think I’m doing pretty good in term s o f trying to achieve w hat my vision o f m yself is, in
term s o f my career success, anyway. Obviously my goal is to reach the EX level.
To me a successful career is som ebody obtaining their goal o f what they wanted to do as
a career, w hatever level that is.... Well I guess I had a certain wanting to be successful
and to arrive at a certain level and I guess at some point I had said that if I could get to the
chief level that to me I could feel quite comfortable that I’d achieved my goal and I could
be quite comfortable and say I did a good job and I had a job that I enjoyed and that. I
guess I’ve been more successful than I expected.
Being in a situation ... where the types o f things that I wanted in life I have.
I guess sort o f on a subconscious level I had set some objectives for myself, and that was
to become a director at [Department], And I am one, so at some level I’m comfortable
with where I am in my career.
I think it’s achieving your goals, and goals can be different for different people... For me I
would go with level.
I guess it means achieving the sort o f level that you expect you're capable of.

In contrast, 10 participants (6 females and 4 males) contextualized that achieving
a certain level was not necessary to their idea of career success, and two females noted
that career success was not simply accomplishing goals.
Eight participants (20%) talked about the sub-theme Benchmarking on Pay,
reaching a desired or “fair” level of pay. Those who considered pay, talked about
I feel I’m being fairly and justly paid.
Doing something ... where I feel that I’m getting adequately compensated for it.
Being able to move into the kind o f work that ...you feel that there’s appropriate
remuneration. It’s always good to get a good paycheck.

In contrast, two participants (one male and one female) specifically stated that
money was not a theme in their definition of career success.
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Seven participants, or 17.2% of participants, talked about career success as doing a good
job or being able to do the job. This sub-theme, Benchmarking on Doing a Good Job,
was seen in examples such as:
I could be quite comfortable and say I did a good job.
That if I look back I could say that I did good work.
In my mind it’s pretty clear. I’m in a job that I like and I can perform.

Four of the participants measured their career success by the sub-theme
Benchmarking Self Against Peers, comparing themselves to peers across the organization
or in their school cohort. This represented 10% of the participants.
I think in career success you more often compare yourself to other people around you
than you do in life success.
A nother point is peer equivalency... when I look across the organization... the level I see
m y self-defined peers, people that I judge to be equivalent in their competencies to
myself, and if they’re above o r below me.

Finally, three participants (7.5%) mentioned the sub-theme Benchmarking on Using
Skills, wanting to make use of their skills and training in their jobs.
My definitions of career success include... having a job involving appropriate use o f my
education training and skills.
A successful career for me is basically you’re able to obtain the full level where you’d be
able to express your potential, both your intellectual potential, basically w hat you learn
how can you apply it to your day to day work, and also in your interpersonal relationships
w ith your colleagues.

Outcomes o f the Work
Over half of the participants, 23 or 58% of the sample, talked about the theme
Outcomes o f the Work in their definitions of career success. This theme focussed on
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elements that participants saw as resulting from their work, not on a specific goal or
benchmark. The two sub-themes within this theme were Making a Contribution and
Having Accomplishments or Successes.
Making a Contribution was the second most common career success sub-theme,
mentioned by 21 participants, or 53% of the sample. Five of these participants directly
mentioned a desire to contribute to Canadian society. Participants who mentioned this
theme mentioned things such as
C areer success is making differences more on organizations or the operations, or how we
do things.
For me it means having a job ... that I feel I’m contributing to... where I feel I’m making a
difference.
Feeling good about contributing to the health o f Canadian society through public service
efforts.
I think fo r me, [a] successful career is a career first o f all in which you’ve enjoyed working,
and enjoyment to me is having a sense that you’ve contributed something, it doesn’t have
to be big, but that the w ork that you do here 8 hours a day is towards something.
To me having a successful career is doing som ething that you enjoy, something that you
feel value in, that you’re able to get up in the morning and be happy and go into work and
come home at the end o f the day feeling like you made a difference.
A successful career is making a contribution that's important to you.

Three participants (7.5%) talked about the sub-theme Having Accomplishments or
Successes as key to their definition of career success.
If I’m looking at my work success I’m looking at the accomplishments I earned here.
I would say success has a lot to do with not just goals, but the things I’ve managed to
accomplish in m y career, obviously. I’ve had [a num ber of] really challenging jo b s... And I
feel that I have succeeded in those jobs.
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Work Roles
Fourteen (35%) of the participants talked about the theme of Work Roles in their
definitions of career success. This theme included the sub-themes Feeling
Respected/Recognized, Having Authority, and Leading Others.
Over a quarter (27.5%) of the participants (11 individuals) discussed career success in
terms the sub-theme Feeling Respected/Recognized. Sometimes this theme took the form
of having a good reputation.
For me it’s not only being the sm art one, o r the sm art person leading a group, but this is
another aspect, being able to exercise leadership with your group and also being able to
be respected by your peers, your employees, your colleagues, your superiors, for me
that’s a successful career.
I feel that I have succeeded in those jobs and have been recognized fo r the w ork that I did
in those areas. So I guess I have a good reputation at [Department] in term s o f being able
to do things
I guess it means making a reasonable contribution and being recognized for it.
I think everybody likes to feel that they’re important, contributing and that people
recognize their good work.
Building a solid enough reputation that you’ll have a solid group o f people no matter what
area in the organization you go to that are more than willing to w ork fo r you and accept
you into the structure.

Four participants (10%) also discussed the sub-theme Having Authority (such as a
decision-making role) as important in career success, as in the statements below:
The ability to influence some decisions.
I like a position where I have authority, and some control in terms o f making decisions and
things like that.
For me, well it would mean ... a reasonable range o f authority so that I can make
decisions and take actions to do good things.
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Finally, 7.5% of participants (3 individuals) specifically mentioned having a
leadership role, the Leading Others sub-theme. Examples include:
Feeling that you’re accomplishing through others something that’s very meaningful.
Another point would be that I have.... staff to supervise and develop.

Having Fit
Twelve of the participants discussed criteria for career success that involved the
idea of fit. The Having Fit theme represented 30% of participants, and included four sub
themes: Having Work-Life Balance Fit, Having Control Over Placement, and Having Fit
With Your Values.
Seven participants considered the sub-theme Having Work-Life Balance Fit and
criteria that related to balance work and life demands (17.5%). Such as
My successful career and life they start to kind o f cross over. I have to have a good mix.
So for me career success had been following w hat I think is the right thing to do at the
right tim e fo r the right reasons, that basically fit within my own life successfully.
I’m trying to achieve success in the public sector but trying also to have a certain balance
with my personal life.
C areer success as I define it is a good balance between personal and business.

Five participants (12.5%) were concerned with the sub-theme Having Control
Over Placement, in other words having control over where they would be placed in the
organization and the fit they would have with their job.
Being able to move into the kind of w ork that you enjoy doing.
I guess having a successful career to me is doing something that I enjoy doing, and I
guess as much as we can be, be in control o f moving to the next level that we w ant to
move to.
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For me a successful career is not necessarily related to the level or how high you go, it's
really being able to move to a jo b where you can really fulfill your potential.

Finally, ten percent of participants (4 individuals) mentioned the sub-theme
Having Fit With Your Values. Two of these individuals also mentioned a concept of
“right timing” in conjunction with their comments about fit with values.
So for me career success had been following w hat I think is the right thing to do at the
right time for the right reasons, that basically fit within my own life successfully.
I like working fo r Canadians and not for a corporation.
Right place, right time, right fit in a way that you can make a contribution that is important
to your values.
You feel you’re doing the decent thing in all aspects.
Feeling good about all the people you interact with, you’re not pulling the rug out from
under their feet, you’re not letting them down, that type o f thing.

5.1.1 Other interesting findings about career success
During the axial coding stage of the grounded theory analysis, Strauss and
Corbin’s (1998) coding paradigm was used to structure and make sense of the themes
emerging from the data. The interim process model developed as part of this stage is
shown in Appendix B to show the researcher’s analytical process. Analysis of the way
participants contextualized their definitions of career success brought out several
interesting results that can help us to better understand how the participants think about
career success or point to areas that bear more scrutiny.
A number of these themes relate to the individual characteristics found in the
decision-making literature, which were not included in the proposed model. For
example, thirteen participants (32.5%) had trouble answering the question when asked
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how they would define career success. This may indicate that some individuals have not
previously articulated a definition of career success for themselves. Five individuals
noted that their definitions had changed over time (12.5%), while three other participants
admitted that their definitions had not changed (3 participants, 7.5%). Also, some
individuals (13, or 32.5%) expressed a hierarchy among the sub-themes they listed,
seeing some sub-themes as more important than others. These findings may relate to
personality factors, or to past experiences that causes them to examine or change their
definitions of career success.
In addition, the participants used a variety of perspectives to measure their career
success. Twenty participants spoke about reaching a certain measurable goal or end state
(50%), five talked about their day to day feelings and experiences (12.5%), and three
talked about looking back over their career (7.5%). It was also noted during the analysis
that some participants looked at their career success from an action perspective (using
words such as doing, making) and other participants some from a state perspective (using
words such as having, being, or feeling) perspective. This use of action or state
perspective did not appear to be linked to which sub-theme the participant was
discussing; rather, it may be indicative of how personality affects subjective career
success in that personality may affect the perspective individuals are most likely to take.
Other themes related to situational characteristics, which were included in the
proposed model. For example, some participants perceived norms about the definitions
of career success. Two participants (5%) qualified their definitions by saying that it
contrasted with norms, while others explicitly stated that they did not measure success by
a specific criteria such as level (10 participants, 25%) or pay (2 participants, 5%).
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Finally, some themes related to the form of the subjective career success construct
itself. Many participants appeared to recognize the subjectivity of their career success
definitions. This was shown by four participants who noted that definitions vary by
individual (10%). Also, twenty-nine individuals also contextualized their answers as
being their personal definition of career success9 (72.5%).
These findings provide some useful insight into how the participants understand
career success, and could form useful directions for future research. They support the
inclusion of situational characteristics in the proposed model. The presence of individual
characteristics in these findings may indicate that this construct should be included in the
proposed model.

5.2 What factors do public servants report taking into account when making the
decision on whether or not to seek a promotion?
One hundred and eighteen provisional codes were identified during the open
coding stage for how participants made the decision to seek a promotion. These
provisional codes were eventually narrowed to nine broad themes (shown in Figure 5-3)
and 25 sub-themes (shown in Figure 5-4). These broad themes were Benchmarking,
Experiences While Working, Expected Fit, Expected Work Roles, Expectation o f Getting
the Job, Input From Others, Strategic Decision-Making, Expected Outcomes o f the Work,
and Importance to Self o f Applying.

9 This may have been partially affected by the wording of the question, since participants were
specifically asked for their own definition in the question wording: “How would you define
career success? What does having a successful career mean to you?”
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As shown below in Table 5-2, the participants gave a mean number of 4.45
themes and 6.0 sub-themes in their description of the factors they considered in the
decision to seek a promotion. This section will present these themes and sub-themes in
detail, with examples drawn from the transcripts of the interviews.
In the interviews used in this study, participants were asked to describe which
factors encouraged and discouraged their decision to seek a promotion. Among the
various sub-themes mentioned, some appeared in both a negative (discouraging) and
positive (encouraging) form, while others appeared in only one form. Appendix A notes
how many individuals found each theme or sub-theme to be encouraging or discouraging.
In addition, during the grounded theory analysis, 15 codes were identified that
reflected how participants contextualized their decision to seek a promotion, and 8 codes
related to decision-making behaviours. These will be discussed further in Section 5.2.1
below.
Table 5-2: Frequency of Occurrences of Career Decision-making Themes and Sub
themes

Total number identified in
grounded theory analysis
Mean number mentioned per
participant

Themes

Sub-themes

9

25

4.45

6.0
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Figure 5-3: Frequency of Occurrences of the Decision to Seek a Promotion Themes
Number ofparticipants coded per theme

Benchmarking

Expected Experiences While
Working

Expected Fit

Expected Work Roles

Expectation of Getting the
Job

Input From Others

Strategic Decision-Making

Expected Outcomes of the
Work
Importance to Self of
Applying

0

5

10

15

20

25

30
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Figure 5-4: Frequency of Occurrences of Decision to Seek a Promotion Sub-themes
Number ofparticipants coded per sub-theme
BENCHMARKING
Feelings About Readiness
Seeking Equivalency W ith Peers
Feeling Pay Was a Factor
Wanting to Meet Own Goals
EXPECTED EXPERIENCES WHILE WORKING
Expectations A bout Enjoying the W ork
Feelings About Challenge/Change
Feeling W hat Job W ill Be Like is Known
EXPECTED FIT
Feelings About Control Over Placement Fit
Feelings About Timing/Rightness
Feelings A bout Work-Life Balance Fit
Feelings About Workload/Stress
EXPECTED WORK ROLES
Wanting More Authority/Influence
Wanting More Respect/Recognition
Wanting to Lead
EXPECTATION OF GETTING THE JOB
Perceiving Opportunities/Signals
Having Successes/Recognition
INPUT FROM OTHERS

14

Input From Superiors
Input From Peers/Staff/Etc
Input From Spouse/Family
EXPECTED OUTCOMES OF THE WORK
Feelings About A bility to Contribute
STRATEGIC DECISION-MAKING
Feelings About the Process
Comparison to Position W ould Be Leaving
Preventing Others From Getting the Job
IMPORTANCE TO SELF OF APPLYING
G i v i n g It a Try

Wanting the Job

0

5

10

15
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Benchmarking
Twenty-nine of the participants (75% of the sample) mentioned the Benchmarking
theme, comparing their new position to various criteria in their decision to seek a
promotion. These participants benchmarked by comparing the potential job to an internal
rubric of some kind. Four sub-themes were identified within this theme: Feelings About
Readiness, Seeking Equivalency With Peers, Feeling Pay Was a Factor, and Wanting to
Meet Own Goals.
The most common sub-theme was Feelings About Readiness, an assessment of
whether they were ready, able, and qualified to do the new job, which was mentioned by
23 participants (58% of the sample). Almost all (20 out of 23) of these individuals
reported feeling that they were ready for the job and were encouraged by this.
I knew that when I took on the challenges that go along with that job, that I would have the
capacity and the skills to be able to meet them.
I thought I had the knowledge to be able to do it.
I knew I was very com petent in my job and that I could take on those duties.
I ju st felt that I would be able to do a good job.
Comparing to other individuals too I did feel that I was very much qualified and at the right
level o f experience, I felt ready in that sense.

Nine of the 23 individuals who benchmarked on Feelings About Readiness
questioned their own ability to do the new job. It should be noted that despite the results
of their personal benchmarking, all 23 of these individuals went on to apply for the
promotion, and all were successful in obtaining the promotion. Some examples include:
Well, normal hesitation, can I do this job, that kind o f stuff. But on the whole I think that I
felt pretty ready, I had a lot o f experience.
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Not knowing if I had the skills required, if I was ready fo r that, chances are I would be
moved to a com pletely new area and so would I be able to adapt to that.
I hadn’t been that long in the position I had occupied previously... And I always thought
this organization had a culture that you need to w alk before you run.

Nine (23%) of the participants benchmarked against their peers, mentioning the
sub-theme Seeking Equivalency With Peers in their decision to seek a promotion. For all
nine this process encouraged them to seek the promotion.
I’ve seen other people that I’ve worked with move up, there’s always this... how do I
measure up, that’s a natural thing to do I think, is to see how you measure up with your
peers but also with your age group... But you watch kind o f your peer group, the peer
group you had as a young adult and there’s a certain amount of well, if he can do that, I
can do that.
I knew that people at my level were applying too, and if they could do it I could do it sort of
thing.
I'd probably be really pissed o ff if som ebody else got the job, let's put it that way.
The people I was coming up with through the ranks were also achieving those levels and
it was important to be seen to be achieving the same levels that they were.
W hen you start to look at the people who are moving up then you see yourself in relation
to them and say well w ait a second, I think I’ve got a lot that I can contribute.

Six of the participants (15% of the sample) considered the sub-theme Feeling Pay
Was a Factor and benchmarked on pay in the new job. Again, this process appeared to
encourage them to seek the promotion. It is also interesting to note that an additional six
individuals (3 males and 3 females) specifically mentioned that money was not a theme
in their decision to seek a promotion.
The money is always an encouraging factor. I mean it is, ju st that econom ic security and
that.
W ell part o f it's financial o f course. The fact that it’s a fairly well-paid level.
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Ten percent of the participants (4 individuals) were encouraged by the sub-theme
Wanting to Meet Own Goals.
Just my own particular goals and to prove to myself, yes I could get here, I believe I would
be a good director, I would never have rested until I was a director.
For me it’s mostly about the self-satisfaction. Not in a vain way, just in a, what should you
expect out o f yourself kind o f thing.

Expected Experiences While Working
Almost three-quarters (73%) of the participants considered the experiences they
expected to have while working in the new job as part of their decision-making process
for seeking to seek a promotion. These 29 participants mentioned three sub-themes,
which were Expectations About Enjoying the Work, Feelings About Challenge/Change,
and Feeling What Job Will Be Like is Known/Unknown.
Twenty-one of the participants - over half (53%) - talked about considering
whether they would have positive feelings about the work in the new position. This sub
theme, Expectations About Enjoying the Work, was described in terms of enjoying the
work, being made happy by the work, or deriving satisfaction from it. Such expectations
encouraged the decision to seek a promotion.
I w ant a position that I know is interesting and challenging and something I want to do, so
basically until this position opened up I didn’t consider it.
I thought I was a bit more likely to be placed somewhere where I would interested and
useful
So those are things that give me great pleasure and typically are found at the Director
level.
I think it was a job I was really interested in doing, it’s a subject matter I’m interested in.
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Eleven (28%) of the participants reported the sub-theme Feelings About
Challenge/Change, as they considered a desire for change or challenge in their decision
to seek a promotion. Again, such expectations encouraged the decision to seek a
promotion.
I believe I had gone through all the different jobs, job aspects in my area o f expertise and I
was ready for that new level o f challenge, I was ready to feel a bit - 1 had plateaued, and
the challenge w asn’t there as much anymore, and I felt like I was ready to get to the next
stage.
It was time for a change, and I felt that the work at the same level, ju st in a different
division would probably be too much the same, so the next step was the next step up.
I think the biggest motivator for me tends to be challenge.
For the challenge. I like the challenge. I need to be stimulated and motivated and
som ething new.
I was ready for a change.

One quarter of the participants (10 individuals) considered the sub-theme Feeling
What Job Will Be Like is Known/Unknown. Having done similar work before and thus
knowing what the job would be like was an encouraging theme for seven people.
I was reasonably aware o f what the demands o f that job would be.
I guess w hat really encouraged me was the support that I had from my director at the
time, who not only encouraged me to go that path but kept trying to give me opportunities
to do that type o f w o rk.. .So I guess having a flavor fo r that type o f managerial w ork I really
enjoyed it.

I effectively was the director of that division for [a period of time].

Fearing the unknown in the new job discouraged the decision to seek a promotion
for three people. For example:
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There’s always a little bit o f w hat does this mean, w hat ladder am I climbing onto now and
where is it going to lead? A little bit o f that unknown.

Expected Fit
Twenty-six participants, or 65% of the sample, considered issues of fit with the
potential promotion when deciding on whether or not to seek the promotion. This theme,
Expected Fit, included four sub-themes: Feelings About Control Over Placement Fit,
Feelings About Timing/Rightness, Feelings About Work-Life Balance Fit, and Feelings
About Workload/Stress.
The most common of these sub-themes, Feelings About Control Over Placement
Fit sub-theme relates to the amount control that participants felt would have over where
they would be placed (and thus control over the fit they had with their job). This sub
theme included participants who considered whether a specific job or areas was available
when they applied for the promotion. Sixteen (40%) of the participants considered this
sub-theme in their decision to seek a promotion. Twelve were encouraged by feeling that
they had some input, or felt likely to be placed a specific area or position.
I thought I was a bit more likely to be placed somewhere where I would interested and
u s e fu l.... Because they had changed the process a bit and because I knew that there
were some openings in some places that I guess I thought that I had a good chance a t ...
W hen I applied there was a list o f potential opportunities, so you look at the list and you
say okay, there is more than one that I'd like to get.
Because o f a particular position that I was interested in. That was basically the only
factor.
They said they were staffing the following positions, so I said I’m here because I’m
interested in that one, you’re allowed to leave that out on the table.
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I thought I would be able to continue in the [specialty] I’m doing right now so I took a
chance.
Until this position opened up I didn’t consider it.
The job in the area that I was most interested in was up for grabs.

Losing this control over placement fit discouraged promotion for eight
participants.
The biggest I guess discouragement to this is the fact that you really have no say as to
where you’re put.
Well, I think everybody that applies for it in one o f those generic director com petitions has
some kind o f fear o f where they’re going to end up.
Chances are I would be moved to a com pletely new area and so would I be able to adapt
to that?
Also something that discouraged me from seeking this particular promotion was the fact
that at this the AD level it’s the generic pool. Not that it’s a generic competition, that never
discouraged me, but the fact that once you’re in this pool you can be moved wherever
senior management decides that you should go. You don't have as much choice in where
you would go.
The lack o f any control o r at least the perception that you didn’t have much influence in
term s o f w hat subject matter you were going to go to. Turns out you have some voice but
it’s still pretty clear you don't have much influence on that. You get a chance to say an
opinion but not much more than that, and it’s not clear that that opinion has much weight
in the final decision-making.

Eight participants considered the Feelings About Work-Life Balance Fit sub
theme in their decision on whether to seek promotion (20% of the sample). Five people
were discouraged by how the promotion might affect their work-life balance.
I was put where I was needed. And it makes it much harder to then balance the home
responsibilities. You’re doing w hat’s good for the organization... in some ways there is
more responsibility but in other ways there is greater flexibility.
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I guess what discouraged m e...I think it would affect my life success, my life balance
because I think in this organization you have to put in a lot o f time. I think these jobs
come at a price.
I was a bit worried about work life balance.
Family goals and personal goals, it ju st w asn’t right. I w asn’t ready to do that.

The other three felt that at that particular time in their life they would be able to
handle it. For example:
It’s easier to have little children and a management job than it is to have little children and
be stuck in the middle reporting to people who are telling you what to do.

Eight participants, 20% of the sample, talked Feelings About Timing/Rightness
being an encouraging sub-theme in their decision-making process. For seven of these,
the timing encouraged them to seek a promotion.
This was w hat I was doing and the world unfolded wonderfully when I was now going to
have this opportunity.
It was good timing.
That was the next logical step.

One of the eight, however, reported being unsure whether it was the right time or
not for a promotion.
I w asn’t sure whether it was my time or not.

Seven (18%) of the participants considered whether they would have increased
workload or stress at the higher level, the Feelings About Workload/Stress sub-theme.
Five of these seven individuals were discouraged by concerns about increased workload
and stress.
I knew it was more hours, it was even more time.
Well it comes down to workload too as you move up, it’s more of an issue.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

116

The other two felt that they knew what the requirements would be and would not
be bothered by them.
I feel I was reasonably aware o f w hat the demands o f that job would be and I was pretty
c o n fid e n t... that I could succeed at that level.
I mean with any promotion, not ju st the most recent, but with any, you always ask
yourself, will I have a lot more headaches, a lot more stress, a lot more responsibilities.
So you do always think about that, and you hesitate maybe a little bit, but so far I’ve
always said, yah but I'm ready for it, I’m ready to handle those things.

Expected Work Roles
The theme Expected Work Roles was also important, as half of the sample (twenty
individuals) considered issues such as their desire for authority, leadership, or
respect/recognition, to be important factors in their decision to seek a promotion. The
Expected Work Roles theme included the sub-themes Wanting More Authority/Influence,
Wanting More Respect/Recognition, and Wanting to Lead.
Fourteen of the participants (35% of the sample) cited the sub-theme Wanting
More Authority/Influence, expressing a desire for increased authority as something that
encouraged them to seek a promotion.
I liked that I would have the responsibility, the control, the opportunity to make decisions.
Originally, why I competed fo r it, I think was higher level o f responsibility, ability to
participate in the decision making process and to play a larger role in the policy making.
And the higher the level, the more kind of influential you can be.
The things that motivated me to move into m a n a g e m e n t... it was mainly a desire for more
opportunity to influence.
W hat encouraged me was certainly the opportunity to provide direction to the program s...
That was by fa r the driving factor.
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Being able to make an impact at a level where you really have some responsibility, some
authority to get things done.
I wanted to have the extra responsibilities and be a bit more in control o f situations. And
be able to make my contribution to the department, because I thought I had the
knowledge to be able to do it.
I felt as an EX that you would be more in charge and in control and you would have a few
levers in your hands.
As you move up you have more say over how things are done and w hat’s done.

Nine participants cited the sub-theme Wanting More Respect/Recognition, for
example wanting to join the respected management group, as something that encouraged
them to seek a promotion. This represented 23% of the sample.
I needed the pat on the back to say, I needed the recognition that I was an EX. I guess I
didn’t even realize perhaps how exciting and important that is to be able to say you’ve
achieved EX status. You don’t sort o f realize how successful you are until you get it.
Peer recognition, a sense o f achievement.
Well I guess it’s basically encouraged me, is I’m very committed to [Departm ent]... I have
a lot o f respect for senior m a n a g e rs ... and I like to be involved in some o f those decisions
and some of those things. So that I guess has encouraged me to seek promotions.
I knew that when I took on the challenges that go along with that job that ...I’d have the
support o f my peers and the respect in that sense and also the support and guidance of
my superiors.

Five (13%) of the participants talked about the sub-theme Wanting to Lead as
something that encouraged their decision to seek a promotion.
It’s managing a fairly large group o f employees, supervising between 50 and 60
depending. So I really enjoyed working with a group o f people, looking at w hat our
objectives are, setting objectives, working together to try to achieve those and hopefully
doing so successfully.
I enjoy supervising people. I enjoy motivating and getting teams to w ork together.
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I have probably some natural aspirations as a leader.

Expectation o f Getting the Job
Almost half of the participants (48%, 19 individuals) considered the theme
Expectation o f Getting the Job, evaluating their likelihood of receiving the promotion.
These considerations were in the form of two sub-themes: Perceiving
Opportunities/Signals or Having Successes/Recognition (and therefore feeling confident
that they had the reputation to receive the job).
Twelve participants (30% of the sample) said they were encouraged to seek a
promotion because they perceived signals from the environment or opportunities being
available (the Perceiving Opportunities/Signals sub-theme). It should be noted that two
of these participants described waiting for the signals before applying.
W ell I guess I was encouraged by senior managers that it was time and that I had a good
chance at succeeding, and this position came open.
The opportunity was there. If the opportunity hadn't come I don’t know that I would have
necessarily been looking at other departments to get it. The door opened and I took it but
I w asn’t out there looking specifically.
So the lights were all kind o f green in terms o f the signal.
I thought that the opportunities were there and open and there’s no issue with seeking a
promotion.
I think that there was a window of opportunity.

I was waiting I guess for the signal of recognition and okay if you think I’m good for the job
I’ll apply and we'll see.

Five participants mentioned the sub-theme Having Successes/Recognition, feeling
encouraged that they had met the requirements for promotion (13% of the sample).
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I knew that I was more prominent, more sort o f recognized because o f w hat this project
was accomplishing.
I had gotten extremely good evaluations on the w ork that was being done and some o f the
ideas I'd brought in.
I’ve also had the self confidence to say yes I could do a good job.
I thought I had a pretty solid track record

Receiving Input From Others
Nineteen (48%) of the participants talked about input received or perceived from others
as being either an encouraging or discouraging theme in their decision to seek a
promotion. This Receiving Input From Others theme included the sub-themes Input
From Superiors, Input From Spouse/Family and Input From Peers/Staff/Etc.
Fourteen individuals talked about the Input From Superiors sub-theme. Twelve
of these 14 participants received only positive input.
Well I guess I was encouraged by senior managers that it was tim e and that I had a good
chance at succeeding.
W hat has encouraged me to seek a promotion? I’ve had the support o f my ...m anagers
who have said you should try to seek a promotion because you’ll do well.
And my director at the time came over and really pointedly asked me if I was going to
apply fo r the competition, and I expressed my uncertainties and my c o n c e rn s ... and I
think he ju st very bluntly said, the time is now. Just do it. And he said, he encouraged me,
you have a very good track record and you have a very good reputation... I was leaning
quite strongly to applying anyways, but I think that’s w hat pushed me over the edge.
There was a lot o f encouragement from m y senior managers saying, you know I think
you’re ready, you should try.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

I guess w hat really encouraged me was the support that I had from my director at the
tim e... having someone that was behind me all the time encouraging me and bugging me
all the time.
I felt that I had the support and in a num ber of areas, and ... that was a big. If I didn’t feel
that I had the support I w ouldn’t have gone.
A little bit o f encouragement and some positive signals from my supervisors in giving me
the green light and saying that you are ready. I think that would be the single most
influencing factor.

Two individuals received discouraging negative input from some superiors, but
also encouraging positive input from others.
He said flatly, you will never be a Director at [Department], don't bother... then I w ent to
talk to other people, other mentors and they encouraged me.
Other bosses ... championed me and had told me many tim es personally that I could do
it. So that to me was critical, not only to know that I can do it, but other people out there
actually agreed with that.

The Input From Peers/Staff/Etc sub-theme was mentioned by nine participants,
who discussed receiving support from peers, staff, external contacts, general support in
the environment, or did not specify who they received input from. All nine (23%) of the
participants mentioned only encouraging input.
You also feel you have to do it because everyone around you tells you should do it, you’ll
get it, you’re good, you should try. So you feel a bit of that pressure.
People who I respect also encouraged me to go fo r it. They told m e... if you’re ready, you
should try it and hope for the best.
I had all kinds o f encouragement and support from colleagues and staff and family.
I had the support o f colleagues 360, all around.
If you hear enough times people saying you should do this, you would make a good
director someday, go to the next step, then it starts to sink in.
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There was a feeling and a consensus around that I was ready for it and that I had a lot to
contribute.

Five participants (13% of the sample) were encouraged by input from their spouse
or family.
A lot o f fam ily support. My wife was very, very supportive and my parents as well.
It does come down to the spouse, family, friends, relatives, everybody, I think you're
expected to achieve certain things and I’m sort o f ju st fulfilling what I think is their
expectations of me.

In two cases, the spouse had (discouraging) concerns about the participant seeking
a promotion, but then was later supportive. For example:
My husband was more, why don’t you stay where you are, we have a good balanced life,
w hy do you w ant to get all that stress?

Strategic Decision-making
Fifteen of the participants mentioned a theme of Strategic Decision-Making,
considering strategic comparisons between the outcomes of applying and not applying in
their decision to seek a promotion. This represented 38% of the sample. The
comparisons fell into three sub-themes: Feelings About the Process (deciding whether it
is worth going through the promotion process), Comparison to Position Would Be
Leaving (comparing the characteristics of the current job to the new one) and Preventing
Others From Getting the Job (comparing who else might receive the promotion if the
participant did not apply).
Eight (20%) of the participants considered the sub-theme Feelings About the
Process in their decision about whether to seek a promotion. Facing the promotion
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process was discouraging for seven participants. The process was encouraging for one
participant because it had changed.
There’s also a fear that a lot o f people have that when you go to one o f these boards,
there’s a whole bunch o f important people sitting there, and if you really mess up then
you’ve had it.
Well the process is gruesome.
It’s a very, very stressful experience. I found it very stressful to go through the board...
You're being evaluated by... your management that you very much respect and you’re
hoping that they’ll support you and you don’t know w hat they’re thinking. The waiting
period... it’s long. You see those people and you know they know and they’re not telling
you.

Seven participants talked about the sub-theme Comparison to Position Would Be
Leaving (18% of the sample). Four were encouraged to apply by the comparison (one
had mixed feelings and thus falls into both groups).
But if you’re an AD, o r even a D G ... you don’t have as much power. ... you had to do the
m anagement o f it but you didn’t really get to call the shots, your boss called the shots...
So that was a motivator to get out o f the AD level.
One o f the factors that has encouraged me is the fact that I think one o f the most
important things for me at w ork is who I w ork for. ... and I was in one o f those situations
at the time, where I didn’t have a great deal o f respect for the person who I was working
f o r , ... and I decided to apply for the director’s j o b ... because I wanted to be m aster of
my own fate and change that.
So you had to look at the future and say are you ready to stay at this level for another 10
years. Y ou’re happy now but will you be.

Four participants were discouraged from seeking a promotion by the comparison.
I was having a very, very good time where I was.
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Four (10%) of the participants talked about being encouraged to apply for a
promotion by the Preventing Others From Getting the Job sub-theme.
I didn’t w ant to be managed by the people I thought were the alternatives.
I thought, you know, better fo r me to be in a position that I can influence than to let these
other people call th e - there’s a few people that, do I w ant to work fo r this person, do I
w ant this person to be my director?
I applied fo r this most recent job because I looked at the people who I could possibly end
up working for and I thought I would rather work directly for the [skip level] than w ork for
someone intervening who was going to cause me stress, so I applied for it. So it was self
protection.

Expected outcomes o f the new work
In their decisions to seek a promotion, fourteen participants considered the
Expected Outcomes o f the Work theme. This theme, which represented 35% of the
sample, included only one sub-theme: Feelings About Ability to Contribute. This was
encouraging theme for thirteen individuals, often in the form of wanting to be able to
make a larger contribution by moving to a higher level.
I felt like I had something to contribute to the organization. I felt like that was a level I
could w ork effectively at in term s o f having impact, and having impact frankly is part of
where the satisfaction lies... ju st generally being able to make an impact at a level where
you really have some responsibility, some authority to get things done.
I thought I could make a contribution.
As much as anybody had power to make a division a success, the director has that
power. And I wanted to try that.
I also thought that I had a lot to offer, I had ideas.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

124
I wanted to see if I could make a difference ... because o f my vision o f where the
organization should go, in a position where I actually had the power to make that vision a
reality.
So at one level you can influence 10 people, the next level you can influence 50 or 100.
So w hat do you say has more impact.
Because I think I can change something. That’s all. It’s the only reason.

One individual voiced concerns about not being able to contribute in a given
position or level.
I don’t think that you can be very good everywhere.

Importance to Self o f Applying
Seven participants, or 18% of the sample, weighed the importance of applying
versus not applying when making their decision to apply for a promotion (the Importance
to Self o f Applying theme). In this theme, participants were communicating how much
emotional importance they had placed on gaining the promotion, and how that affected
their decision to seek a promotion. The Importance to Self o f Applying theme included
two sub-themes: Giving It a Try and Wanting the Job.
Four individuals (10% of the sample) were encouraged to seek a promotion by the
idea of Giving It a Try.
It ju st seemed like a good idea at the time.
I decided to try it.
I will at least try. If it doesn’t work, I have nothing to lose.

Three participants were encouraged by their desire for the job (the Wanting the
Job sub-theme). This represented 8% of the sample.
It was something I wanted to do.
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It’s really do I w ant the job.

5.2.1 Other interesting findings about the decision to seek a promotion
Strauss and Corbin’s (1998) coding paradigm was used to structure and make
sense of the themes emerging from the data, leading to some interesting findings about
how participants discussed their decision to seek a promotion, beyond the themes and
sub-themes they considered in the decision. These findings can be used to better
understand how the participants think about career-related decision-making. The interim
process model developed as part of this stage is shown in Appendix C.
The participants showed evidence of some decision-making behaviours they had
used while they were in the process of making the decision to seek a promotion. Fifteen
of the forty participants (37.5%) mentioned weighing the pros and cons, twelve (30%)
ranked some themes as more important than others, eight (20%) enlisted the advice or
help of others, six (15%) identified a backup or escape plan in case they were unhappy
with the outcome of their decision, and four (10%) expressed putting thought into their
decision. It is believed that this is a very important finding, and that the role of decision
making behaviours should be incorporated into the final model in this study as it shows a
stage in the decision-making process not found in the proposed model.
The participants also clearly recognized the influence of various individual and
situational characteristics on their decision-making. Individuals gave contextualizing
information about individual characteristics such as personality (9 individuals, 22.5%)
and gender (2 individuals, 5%). Others spoke about situational characteristics such as
their colleagues, workplace or field (16 individuals, 40%) or their families (3 individuals,
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7.5%). Again, participants perceived norms in the themes of the decision to seek a
promotion, and some specifically mentioned that money was not a theme in their decision
(6 individuals, 15%). These situational and individual characteristics correspond to the
findings from the career-related decision-making literature. Situational characteristics are
already included in the proposed model, but these findings argue for including individual
characteristics as well.
Additionally, it was very common for the participants to make reference to or tell
stories about past work-related experiences, as a way to expand on and explain the
themes they used in their decision to seek a promotion. This tendency, done by twentyfive participants (62.5%), may reflect the fact that individuals recognize the inscrutability
or intuitive nature of this process, and attempt to “capture” the feeling of the decision
process through story telling. Four participants (10%) also noted how they felt about the
outcome of their promotions. These findings provided some additional insight into how
participants relate to the decision to seek a promotion construct and the decision-making
process itself.

5.3 Is there a relationship between a public servant’s definition of career success
and the factors they describe taking into account when deciding whether to seek a
promotion?
This section will first explain how the researcher tested for a relationship between
subjective career success and the decision to seek a promotion by identifying matches
between the themes and sub-themes. This explanation is followed by a description of the
results of this matching process and an evaluation of whether or not these results support
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the assertion that there is a relationship between subjective career success and the
decision to seek a promotion constructs.

5.3.1 How the theme and sub-theme matches were identified
The relationship between how respondents subjectively defined career success
and factors they considered when deciding whether or not to seek a promotion was tested
in two ways. The first approach uses the principles of grounded theory (i.e. inspection,
constant comparison and continued abstraction) to identify which themes and sub-themes
appeared to match. As described earlier, the grounded theory analysis identified five
themes and 17 sub-themes for subjective career success (Section 5.1) and nine themes
and 25 sub-themes for the decision to seek a promotion (Section 5.2). In order to test
whether there was a relationship between subjective career success and the decision to
seek a promotion, it was necessary for the researcher to identify:
■ which of the 17 sub-themes in subjective career success described the same issues
as the 25 sub-themes in the decision to seek a promotion, and
■ which of the five career success themes described the same issues as the nine
decision to seek a promotion themes.
The researcher first matched the sub-themes using constant comparison to see
whether both the sub-theme construct and the source data were consistent between the
participant’s definition o f subjective career success and the factors they considered when

deciding to seek promotion. This process was repeated for each participant in the sample
using the sub-theme data, and then for each participant using the theme data. In certain
cases, when the source data for two matched sub-themes (or themes) were compared,
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some of the quotations appeared to deal with the same issues, but other quotations did
not. In these cases the outlier quotations were re-coded into a new or different sub-theme
(or theme).10
Figure 5-5 shows the results of the grounded theory based matching process. All
five themes found in subjective career success were matched to a theme in the decision to
seek a promotion. Four decision to seek a promotion themes that were not matched to
subjective career success themes. These are not shown on the diagram.
The five subjective career success themes contained 17 sub-themes. The five
matched themes in the decision to seek a promotion contained 15 sub-themes. All are
shown on the diagram (although only 13 of these sub-themes are matched) because the
statistical tests at the theme level included all of the participants coded at that theme (and
thus coded at any sub-theme within that theme); they did not include only the participants
coded at the matched sub-themes.

10 For example, the decision-making sub-themes Feelings About Work-Life Balance Fit and
Feelings About Workload/Stress were originally coded as the same sub-theme. During the
matching process, however, it became clear that the comments in the Feelings About Work-Life
Balance Fit sub-theme (of decision-making) matched with those in Having Work-Life Balance
Fit sub-theme (of subjective career success), but the comments in the Feelings About
Workload/Stress sub-theme did not. Therefore, they were separated into separate sub-themes.
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Figure 5-5: Diagram of the Matched Themes and Sub-Themes
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The second methodology used to test for matches was a simple quantitative
analysis. The researcher calculated the percentage of individuals who mentioned a given
theme (or sub-theme) in both their definition of career success and in their decision to
seek a promotion, compared to the total number of individuals who mentioned that theme
at all. As the example in Figure 5-6 shows, 29 individuals mentioned a theme of
Benchmarking in their definition of career success, while 26 individuals mentioned this
theme in their decision to seek a promotion.11 Examination of the data shows that the
total number of participants who mentioned this theme in either category was 36. Out of
these 36 individuals, 19 people (53% of the sample) mentioned this theme in both their
definition of career success and in their decision to seek a promotion. These individuals
can be considered to have a “match” for the theme of Benchmarking. On the other hand,
seven of the individuals (47%) who mentioned the Benchmarking theme in this study
only mentioned it in their definition of career success or in their decision to seek a
promotion, but not in both. These individuals were not, therefore, considered to have a
match for the Benchmarking theme.
Although this quantitative analysis is not a statistical test, it can be used to give
some indication of how often matches occurred in these semi-structured, open-ended
interviews. This gives some indication as to whether a study with structured items might
find a statistically significant number of matches.

11It should be noted that this analysis counted the number of individuals who mentioned a certain
theme or sub-theme at all, not the number of references they made to this theme or sub-theme.
Therefore, an individual who mentioned two sub-themes of the Benchmarking theme in their
definition of career success (such as Benchmarking on Pay and Benchmarking Self Against
Peers) was only counted as one instance of the Benchmarking theme in the subjective career
success category.
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When interpreting the findings, higher matches were considered to be more
compelling. While themes and sub-themes with 50% or higher matches are particularly
convincing, themes with match rates of at least 30% were still considered to be indicative
of a relationship between subjective career success and the decision to seek a promotion.
Figure 5-6: Example Showing the Proportion of Individuals with Theme Matches
40 participants
;

;

in total

:

'

;

\

36 participants
(100%)

19 out of 36
participants (53%)

mentioned a
benchmarking
theme

mentioned a
benchmarking
theme

in EITHER

in BOTH

their decision to
seek a promotion
OR their definition
of career success

their decision to
seek a promotion
AND their
definition of career
success

■

mentioned a benchm arking theme

7 out of 36
participants (47%)

in EITHER their decision to seek a prom otion
or their definition o f career success
BUT not in both

5.3.2 Results of the matching process
This section reports on the results of the matching process described above,
including the percentage of matches found for each theme and sub-theme. Table 5-3
shows the number of matches found for the themes and sub-themes used in this analysis.
The number of matches is “n/a” in cases where a certain sub-theme existed only in the
decision to seek a promotion or only in the subjective definition of career success.
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This section will also provide some examples of the statements made by
participants who had matches between the themes they stated in their definition of career
success and their description of factors influencing their decision to seek a promotion.
Not only will sub-theme matches be presented, but also cases where an individual had a
match at the theme level but not at the sub-theme level. This is intended to give the reader
a richer sense of the theme and sub-theme matches.
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Table 5-3: Frequency of Occurrences of Theme and Sub-theme Matches
Decision to
Percent matches
Subjective
seek
Matches
out of total
career success
Total
promotion
Individuals who
Individuals who
Individuals who
Individuals who Individuals who mentioned
mentioned theme in mentioned theme in mentioned theme mentioned theme theme in both categories
this category
in either category in both categories compared to those who
this category
mentioned it in either
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4
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17

3

18%

Pay

6

8
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1

8%
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7

26

4

15%

Peer Equivalency

9

4

11

2
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3

n/a

n/a

n/a
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... ..:3 7 i : ...
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. .29 . ....
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.............. ...
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Having Good
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...

68%

...25
' ■IQ’ '

........ m i ..

52%

:

37%
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11

n/a

n/a

n/a

10
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n/a

n/a

n/a

26

12
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8

27%
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2
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Control Over Placement
Fit

16
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2

11%
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4

n/a
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8
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5
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n/a
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14

27

7

26%
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9
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19

1

5%

Authority

14
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2
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2

33%

9

32%

Feeling What Job Will Be
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Having Fit With Your
Values

Work Roles

Leading

::::::

[ 0 0

..
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Benchmarking
In the Benchmarking theme, 19 individuals matched at the theme level. Only the
theme level had a high percentage of matches (53%). Within the Benchmarking theme
there were four sub-themes that matched in both research categories: Goals, Pay, Ability
to Do a Good Job, and Peer Equivalency. In all cases, however, the sub-themes all had a
relatively low percentage of matches (i.e. Goals and Peer Equivalency both matched in
18% of cases; Ability to Do a Good Job matched in 15% of cases, and Pay matched in
only 8% of the cases). Finally, it is interesting to note that one sub-theme, Appropriate
Use o f Your Skills, was only mentioned in association with definitions of career success.

In some cases, the individual had matches at both the theme and sub-theme level.
In the first example below, the response was coded for the Benchmarking theme, and also
for the sub-theme Peer Equivalency.
C areer success definition: My definitions o f career success include... peer equivalency,
and this is important in my lifestyle anyway, when I look across the organization, that I feel
I’m being fairly and justly paid, I have the same prestige, I have the same travel, visibility
opportunities, etc.
Decision to seek a promotion: The main factor that encourages me to seek promotion is
where I see myself... I've also equated myself with my peers.

A second example of matches at both the theme and sub-theme level shows the
data which represents a response which was coded for the Benchmarking theme and for
the Goals sub-theme:
Career success definition: I think I’m doing pretty good in terms o f trying to achieve what
my vision o f m yself is in terms o f my career success, anyw ay... my goal is to reach the

EX level.
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Decision to seek

a promotion:

W hat motivated me? My ultimate goal is to be in the

executive level, that has always been my goal.

In other cases, there was a theme match, but no sub-theme match. For example,
one respondent mentioned the Benchmarking theme in both cases, but the benchmarking
criteria when defining career success was not the same examined when deciding on
whether or not to take a promotion. This individual defined career success in a sub-theme
of Goals. The decision to seek a promotion, on the other hand, was based on the sub
theme of Ability to Do a Good Job.
C areer success definition: Well I guess sort o f on a subconscious level I had set some

objectives for myself, and that was to become a director.
Decision to seek a promotion: I knew I was very com petent in my job and that I could

take on those duties.

Experiences While Working
The Experiences While Working theme had 25 matches (68% of possible
matches) at the theme level. This was the highest match rate found in this thesis.
Within the Experiences While Working theme, there were only two matched sub
themes: Enjoyable Work (with 52% matches) and Challenge (with 37% matches). Both
of these matches appear to be substantive. The other two sub-themes, Having Good
Relationships (a sub-theme of subjective career success) and Feeling What Job Will Be
Like is Known/Unknown (a sub-theme of the decision to seek a promotion) did not have
matching sub-themes.
As in the example below, some of the participants had matches at both the theme
level (Experiences While Working) and the sub-theme level (Enjoyable Work):
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C areer success definition: I guess it means doing what I like.
Decision to seek a promotion: Top one is the interest for the job.

In other cases, such as the example provided below, although respondents had
subjective career success and decision to seek promotion responses that were both coded
in the Experiences While Working theme, they described a different sub-theme when
defining subjective career success (i.e. Challenge) than they were when making the
decision to seek a promotion (i.e. Feeling What Job Will Be Like is Known/Unknown).
Career success definition: Well I'd like a sustained self development and growth. To
be a bit more specific fo r me that means that over time I can take on and successfully
manage more complex, more expansive projects
Decision to seek a promotion: There's always a little bit o f what does this mean, what
ladder am I climbing onto now and where is it going to lead? A little bit of that

unknown.

Having Fit
Only eight (27%) matches were observed at the theme level when considering the
Having Fit theme. This is consistent with the fact that at the sub-theme level, only two
matches were observed: Work-Life Balance (15%), and Control Over Placement (11%).
In both cases, the percent matching was not substantive. For the remaining three sub
themes within the Having Fit theme, individuals only mentioned the sub-theme in
conjunction with subjective career success (Having Fit With Your Values) with respect to
the decision to seek a promotion (Right Timing and Feelings About Workload/Stress).
The quotes below are provided to illustrate these patterns. The first example
shows a match on the sub-theme Work-Life Balance:
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C areer success definition: For me career success had been following w hat I think is the
right thing to do at the right tim e fo r the right reasons, that basically fit within my own life

successfully.
Decision to seek a promotion: The biggest I guess discouragem ent to this is the fact that
you really have no say as to where you're put...and it makes it much harder to then

balance the home responsibilities.

The second example shows a match at the Having Fit theme level but different
sub-themes for the definition of career success ( Work-Life Balance) and the decision to
seek promotion {Feelings About Workload/Stress):
Career success definition: I’m trying to achieve success in the public sector but trying
also to have a certain balance with my personal life.
Decision to seek a promotion: There was the fact that I knew it was more hours, it was
even more time.

Work Roles
For the Work Roles theme, there were 7 theme level matches (i.e. 26% matches).
Within the Work Roles theme there were three sub-themes that matched: Leading (33%
matches), Recognition/Respect (5% matches) and Authority, (13% matches). Only the
first of these, Leading, is substantive enough to note.
As in the example below, some of the participants had matches at both the theme
level {Work Roles) and the sub-theme level {Leading):
C areer success definition: For me it’s not only being the smart one, or the smart person
leading a group, but this is another aspect, being able to exercise leadership with your

group and also being able to be respected by your peers, your employees, your
colleagues, your superiors.
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Decision to seek a promotion: You participate in more strategic planning meetings, you

supervise a team of professionals, you’re more worried about the day to day operation
o f things.

In other cases, the participants had a match at the Work Roles theme level but had
different sub-themes for the definition of career success {Recognition/Respect) and the
decision to seek promotion (Authority):
C areer success definition: I started out with the view that I’m going to become an expert

in this area and that’s how I define success.
Decision to seek a promotion: I also thought that I had a lot to offer, I had ideas, thought

the program needed to budge this way or that w a y.

Outcomes o f the Work
For the Outcomes o f the Work theme there were nine matches at the theme level.
In other words, one in three of the responses (or 32%) given in terms of subjective career
success matched to those given in terms of decision to seek a promotion. There were two
sub-themes within the Outcomes o f Work theme: Making a Contribution (35% matches)
and Having Accomplishments or Successes, which was only mentioned in conjunction
with the decision to seek a promotion (i.e. no match).
An example of the responses given when a respondent matched at the Making a
Contribution sub-theme is given below:
Career success definition: It’s waking up every morning and being happy and enthusiastic
about what you're doing and feeling that you’re contributing.
Decision to seek a promotion: I thought I could actually make a contribution to the
organization.
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5.4 To what extent do the data bear out the model proposed by the researcher?
This question will be answered by a review of how the research findings compare
to the literature, and the model developed from the literature.

5.4.1 Findings compared to the subjective career success literature
This study provides support for most of the findings reported in the subjective
career success literature. It also identifies a number of results not previously reported in
the literature. Key areas of consistency as well as discrepancies are noted below.
There was support for the operational definitions of subjective career success used
in the literature, although these reflected only a sub-set of the definitions given by
participants. Judge et al (1995) defined subjective career success as being current job
satisfaction and career satisfaction, based on Locke’s definition “a pleasurable or positive
emotional state resulting from an appraisal of one's job or job experiences" (1976, p.
1300). Although participants certainly appraised their job and job experiences, they did
not focus much on the emotional outcome of this appraisal. The career satisfaction
element of Judge et al’s (1995) operational definition of subjective career success was
found in this study, as participants did refer to “pay, advancement, and developmental
opportunities” (Judge et al, 1995, p 487), when talking about career success. Ng et al’s
(2005) definition of career success was also supported, as individuals did mention their
“subjective judgments about their career attainments” (Ng et al, 2005, p. 368-9) when

talking about how they defined career success.
While the findings from this study support the operational definitions of
subjective career success used by researchers, this investigation suggests that researchers
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are simplifying this construct. This assertion is supported by comparing the richer and
broader definitions of career success provided by employees in this sample to the
definitions of subjective career success in the literature. The differences between the
literature and the findings from this grounded theory study highlight the very different
perspectives researchers and employees have when they think about subjective career
success.
Figure 5-7 below, shows how the career success themes and sub-themes found in
this study (shown on the right hand side and the centre of the diagram) compare to the
factors suggested by the literature as influencing subjective career success (shown on the
left hand side of the diagram). With three exceptions (personality, demographic, and
organizational/regional/industrial variables), the factors mentioned in the literature as
influencing definitions of career success (human capital, objective career success, selfreferent, other-referent, job-related, and work-life balance variables) were observed to
varying degrees in this research. There were, however, differences in emphasis and
richness that point to the different perspectives of researchers and participants when
looking at this topic. These differences also point to the advantage of using a grounded
theory approach to this issue. This section will review how each of the nine factors
identified in the literature compares to the themes and sub-themes found in this study.
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Figure 5-7: Comparison of Career Success Factors Found In the Literature To
Themes And Sub-Themes Found In This Study
FROM THE
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Gender will he examined in Section 5.5.
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Personality and demographic factors
In this study, the personality and demographic variables described by researchers
were not readily apparent in the form of themes, although they were hinted at by some of
the participants’ contextualizing statements that were discussed in Section 5.1.1. This
finding is not particularly surprising since it is likely that participants are not consciously
aware of how their personality affects their definition of career success. One of the
demographic variables, gender, was expected to influence the definition of career
success, based on the literature. This was only partially supported, as will be discussed
further in Section 5.5.1.

Human capital factors
Human capital factors were only seen in the desire of some participants to do
work in line with their education. The other human capital factors found in the literature,
such as level of education or ambition (Judge et al, 1995), were not seen here. Based on
the literature, it would be expected that level should have an influence on the definition of
career success, as it is one element of human capital. This was not found to be the case,
however, as will be discussed in more detail in Section 5.5.

Objective career success factors
This study also provides some support for the idea that objective career success is
part of subjective career success. For example, Judge et al’s (1995) and Ng et al’s (2005)
concept of objective career success - as both pay and promotions - was apparent in the
participants’ personal definitions of career success. This research also extends the
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conceptualization of objective career success by recognizing that employees use the
concept of “having authority” as an indicator of hierarchical level in the organization.
Other researchers could consider using authority as an indicator of career success in
future studies.

Self-referent and other-referent factors
The literature also suggests that individuals define career success based on otherreferent and self-referent factors, such as those discussed by Heslin (2003) and Judge et
al (1995). The grounded theory analysis in this study, however, suggests that the selfand other-referent categories are not distinct from the other categories, as a number of the
themes identified in this study could be included in either the self- or other-referent
grouping and in another grouping. For example, the sub-theme Making a Contribution
(in the theme Outcomes o f the Work) is similar to the job-related factors found in the
literature. Listening to how participants describe this sub-theme, however, suggests that
they also measure this theme based on other-referent factors. For example, individuals
appear to judge their contribution by comparing themselves to rubrics based on their own
(self-referent) and other people’s (other-referent) contributions, as well as the
contributions expected in the job (job-related). As such, it was decided that the
Benchmarking themes found in this study were closest to the self- and other-referent
categories found in the literature. The other themes found in this study (that could have

been grouped in the self- or other-referent category) were placed in the other categories
as appropriate.
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Job-relatedfactors
Job-related factors were very important to participants and discussed in much
more detail than in the literature. Dyke and Orser (2005) suggested rewarding work and
community impact were important components of subjective career success, and these
clearly line up with the responses given here. No other job-related variables were
proposed by researchers. The literature is in stark contrast to this study, where the vast
majority of themes related to definitions of career success fall within the job-related
category (including the Outcomes o f the Work, Experiences While Working, and Work
Roles themes, as well as part of the Having Fit theme). Again, this appears to be an
important contribution of this study as it expands our concept of subjective career
success. It also suggests that researchers may make better progress in understanding
subjective career success if they focus more on job-related variables. This finding also
demonstrates the value of employing a grounded theory approach in this type of research .

Work-life balance factors
The Work-Life Balance sub-theme of the Having Fit theme found in this study is
roughly similar to the work-life balance factors found in the literature. Work-life balance
variables suggested by Dyke and Orser (2005) included balanced life and personal well
being. Participants in this study were concerned with ensuring a fit between their work
and life, including reasonable workload and reasonable stress levels, although they did
not discuss personal well-being in detail.
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Organizational/regional/industrial factors
Judge et al (1995) included organizational, regional, and industrial variables in
their analysis. Ng et al (2005) included organizational variables in the form of
organizational sponsorship, and Dyke and Orser (2005) included them in the form of
organizational performance. None of these elements was particularly visible in the
participants’ comments, with one exception. This organization uses a generic pool model
for placing its managers, such that they may be rotated to another area as needed. This
organizational characteristic may have influenced the appearance of the sub-theme
Having Control Over Placement sub-theme that was mentioned by five participants
(12.5%) in this study.

5.4.2 Findings compared to the career decision-making literature
This research supported most of the findings from the career decision-making
literature, although it also resulted in a number of findings not previously reported in the
literature. The literature did not provide an operational definition of the decision to seek
a promotion, so it was not possible to compare this to the results of this study. Figure 5-8
shows how the decision to seek a promotion themes found in this study compare to the
factors suggested by the literature. Most of the factors suggested in the literature were
borne out by the study. It should be noted, however, that very few studies could be found
that focussed on this issue specifically and not much is known about how the decision to

seek a promotion is made. The grounded theory approach used here has resulted in a
much more comprehensive understanding of the factors considered when seeking a
promotion than what is available in the literature.
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Figure 5-8: Comparison of Career Decision-making Factors Found In the Literature
to Themes and Sub-Themes Found In This Study
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Demographic/spouse variables
The demographic variables suggested in the literature were found to some extent
in this study. The marital status variables suggested by Cassirer and Reskin (2000) were
supported by the participants’ responses regarding their spouses’ input into the decision
to seek a promotion (Input From Spouse/Family sub-theme). Gender (which will be
discussed in more detail in Section 5.5) was not found to be very influential overall. No
other demographic variables were apparent in the data.

Human capital factors
Only one human capital factor predicted by the literature was seen in this study:
level in the hierarchy. The literature predicts that level, as one aspect of human capital,
should have an influence on the career-related decision-making. This was not found to
be the case. Further details on the impact of level are given in Section 5.5. Powell and
Mainiero (1992) also include work motivation and career choices in their human capital
variables, and suggest that these would have an influence on decisions. This hypothesis
was not supported by this study.
It is likely that these two factors found in the literature but not in the study
(demographic and human capital variables), form part of the context that influences the
relationship between subjective career success and the decision to seek a promotion. This
study suggests, however, that employees are not objectively aware of the impact of these
factors on their decisions to seek a promotion.
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Job-relatedfactors
Job related factors were discussed in far more detail by the participants in this
study than they were by researchers. There was, however, some support for those jobrelated themes that were identified in the literature. Liff and Ward (2001) suggested
three variables that influence individuals’ decisions: level of knowledge about what the
job entailed, routes to promotion, and perceptions of commitment required. These items
were all found in this study. In addition, there were a substantial number of themes that
are linked to job characteristics, but were not covered in the literature. Participants
appeared to consider many themes related to what the job would be like, as well as how it
compared to the current job: the themes Expected Outcomes o f the Work, Expected
Experiences While Working, Expected Work Roles, and the Feelings About Control Over
Place Fit sub-theme. As such, this study increases our understanding of how these types
of decisions are made.

Work-life balance factors
The Feelings About Work-Life Balance Fit sub-theme from this study was found
to be roughly similar to the findings in the literature. Liff and Ward (2001), for example,
found that work-life balance factors were important in career decisions and Stone and
Lovejoy (2004) found that the workplace regulations and culture surrounding flexible
work was important. Both of these predicted variables were supported by the study.
Hewlett and Luce (2005) found that home responsibilities were a significant theme in
women’s decisions to remain at a lower level. This was only mentioned a few times by
the women in the current study, and not at all by the men.
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Organizational factors
The literature predicted that a number of organizational variables would influence
the decision to seek a promotion. Cassirer and Reskin (2000) suggested several
organizational structure variables, two of which were visible here: formalized evaluation
processes and past treatment by the employer. These findings are consistent with Liff and
Ward’s (2001) suggestion that respondents considered their “perceptions of the
promotion process” in the promotion aspirations. These findings from the literature are
similar to the Feelings About the Process sub-theme discussed by individuals in this
study. Two other sub-themes could be related to organizational structures. One is the
Feelings About Control Over Placement Fit sub-theme that participants mentioned in
terms of considering the extent of control they would have over where they would be
placed. As mentioned previously, this sub- theme may be partly an artifact of the
“generic pool” used to place managers in this organization. Also, participants in this
study mentioned the sub-theme Perceiving Opportunities/Signals, considering whether
there were messages about available opportunities in the organization.

Factors not found in the literature
A variety of additional themes were identified in this study that were not seen in
the literature. In particular, researchers to date have underestimated the impact of the
following items on an individual’s decision to seek a promotion:
■ The opinions of colleagues and superiors
■ Having acceptable fit with the job characteristics or requirements
■ Desire for particular aspects of the work

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

150

■ Political maneuvering with respect to peers (either seeking to be equivalent to
peers or seeking to prevent others from taking the position)
■ Goal orientation of the individual (such as having a strong investment in the
promotion, or simply giving the competition a try)
Some of these themes are similar to the self-referent and other-referent factors
that were found in the subjective career success literature, but not in the decision to seek
a promotion literature. The discrepancies between the findings of this study and the
existing literature on career-related decision-making provide some directions for future
research and also support the importance of conducting qualitative research in this area.

5.5 To what extent does the relationship between subjective career success and the
decision to seek a promotion depend on gender and level?
This section will examine whether there are any statistically significant
differences between the themes mentioned by the male and female groups, and between
the feeder and executive management groups. For each comparison, the subjective career
success and career-related decision-making themes will be examined separately. The
impact of gender and of level on the overall model will then be discussed.

5.5.1 To what extent does subjective career success depend on gender?
As shown in Table 5-4, women listed more themes and sub-themes than men did
when talking about how they define career success - a mean of 3.1 themes per woman,
compared to only 2.3 per man, and 4.6 sub-themes compared to 3.0. While gender
difference in the number of themes mentioned was an interesting finding, it is difficult to
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determine exactly what this difference means. One hypothesis is that women mentioned
more themes because they were more voluble in the interviews or because they
considered a wider variety of elements in their definitions. It could also be some other
unidentified difference.
Table 5-4: Frequency of Occurrences of Career Success Themes and Sub-themes by
Gender
Themes

Sub-themes

Mean number mentioned by women

3.1

4.6

Mean number mentioned by men

2.3

3.0

Mean number mentioned by both genders

2.7

3.75

Total number of themes found in the study

5

17

As shown in Table 5-5, there were only four significant gender differences in
subjective career success. The analysis indicates that women were more likely than men
to define career success in terms of
•

Experiences While Working (p=0.009)

•

Learning and Being Challenged (p=0.021)

•

Having Good Relationships (p=0.078)

•

Having Fit With Your Values (p=0.042)

•

Doing Something I Enjoy (very close to the statistical significance cut-off,
atp=0.105)

The rest of the themes and sub-themes were noted equally often by men and
women. Taken as a whole these findings support the following conclusion: women are
more likely than men to define career success in terms of their values and their
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experiences at work (i.e. relationships, being challenged, doing enjoyable work). In all
other respects, women and men appear to define career success similarly.
Table 5-5: Test for Significance of Gender on Themes and Sub-themes in Subjective
Career Success Using Fisher’s Exact Probability Test
Factor

Number of

Percent of

Number of

Percent of

P-

Females

Females

Males

Males

Value12

19

100%

67%

.009*

15

79%

52%

.105

19%

.021*

14% \

.078*

Experiences While Working

Doing Something 1Enjoy
tea m in g and Being Challenged

11
S : ^ , 4 ’ ■;

Having Good Relationships

■

Benchmarking

12

63%

14

67%

1.000

Benchmarking on Own Goals

7

37%

9

43%

.755

Benchmarking on Pay

4

21%

4

19%

1.000

Benchmarking on Doing a
Good Job

4

21%

3

14%

.689

Benchmarking Self Against
Peers

2

11%

2

10%

1.000

Benchmarking on Using Skills

2

11%

1

5%

.596

O u tco m es o f th e W ork

12

63%

11

52%

.538

Making a Contribution

11

58%

10

48%

.545

Having Accomplishments or
Successes

1

5%

2

10%

1.000

8

42%

6

29%

.510

Feeling Respected/Recognized

6

32%

5

24%

.727

Having Authority

2

11%

2

10%

1.000

Leading Others

2

11%

1

5%

.596

8

42%

4

19%

.170

3

16%

4

19%

1.000

4

21%

1

5%

.172

0%

.042*

W ork R o les

Having Fit

Having Work-Life Balance Fit
Having Control Over Placement
Having Fit With Your Values

M":-.

21%

12Considered significant at a p-value equal to or less than 0.10 for a two-tailed Fisher’s Exact
Probability Test using Minitab 15.
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It is interesting to compare these gender-related findings to those in the literature.
A number of researchers expected men to be more focussed on objective career success
then women (O’Connor & Wolfe, 1987; Russo, Kelly & Deacon, 1991; Powell &
Mainiero, 1992; Sturges, 1999; Dyke and Murphy, 2006). This was not supported, as
there were no significant gender differences in the emphasis placed on the indicators of
objective career success (i.e. pay or authority). Women were also expected to be more
concerned with work-life balance and with life success (Powell & Mainiero, 1992;
Sturges, 1999; Dyke & Orser, 2005; Dyke and Murphy, 2006). This prediction was not
borne out by this study either, as there was not a significant difference in men’s and
women’s focus on work-life balance as a part of the definition of career success.
Other researchers suggested that women were more likely to define career success
by intangible criteria (Sturges, 1999), such as feelings about their careers (Powell &
Mainiero, 1992), personal fulfillment (Parker and Chusmir, 1992), or rewarding work
(Dyke & Orser, 2005). These predictions were somewhat supported, as women were
more likely than men to consider intangible criteria such as experiences while working
and their values.
Some researchers have suggested that women’s differences in subjective career
success definitions may be due to national or organizational cultures (Gallos, 1989;
Gilligan, 1982; Davidson & Cooper, 1992; Poole et al, 1993; Sturges, 1999). Since this
study only examined one organization, it is not possible to say whether the gender
differences found here were due to this reason or not. This study does provide some
support for this idea, however, as the results are more in line with Dyke and Orser’s
(2005) finding of limited gender differences in career success. Since the latter study was
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conducted in Canada, while most of the other studies were conducted in the U.S., Great
Britain, or Australia, this may point to the impact of national cultures on gender
differences on subjective career success. It should be noted, however, that Dyke and
Murphy’s (2006) study, also with a Canadian sample (personal communication, May 31,
2007), did find many of the gender differences predicted by the literature.

5.5.2 To what extent does the decision to seek a promotion depend on gender?
In general, when explaining what they considered when deciding to seek a
promotion, women listed a mean of 4.9 themes and 7.1 sub-themes, while men listed only
4.0 themes and 5.0 sub-themes (shown in Table 5-6). It is not clear from the data
whether women mentioned more themes because they were more voluble in the
interviews, or because they considered more themes as part of their decisions, or some
other unidentified difference. Again, we cannot say for sure what causes this gender
difference in the mean number of themes mentioned per participant, but it is likely to be
the same factors that caused the gender differences with respect to the number of career
success themes mentioned above.
Table 5-6: Frequency of Occurrences of Career Decision-making Themes and Sub
themes by Gender
Themes

Sub-themes

Mean number mentioned by women

4.9

7.1

Mean number mentioned by men

4.0

5.0

Mean number mentioned by both genders

4.45

6.0

Total number of themes found in the study

9

25
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As shown in Table 5-7, three of the decision to seek a promotion sub-themes had
a statistically significant difference between men and women; none of the themes were
significant. This analysis indicates that women were more likely than men to consider
the following issues in their decision on whether or not to seek a promotion:
•

Expectations About Enjoying the Work (p=0.014)

•

Feelings About Challenge/Change (p=0.078)

•

Feelings About Work-Life Balance Fit (p=0.001).

The rest of the themes and sub-themes were noted equally often by men and
women. These findings support the conclusion that when deciding to seek a promotion,
women are more likely than men to consider their expectations about the new job in
terms of work experiences and work-life balance. In all other respects, women and men
appear to consider the same issues in their decisions to seek a promotion.
It is also interesting to note here that while eight women and no men mentioned a
theme of needing to balance their work and home life, five men but only two women
spoke about concerns regarding workload and stress in the new job. This may indicate a
difference in the way that men and women talk about the increased demands of a new
job. Women appear to be more concerned with how the increased work requirements will
affect their home demands, while men conceptualize these increased requirements in
terms of the workplace, as increased stress, workload, and responsibility. This could be
an important subject for future research, since a difference in the way men and women
conceptualize these issues could affect the findings of work-life balance studies.
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Table 5-7: Test for Significance of Gender on Themes and Sub-themes in Decision to
Seek a Promotion, Using Fisher’s Exact Probability Test
Factor
Benchmarking -

Number of
Females

Percent of
Females

Number of
Males

Percent of
Males

PValue13

15

79%

14

67%

.488

Feelings About Readiness

13

68%

10

48%

.216

Seeking Equivalency With Peers

6

32%

3

14%

.265

Feeling Pay Was a Factor

1

5%

5

24%

.186

Wanting to Meet Own Goals

2

11%

2

10%

1.000

Expected Experiences While Working

16

84%

13

Expectations About Enjoying the Work

14

74%

Feelings About Challenge/Change
Feeling What Job Will Be Like is
Known/Unknown
Expected Fit

62%

.163

. 33%

.014*

; 14%

.078*

5

26%

5

24%

1.000

14

74%

12

57%

.333

Feelings About Control Over Placement Fit

9

47%

7

33%

.520

Feelings About Timing/Rightness

5

26%
=wm42% ^ : ^

3

14%

.442

Feelings About Work-Life Balance Fit

.......

' 0 ..

0%

.001 *

2

11%

5

24%

.412

10

53%

10

48%

1.000

Wanting More Authority/Influence

8

42%

6

29%

.520

Wanting More Respect/Recognition

3

16%

6

29%

.457

Wanting to Lead

3

16%

2

10%

.654

8

42%

11

52%

.545

Perceiving Opportunities/Signals

6

32%

6

29%

1.000

Having Successes/Recognition

3

16%

6

29%

.457

9

47%

10

48%

1.000

Input From Superiors

8

42%

6

29%

.510

Input From Peers/Staff/Etc

5

26%

4

19%

.712

Input From Spouse/Family

3

16%

2

10%

.654

9

47%

5

24%

.186

9

47%

5

24%

.186

Strategic Decision-Making

9

47%

6

29%

.328

Feelings About the Process

5

26%

3

14%

.442

Comparison to Position Would Be Leaving

4

21%

3

14%

.690

Preventing Others From Getting the Job

2

11%

2

10%

1.000

Feelings About Workload/Stress
Expected Work R oles

Expectation of Getting the Job

Input From Others

E xpected O utcom es o f the Work
Feelings About Ability to Contribute

Importance to Self of Applying

3

16%

4

19%

1.000

Giving It a Try

1

5%

3

14%

.607

Wanting the Job

2

11%

1

5%

.596

13 Considered significant at a p-value equal to or less than 0.10 for a two-tailed Fisher’s Exact
Probability Test using Minitab 15.
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It is interesting to compare these gender-related findings to those in the literature.
Both Stone and Lovejoy (2004) and Mainiero and Sullivan (2005) predicted that gender
would lead to differences in career-related decision-making themes.
Mainiero and Sullivan (2005) expected women to consider whether the work
decision was “true to who they are,” whether it provided the desired “work/non-work
balance” and whether the work was sufficiently challenging These predictions were
largely supported by the findings, as statistically significant differences were found
between men and women in Feelings About Work-Life Balance Fit (42% of women, 0%
of men) and Feelings About Challenge/Change (42% of women, 14% of men) in their
decision to seek a promotion. Also, although being “true to who they are” was not a
theme seen in women’s decision making, the similar sub-theme Having Fit With Your
Values was a statistically significant difference between men and women in their
definitions of career success.
Stone and Lovejoy (2004) and Mainiero and Sullivan (2005) expected women to
be more likely to consider the opinions of their spouses when deciding whether to seek a
promotion; this dataset does not support this assumption as in this case women did not do
this significantly more often than men. In addition, Stone and Lovejoy (2004) expected
that women would be more likely to consider the work environment. Again this
expectation was not supported as no significant differences were found in this area.
It is interesting to note, however, that this study identified one gender difference
that has not been reported by other researchers: in that women were more likely than
men to consider whether they would enjoy the work, when deciding whether or not to
take a promotion. This is similar to the finding that in this study women were more likely
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than men to define career success in terms of enjoyment of the work. Mainiero and
Sullivan (2005) expected men would be more likely than women to consider goal
orientation, independent action, and career benefits. Again, this hypothesis was not
supported as no significant gender differences were observed in this dataset for any of
these factors.

5.5.3 To what extent does the relationship between subjective career success and the
decision to seek a promotion depend on gender?
The sample size is not large enough to examine the impact of gender on the
matching of subjective career success and career-related decision-making themes in a
statistically meaningful manner. Nevertheless, as noted in the previous section, there is
evidence that gender has some impact on both definitions of career success and the
decision to seek a promotion. Most interestingly, in both subjective career success and
the decision to seek a promotion, the gender differences were concentrated in the
Experiences While Working theme and related sub-themes.
Taken overall, however, in this study gender appeared to have little to do with
how an employee subjectively defined career success and made the decision to seek a
promotion. This finding conflicts with the findings of researchers such as Powell and
Mainiero (1992) or Cassirer and Reskin (2000) that women and men are significantly
different in how they understand or approach these constructs. That being said, one

gender difference is worthy of note, since it appeared in both subjective career success
and the decision to seek promotion data: Experiences While Working. Women were more
likely than men to define career success based on work experiences (including ideas such
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as learning, challenge, relationships with others, and doing enjoyable work). Women
were also more likely than men to consider their expectations about the work experiences
they would have in their new job when deciding on whether or not to seek a promotion
(including ideas such as their feelings about challenge and whether they would enjoy the
work).
Given the fact that this gender difference appeared and was significant for both
constructs, it seems justified to conclude that a strong relationship between these
constructs exists for women but not men. These gender differences provide some
interesting avenues for future research.

5.5.4 To what extent does subjective career success depend on level?
As shown in Table 5-8, those at the management feeder group level (EXM1)
listed more themes and sub-themes when defining career success than those in the
executive cadre (EX). Individuals in the feeder group listed a mean of 2.7 themes and 4.3
sub-themes, comparison to individuals in the executive group who listed 2.7 themes and
3.3 sub-themes. It is not clear from the data why those at the lower level mentioned more
sub-themes than those at the higher level, although this might be an avenue for future
research.
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Table 5-8: Frequency of Occurrences of Career Success Themes and Sub-themes by
Level
Themes

Sub-themes

Mean number mentioned by EXMls

2.7

4.3

Mean number mentioned by EXs

2.7

3.3

Mean number mentioned by both groups

2.7

3.75

5

17

Total number of themes found in the study

As shown in Table 5-9, only one sub-theme was found to have a statistically
significant difference between the levels. These results indicate that individuals in the
feeder group (EXMls) were more likely than the executive cadre (EXs) to define career
success based on Benchmarking on Using Skills (p=0.069). Also, Having Work-Life
Balance Fit was close to significance (p=0.113). The rest of the themes and sub-themes
were noted equally often by both groups. These findings support a conclusion that, by
and large, there is no difference in how career success is defined by individuals in the
feeder group compared to individuals in the executive cadre.
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Table 5-9: Test for Significance of Level on Themes and Sub-themes in Subjective
Career Success Using Fisher’s Exact Probability Test
Number of
EXMls

Percent of
EXMls

Number of
EXs

Percent of
EXs

PValue14

Experiences While Working

14

82%

19

83%

1.000

Doing Something 1Enjoy

13

76%

13

57%

.315

Learning and Being Challenged

6

35%

9

39%

1.000

Having Good Relationships

5

29%

6

26%

1.000

10

59%

16

70%

.521

Benchmarking on Own Goals

8

47%

8

35%

.522

Benchmarking on Pay

3

18%

5

22%

1.000

Benchmarking on Doing a Good
Job

2

12%

5

22%

.677

Benchmarking Self Against Peers

2

12%

2

9%

1.000

18%

0 '

0%

.069*

10

59%

13

57%

1.000

Making a Contribution

10

59%

11

48%

.538

Having Accomplishments or
S uccesses

1

6%

2

9%

1.000

7

41%

7

30%

.521

Feeling Respected/Recognized

5

29%

6

26%

1.000

Having Authority

3

18%

1

4%

.294

Leading Others

2

12%

1

4%

.565

5

29%

7

30%

1.000

Having Work-Life Balance Fit

5

29%

2

9%

.113

Having Control Over Placement

1

6%

4

17%

.373

Having Fit With Your Values

2

12%

2

9%

1.000

Factor

Benchmarking

Benchmarking on Using Skills
Outcomes o f the Work

Work Roles

Having Fit

:

14Considered significant at a p-value equal to or less than 0.10 for a two-tailed Fisher’s Exact
Probability Test using Minitab 15.
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5.5.5 To what extent does the decision to seek a promotion depend on level?
Individuals in the management feeder group level (EXM1) listed more themes
and sub-themes as criteria in their decision to seek a promotion than those in the
executive cadre (EX) did, as shown in Table 5-10. The EXM1 group listed a mean of 4.0
themes and 5.2 sub-themes, while those in the EX group listed a mean of 4.8 themes and
6.6 sub-themes. It is not clear from the data why individuals at a higher level listed more
career decision-making themes than those at a lower level did. This is especially
interesting given that individuals at a higher level listed fewer subjective career success
themes than those at a lower level did. This difference may point to a subject for future
research.
Table 5-10: Frequency of Occurrences of Career Decision-making Themes and Sub
themes by Level
Themes

Sub-themes

Mean number mentioned by EXMls

4.0

5.2

Mean number mentioned by EXs

4.8

6.6

Mean number mentioned by both groups

4.5

6.0

9

25

Total number of themes found in the study

As shown in Table 5-11, only one statistically significant difference was found
between the two levels (EXM1 and EX). This difference was that those in the executive
cadre were more likely to consider the sub-theme Feelings About Challenge/Change
when deciding on whether or not to seek a promotion (p=0.079). No other statistically
significant differences were found. This analysis supports the conclusion that, overall,
individuals in the feeder group and individuals in the executive cadre make career
decisions according to the same criteria.
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Table 5-11: Test for Significance of Level on Themes and Sub-themes in Decision to
Seek a Promotion, Using Fisher’s Exact Probability Test
Factor
Benchmarking

Number of
EXMls

Percent of
EXMls

Number of
EXs

Percent of
EXs

PValue15

12

71%

17

74%

1.000

61%

.749
.707

Feelings About Readiness

9

53%

14

Seeking Equivalency With Peers

3

18%

6

26%

Feeling Pay Was a Factor

3

18%

3

13%

1.000

Wanting to Meet Own Goals

2

12%

2

9%

1.000

Expected Experiences While Working

12

71%

17

74%

1.000

Expectations About Enjoying the Work

11

65%

10

43%

.216

39%

.079 *

Feelings About Challenge/Change
Feeling What Job Will Be Like is
Known/Unknown

c:':.:\9

z.

2

12%

8

35%

.145

10

59%

16

70%

.521

Feelings About Control Over Placement Fit

6

35%

10

43%

.747

Feelings About Timing/Rightness

3

18%

5

22%

1.000

Feelings About Work-Life Balance Fit

4

24%

4

17%

.702

Feelings About Workload/Stress

2

12%

5

22%

.677

8

47%

12

52%

1.000

Wanting More Authority/Influence

6

35%

8

35%

1.000

Wanting More Respect/Recognition

3

18%

6

26%

.707

Wanting to Lead

3

18%

2

9%

.634

Expected Fit

Expected Work Roles

Expectation of Getting the Job

6

35%

13

57%

.216

Perceiving Opportunities/Signals

3

18%

9

39%

.179

Having Successes/Recognition

4

24%

5

22%

1.000

7

41%

12

52%

.538

Input From Others
Input From Superiors

5

29%

9

39%

.739

Input From Peers/Staff/Etc

3

18%

6

26%

.707

Input From Spouse/Family

1

6%

4

17%

.373

6

35%

8

35%

1.000

6

35%

8

35%

1.000

Strategic Decision-Making

5

29%

10

43%

.512

Feelings About the Process

3

18%

5

22%

1.000

Comparison to Position Would Be Leaving

2

12%

5

22%

.677

Preventing Others From Getting the Job

1

6%

3

13%

.624

E xpected O utcom es o f the Work
Feelings About Ability to Contribute

Importance of Applying

2

12%

5

22%

.677

Giving It a Try

1

6%

2

9%

1.000

Wanting the Job

1

6%

3

13%

.624

15Considered significant at a p-value equal to or less than 0.10 for a two-tailed Fisher’s Exact
Probability Test using Minitab 15.
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5.5.6 To what extent does the relationship between subjective career success and the
decision to seek a promotion depend on level?
The sample size is not large enough to examine the impact of level on the
matching of subjective career success and career-related decision-making themes in a
statistically meaningful manner. For both the career success and decision to seek a
promotion tests, only one significant difference was found between the executive cadre
(EX) and feeder group to the executive cadre (EXM1). This indicates that there may be
essentially no difference between these two groups in terms of how they define subjective
career success and how they make the decision to seek a promotion (when all individuals
are already managers). This supports the idea that level may not need to be included in
the proposed model. It is possible that for groups that are more widely separated in the
hierarchy, more differences might appear. Further studies could examine these
hypotheses using confirmatory methodologies and a sample that spans more levels of the
hierarchy, especially comparing groups before and after the jump into management.
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6 CONCLUSIONS
This section will present the key findings from this study, including the model of
the relationship between subjective career success and the decision to seek a promotion.
Next, the limitations of the study will be addressed. Finally, the implications for
organizations and for researchers will be presented, including a number of suggestions
for future research.

6.1 Key findings
This study has demonstrated how public servants, in particular those at the
management level, define career success and what themes they take into account when
deciding whether to seek a promotion. It has also shown evidence of a relationship
between these two constructs. A model of this relationship has been developed and will
be discussed in Section 6.1.4. Finally, the study has demonstrated, as hypothesized, that
gender has some impact on subjective career success and career-related decision-making,
although level does not appear to. The key findings will now be briefly reviewed.

6.1.1 Subjective career success
This study aimed to understand how public servants defined career success for
themselves. The individuals in this study were found to define career success according
to the following broad themes:
•

Experiences While Working

•

Benchmarking

•

Outcomes o f the Work
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•

Work Roles

•

Having Fit

These findings largely support the existing literature on subjective career success.
They also highlight, however, the greater importance that researchers have placed on
predictive factors (such as demographic, human capital, and
organizational/regional/industrial themes) compared to employees, and the greater
importance that employees place on job factors compared to researchers. Future research
into subjective career success should bear in mind the difference in this perspective.
These results support the value of doing exploratory research and using grounded theory
methodology in this area.

6.1.2 The decision to seek a promotion
One of the primary goals of this study was to seek to better understand what
motivates individuals to seek management jobs. The individuals in this study described
the following themes and sub-themes as being part of the decision to seek a promotion:
•

Benchmarking

•

Experiences While Working

•

Expected Fit

•

Expected Work Roles

•

Expectation o f Getting the Job

•

Receiving Input From Others

•

Strategic Decision-Making

•

Expected Outcomes o f the Work
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•

Importance to Self ofApplying

It was found that some of these themes (and related sub-themes) encouraged the
individual to seek a promotion, some were discouraging, and others could be encouraging
or discouraging depending on the situation. This finding supports the assertion that
individuals do not always seek a promotion without question. Even in this pool of
individuals who did go on to seek and receive a promotion, the participants described a
variety of factors that discouraged them from applying.
For the most part, this study supported the findings from the limited amount of
research into career-related decision-making. It also extends this research by identifying
factors that had not been predicted by previous research, namely factors that were related
to expectations of success, input from others, strategic implications of the decision, the
importance placed on applying for the job, and benchmarking on self- and other-referent
criteria. Again, these findings reflected the greater emphasis that individuals place on
job-related factors compared to researchers.
Individuals were also found to engage in a number of decision-making behaviours
during the process of deciding to seek a promotion, including weighing the pros and cons
of the decision, identifying some issues as more important than others, enlisting the
advice or help of others, formulating a backup or escape plan in case they were unhappy
with the outcome of their decision, and spending time considering the decision.
These findings point to the need for more research into career-related decision
making and to some interesting avenues for future research, as they highlight the gaps in
the current understanding of this decision process in the literature.
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6.1.3 The relationship between subjective career success and the decision to seek a
promotion
The results of this study support the existence of a relationship between subjective
career success and the factors that individuals consider when deciding on whether or not
to seek a promotion. In this relationship, the individual’s definition of career success
forms some of the decision-making criteria, but not all of them. It is believed that future
studies with structured response items and a larger sample would provide statistically
significant support for this finding.
However, it is also clear that a number of other themes go into the decision. In
particular, it appears that individuals not only consider the job itself (such as experiences
they would have in the job, whether it meets criteria for intrinsic and extrinsic rewards,
and the work roles they would gain by achieving the management level); they also
consider the likelihood of winning the position, how well it will fit with their life and
needs, the opinions of others, political maneuvering, and the application process itself.

6.1.4 A model of the relationship between the definition of career success and the
decision to seek a promotion
This thesis asked the question, What is the relationship between the definition o f
career success and the decision to seek a promotion? The result of this question is the
model shown in Figure 6-1, showing the relationship between the definition o f career

success and the decision to seek a promotion. The elements of the model will now be
discussed in detail.
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Figure 6-1: Revised Model of a Promotion-Seeking Decision-making Process
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This model is radically different from the proposed model shown previously in
Figure 3-1. Most notable is the move away from discrete iterative boxes to a depiction
showing the overlapping and interrelated nature of the constructs examined in this thesis.
This is because the grounded theory analysis of the data did not support the idea of
making these constructs into separate steps in a process model approach. The complexity
and richness revealed through the grounded theory analysis calls for a more intuitive
model. This change is also in line with a tendency in process research away from linear
progressions and toward models that recognize “the presence of multilayered and
changing contexts, multidirectional causalities, and feedback loops” (Langley, 1999, p.
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694). The central relationship depicted by the model is still the way in which an
individual compares various elements, leading to the individual deciding whether or not
to seek a promotion. It is hoped that the model proposed in Figure 6-1 reveals the “effect
of events on the state of an entity” as well as “the cognitions and emotions of individuals
as they interpret and react to events” (Langley, 1999, p. 693).
The model contains seven elements. These include four influences on the
individual (the decision to seek a promotion themes and the subjective career success
themes, as well as individual and situational characteristics) and three actions taken by
the individual (a comparison process, decision-making behaviours, and the final decision
whether or not to seek a promotion).
This study found that the first construct shown in Figure 6-1, the decision to seek
a promotion, included nine main themes: Receiving Input From Others, Strategic
Decision-Making, Expectation o f Getting the Job, Importance to Self ofApplying, Having
Fit, Work Roles, Benchmarking, Outcomes o f the Work, and Experiences While Working.
It was found that individuals considered a personal subset of these themes when making a
decision on whether or not to seek a promotion.
O f these nine themes, five were also found to be themes in the second construct,
subjective career success: Having Fit, Work Roles, Benchmarking, Outcomes o f the
Work, and Experiences While Working. As stated, all of these themes are considered by
individuals when they make a decision on whether or not to seek a promotion. These five
are shown in the overlap between subjective career success and the decision to seek a
promotion. The five themes that appear in both the decision to seek a promotion and in
subjective career success support the idea that individuals do rely on their personal
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definitions of career success when deciding whether to seek a promotion. The two
constructs are still shown separately because some sub-themes were identified only in the
subjective career success definitions, and not in the factors considered as part of the
decision to seek a promotion. It is believed that this indicates these two constructs are still
distinct.
Four additional themes have been identified in the decision to seek a promotion
construct that appear to be separate from the individual’s notion of career success. These
additional four themes illustrate a key finding of this study: when making the decision to
seek a promotion, individuals also consider issues such as the opinions of others, strategic
impacts of the decision, whether they expect to get the job, and the importance they
attach to applying. This is an important finding, as most of these elements were not
previously identified in the literature
The figure also shows the influence of individual and situational characteristics.
The focus of this study limits how much it is possible to say about the influence of these
characteristics, but the figure recognizes their importance. These constructs are shown in
the background, since the data showed that they influence the other elements (as
demonstrated by the contextualizing statements examined in Sections 5.1.1 and 5.2.1).
Future grounded theory research is needed to flesh out importance of these constructs.
At the centre of the diagram is the comparison process that the individual goes
through as they weigh the various elements of their decision to seek a promotion and are
influenced by various aspects of the situation. This is shown at the intersection of four
constructs to reflect the fact that the data suggests the subjective career success themes,
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decision-making themes, and the individual and situational characteristics all influence
the comparison (and each other) in an iterative fashion.
Decision-making behaviours are also shown as a unique construct in the diagram,
as these are hypothesized to influence the comparison process. For example, the
individual might compare the various elements of their decision, decide that he or she
does not have enough information, and seek advice. With that additional information, he
or she can re-do their comparison and hopefully be able to make a decision.
Finally, the diagram shows that the individual will complete the comparison and
make a yes or no decision on whether or not to seek a promotion.
It was noted above that there is a need for testable models of the career decision
process in general that could be applied to specific types of career decisions. The model
developed in this exploratory study could form the basis for such research.

6.1.5 The impact of gender and level
The existing literature predicted that gender and level should have an impact on
both the definition of career success and on the decision to seek a promotion. This was
largely contradicted by the results. In general, the women and men in this study were
found to be very similar, as were the executive cadre and management feeder groups.
There was one notable exception, however. Women were found to place more
importance on experiences while working, both in the way they defined career success

and in the factors they considered when deciding to seek a promotion. This is a
significant finding, and future research should test these results with different populations

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

173

and should study whether this difference has an impact on women’s career-related
decisions and objective career success.

6.2 Limitations
There are a number of limitations inherent in this study. These include the
potential effects of qualitative methodologies, repeated statistical measures, observation
or contamination effects from the study format, and effects due to the organizational
culture or job types of the participants. It is believed that the impact of these potential
limitations has been minimized as much as possible by the methodologies used by the
researcher. These limitations will be addressed here.
Qualitative research in general has been accused of being subjective, and
systematic methods are required to counteract any researcher bias (Goulding, 2002). In
this study, the appropriate grounded theory techniques, such as fracturing of data,
constant comparisons, and use of Strauss and Corbin’s (1998) coding paradigm, have
been used to reduce the influence of any potential researcher bias. It is felt that even with
a secondary dataset, the grounded theory analysis was able to reach a reasonable level of
saturation.
Repeated statistical measures such as are used in this study can result in a number
o f false positives (and false negatives). The researcher has the most confidence in the
finding of gender influencing the importance of work experiences on subjective career
success and the decision to seek a promotion, since there were multiple significant results
on these themes and sub-themes. Also, since there is so much similarity between the
themes and sub-themes identified in subjective career success and in the decision to seek
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a promotion, it is believed that future confirmatory analysis studies would find stronger
statistical evidence of participants mentioning the same sub-themes for both research
categories.
The participants’ results may be skewed by the fact that they are aware of being
observed, and they may show preferences in their answers as well as experimenterinterviewer interaction effects (Web et al, 1966). The effect may be stronger in this case
because the participants were aware that the results of the study were being provided to
their employer. Even though participants were assured that their results were
anonymous, they may still have self-censored.
There are also a number of other possible limitations related to the study format.
The data for this study was drawn from a project on a related but different topic, and
responses could have been contaminated by other questions in the study. It is also
possible that the ordering of the questions in the interviews could have had an impact on
the match rate found in this analysis. This is believed to be unlikely, as there were a
number of other questions in between the two directly related to subjective career success
and the decision to seek a promotion (questions A and F as shown in Section 4.3.1).
Finally, the questions asked individuals to look back at the past, so responses may be
subject to some recall bias.
This research focussed on a group with certain homogenous characteristics: all of
the participants were managers in one department of the Canadian Public Service, all
were knowledge workers with university training, all had decided to seek the promotion
being studied, and all had succeeded in achieving that promotion.
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This study took place in an organization with a very strong culture. Thus,
individuals in this organization may define career success and make career decisions in
ways that are homogenous within the organization, but unique compared to other
organizations (Tsui & Gutek, 1984; Schneider, Smith & Paul, 2001; Heslin, 2005). In
addition, the study took place in a Public Service environment with a specific promotion
process, which may operate differently from environments in the private sector or smaller
public organizations. Future studies should expand on this research to examine the
decision to seek a promotion in organizations with more informal promotion processes.

6.3 Implications of the research
These findings have implications for organizations (including the one where this
study was performed) and for the state of research in this area. These will be discussed in
more detail, with a list of suggested areas for future research.

6.3.1 Implications for organizations and human resource professionals
The results of this research can assist organizations in making management
positions more attractive and accessible to employees. Although this study was
undertaken with a specific and somewhat unique population, this research provides some
important indications about what factors employees consider when deciding on whether
or not to seek a promotion.
Organizations can make use of these results to guide the development of human
resources policies and practices intended to encourage employees to seek management
positions. The individual definitions of career success held by employees appear to have
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a substantial relationship to the themes they consider when deciding on whether or not to
seek a promotion. Thus, organizations should seek to understand how their employees
define career success, and whether management positions in the organization
complement those definitions.
Although future research in other venues might have different results, it is
believed that organizations (particularly organizations in the Canadian Public Service)
can still be guided by the findings of this study, such as the themes and sub-themes that
were most commonly mentioned by the participants who participated in this research.
The broad themes found in this study indicate that employees consider
benchmarking on various factors; the experiences, fit, work roles, and outcomes they
expect to have in the new position; whether they are likely to get the job; the opinions of
others; a strategic evaluation of the impact of obtaining vs. not obtaining the position; and
the importance they personally place on applying. These findings indicate that
organizations need to consider not only how employees feel about the job characteristics
and the objective career success they might obtain from the position, but also how
situational and political factors may impact the employee’s decision.
In this study participants commonly mentioned sub-themes such as whether they
were ready for the position, would enjoy the work, would have additional authority,
perceived positive signals from the environment or from superiors, and would be able to
contribute in the position. Organizations may wish to pay particular attention to whether
their human resources practices provide sufficient information about the job
characteristics and about readiness for promotions (in the form of both self-evaluations
and signals from others).
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Finally, organizations should take note of the important gender difference found
in this study: the greater emphasis that women place on the experiences they would have
while working. In order to encourage more women to seek management positions,
organizations will need to confirm both that these positions will provide experiences that
will appeal to their female employees, and that their female employees are aware of what
the day-to-day experiences of these positions are like. Human resources programs and
practices could emphasize making more information available about what the
management job entails.

6.3.2 Implications for researchers
This study has produced a number of valuable findings that confirm, contradict, or
expand on the literature. Also, a number of suggestions for future research have been
identified in this study.

Subjective career success
This study has helped to address the lack of exploratory studies examining how
individuals define career success for themselves. These findings largely support the
existing literature on subjective career success. They also highlight, however, the greater
importance that researchers have placed on predictive factors (such as demographic,
human capital, and organizational/regional/industrial themes) compared to employees,
and the greater importance that employees placed on job factors, compared to
researchers. Future research into subjective career success should bear in mind the
difference in this perspective and how it may affect study findings.
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Some directions for research that should be considered by researchers include the
following items:
■ The themes and sub-themes identified in this study could be used to develop a
subjective career success instrument with structured response items that could be
tested for validity and reliability.
■ A number of participants in this study had trouble answering the question about
career success, while others did not. Future research could examine whether
individuals have articulated a definition of career success for themselves, and
whether they use it consciously when making career-related decisions. It would
also be interesting for researchers to investigate the possibility that triggering
events may cause individuals to articulate (for the first time) or re-evaluate (and
possibly change) their definitions of career success.
■ Participants also appeared to be aware of organizational or national cultural norms
in the definition of career success. Researchers might investigate this idea more
thoroughly and whether it affects how individuals define career success and
whether they make career-related decisions to fit these perceived norms.
■ There has been some suggestion in the literature that career and job satisfaction
alone may not be adequate constructs for measuring subjective career success.
This was borne out by this study, as the definitions of career success used by the
participants go beyond the idea of satisfaction. It would be useful for future
research to study how well career and job satisfaction predict satisfaction on the
various elements of subjective career success found in this study.
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■ This study found that participants tended to use the concept of “having authority”
as a proxy for describing level in the hierarchy (i.e. one facet of objective career
success). It could be useful for researchers to study whether other employees
might use this concept to measure objective career success, and if so, why.

Decision to seek a promotion
This research did not directly address the question of whether an individual will
always seek, or accept, a promotion if one is available, since all of the participants did
ultimately seek, and receive, the position they discussed for this study. Nevertheless, the
results supported the researcher’s hypothesis that individuals do not simply seek any
promotion that might be available: the participants went through an extensive thought
process in considering whether to seek the promotion, and they saw both negative and
positive themes.
Studying these constructs in an organization where the promotion-seeking process
is quite transparent has made it easier to examine. Further research, however, should
expand on this to examine whether promotion-seeking decisions are similar in
organizations with more fluid promotion processes.
Future research could consider the following issues:
■ Additional research into the factors that affect career-related decision-making is
clearly needed, based on the scarcity of literature in this area.
■ It would be useful for a cohort study to be conducted, in order to examine the
relationship between subjective career success definitions and career-related
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decision-making while the participants are in the process of considering the
decision.
■ The themes and sub-themes identified in this study could be used to develop a
career-related decision-making instrument with structured response items that
could be tested for validity and reliability.
■ Additional grounded theory research into the decision-making behaviours that
individuals engage in when deciding to seek a promotion could be particularly
beneficial to organizations, since human resources practices could be developed
to best complement these behaviours. Overall, decision-making behaviours
appear to be under-represented in the career-related decision models found in the
literature.
■ Future studies should examine the decision to seek a promotion in private
organizations with more informal promotion processes to see if the findings differ
significantly from those found in the organization studied here.
■ Participants in this study considered a variety of positive and negative themes
when deciding whether to seek a promotion. In this case, on average the
participants considered more positive themes than negative ones, and did go on to
seek the promotion. Future research could examine whether the number of
positive and negative themes considered by individuals is related to their decision
on whether or not to seek the promotion.
■ It appears from this study that employees practice some benchmarking based on
self- and other-referent criteria when deciding on whether or not to seek a
promotion. The literature on career-related decision-making could be expanded
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by applying the self-referent and other-referent concepts used by Heslin (2003)
with subjective career success.

The relationship between subjective career success and the decision to seek a promotion
The model developed in this study for the Public Service, shown in Figure 6-1, is
a valuable contribution that can form the basis for future research into the relationship
between subjective career success and the decision to seek a promotion. Such research
might address the following questions:
■ The results of this study could be used to develop an instrument with structured
response items to test for a statistically significant relationship between subjective
career success and the decision to seek a promotion.
■ It is believed that subjective career success and the decision to seek a promotion
are separate constructs, despite the fact that most of the themes and sub-themes
found in career success definitions could be subsumed in the themes and sub
themes found in the decision to seek a promotion. Further studies should seek to
confirm that these constructs are distinct.
■ Future studies with larger samples should address the impact of individual and
situational characteristics on the relationship between subjective career success
and the decision on whether or not to seek a promotion.

Impact o f gender
One of the important goals of this study was to examine the impact of gender on
subjective career success and the decision to seek a promotion. Much research has been
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conducted into gender differences over the past decades, but workplace gender
imbalances are still widespread. It is hoped that continued study of this issue can help to
narrow this gap. Research into the following items may prove valuable:
■ Studies with a larger sample size should be undertaken to examine the impact of
gender on the relationship between subjective career success and career-related
decision-making themes in a statistically meaningful manner.
■ In particular, the finding that women place more importance on experiences while
working than men do should be studied with larger, more heterogeneous samples.
■ Future research should also investigate whether this difference has an impact on
the career-related decisions that women make.
■ Additional studies should investigate the impact of national cultures on gender
differences on subjective career success.
■ This study resulted in some curious findings regarding the number of themes and
sub-themes mentioned by participants of different genders. This discrepancy
bears additional research, as a difference in the number of responses given by
each gender could impact the findings of research in this area.
■ It was noted in this study that when considering issues of work demands, women
appeared to consider them in terms of the impact on their home lives (i.e. worklife balance) while men considered them in the sphere of the workplace (i.e.
workload, stress). This could be an important subject for future research, since
such a difference in the way men and women conceptualize or describe these
issues could affect the results of work-life balance research.
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Impact o f level in the hierarchy
Finally, the literature predicted that human capital factors, such as level in the
hierarchy, should have an impact on the results in this study. This was not found to be
the case. Future studies could address this interesting finding by considering the
following points:
■ It is possible that a study with participants who are more widely separated in the
hierarchy (such as those who have entered management ranks and those who have
not) would identify more differences in subjective career success and/or in the
criteria considered when deciding on whether or not to seek a promotion.
■ A discrepancy in number of themes and sub-themes mentioned by participants
was also noticed for different levels in the hierarchy. This discrepancy could
affect the results of future studies comparing employees at different levels.

This thesis used grounded theory methodology and exploratory research
techniques to develop a model that illustrates how individuals’ definitions of career
success are linked to their decisions about whether or not to pursue a promotion. In the
process, this study has extended the literature with a number of valuable findings. It is
hoped that researchers will be able to employ this research to better understand subjective
career success, the decision to seek a promotion, and the relationship between the two
constructs, and that organizations will be able to use these findings to address the
succession planning issues that they face.
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Appendix A: Comparison of presence of Positive and negative sub-themes
Total
Benchmarking

Positive
(encouraging theme)

Negative
(discouraging theme)

29

Feelings About Readiness

23

20
(feeling ready)

9
(feeling unsure I'm ready)

Seeking Equivalency With Peers

9

9

n/a

Feeling Pay Was a Factor

6

6

n/a

Wanting to Meet Own Goals

4

4

n/a

Expected Experiences While
Working

29

28

3

Expectations About Enjoying the Work

21

21

n/a

Feelings About Challenge/Change

11

11

n/a

Feeling What Job Will Be Like is
Known/Unknown

10

7
(feelingjob is known)

3
(feelingjob is unknown)

26

21

19

Feelings About Control Over
Placement Fit

16

12
(likely to have input or go
somewhere specific)

8
(losing mobility and control, few
positions 1wanted)

Feelings About Timing/Rightness

8

7
(feeling it was the good, right time)

1
(feeling unsure about timing)

Feelings About Work-Life Balance Fit

8

4
(feeling WL fit will be good)

5
(feeling WL fit will be bad)

Feelings About Workload/Stress

7

2
(feeling workload is the same or
manageable)

5
(feeling workload is higher)

20

20

n/a

Wanting More Authority/Influence

14

14

n/a

Wanting More Respect/Recognition

9

9

n/a

Wanting to Lead

5

5

n/a

19

19

2

Perceiving Opportunities/Signals

12

12
(perceiving positive signals)

2
(not perceiving positive signals, or only
negative ones)

Having Successes/Recognition

5

5

n/a

19

19

3

14

14
(encouragement by superiors)

2
(discouragement by superiors)

E xpected Fit

Expected Work R oles

Expectation of Getting the Job

Receiving Input From Others
Input From Superiors
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Total

Positive
(encouraging theme)

Negative
(discouraging theme)

Input From Peers/Staff/Etc

9

9

n/a

Input From Spouse/Family

5

5
(encouragement by spouse, family)

2
(discouragement by spouse, family)

14

13

1

14

13
(feeling 1will be able to contribute)

1
(fearing 1will not be able to contribute)

Strategic Decision-making

15

7

11

Feelings About the Process

8

1
(Positive feelings about the
process)

7
(Negative feelings about the process)

Comparison to Position Would Be
Leaving

7

5
(Negative feelings about positive 1
was leaving)

4
(Positive feelings about positive 1was
leaving)

Preventing Others From Getting the
Job

4

4

n/a

7

7

n/a

Giving It a Try

4

4

n/a

Wanting the Job

3

3

n/a

E xpected O utcom es o f the Work
Feelings About Ability to Contribute

Importance to Self of Applying
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Appendix B: Initial Model of Subjective Definitions of Career Success Process
Resulting from Axial Coding Phase
This model was developed as part o f using Strauss and Corbin’s (1998) coding
paradigm. It is shown here to demonstrate the researcher’s analytical process.
If negative, seek change or
compound negative feelings

Emotional effect
i
Results in

STATE OF
CAREER
SUCCESS
(a subjective,
intangible entity)
Results in

Definition of CAREER
SUCCESS Factors
Experiences While Working
• Doing Something I Enjoy
• Learning and Being Challenged
• Having Good Relationships
Benchmarking
• Benchmarking on Own Goals
• Benchmarking on Pay
• Benchmarking on Doing a
Good Job
• Benchmarking Self Against
Peers
• Benchmarking on Using Skills
Outcomes o f the Work
• Making a Contribution
• Having Accomplishments or
Successes
W ork Roles
• Feeling Respected/Recognized
• Having Authority
• Leading Others
1 Having Fit
• Having W ork-Life Balance Fit
• Having Control Over
Placement
• Having Fit With Your Values

Comparison

Perceived
reality

Based on

Method of comparison
(daily, looking back,
measuring, etc)

Which can
change due to

Time, experiences,
organizational
changes
Influenced by

Internal environment
(personality,
background, gender,
culture)

External
environment
(organization, team,
culture, field, norms)

Actions,
interactions,
strategies

Create
change in
either
definition or
reality with
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Appendix C: Initial Model of Decision to Seek a Promotion Process Resulting from
Axial Coding Phase
This model was developed as part o f using Strauss and Corbin’s (1998) coding
paradigm. It is shown here to demonstrate the researcher’s analytical process.
Emotional outcome
Results in

Receiving promotion or
not
Results in

Applying, competing for
promotion

Decision-making
behaviors

PROCESS OF DECIDING
WHETHER TO SEEK
PROMOTION
(black box, cognitive,
intuitive process)

Can change
due to

Benchmarking
• Feelings A bout Readiness

• Seeking Equivalency With Peers
• Feeling Pay W as a Factor

• Wanting to Meet Own Goals
Expected Experiences While Working
• Expectations About Enjoying the Work
• Feelings About Challenge/Change
• Feeling What Job Will Be Like is
Known/Unknown
Expected Fit
• Feelings A bout Control Over Placem ent Fit
• Feelings A bout Timing/Rightness
• Feelings A bout W ork-Life Balance Fit
• Feelings A bout W orkload/Stress
Expected W ork Roles
• W anting M ore Authority/Influence

• Wanting More Respect/Recognition
• Wanting to Lead
Expectation o f Getting the Job
• Perceiving Opportunities/Signals
• Having Successes/Recognition
Input From Others
• Input From Superiors
• Input From Peers/Stafif/Etc
• Input From Spouse/Family
Expected Outcomes o f the W ork
• Feelings A bout A bility to Contribute
Strategic Decision-M aking

• Feelings About the Process
• Comparison to Position Would Be Leaving

Received information or
interactions with others or
changes in the environment

Process is
influenced by

Internal environment
(personality, gender,
preexisting goals, plans,
assumptions, expectations)

External environment
(norms, culture, colleagues,
family, organizational
structures)

• Preventing O thers From Getting the Job
Im p o rta n ce to S e l f o f A p p ly in g

• Giving It a Try
• W anting the Job

Past expenences

Promotion becomes
available
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