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This article is an attempt to determine the modern mean-
ing of career success. The perception of career success
has undergone changes in recent years, with subjective
indicators such as job satisfaction and achievement of
one’s own professional goals growing in importance. The
present article reviews the relevant literature and presents
the results of the author’s own study on the meaning of
career success conducted among students of economics. The
results indicate that career success is defined subjectively
in the modern world, and is no longer confined to the
objective indicators commonly applied in the literature.
Thus organizations may find traditional incentive tools to
be increasingly ineffective.

The concept of career success in relevant
literature

Prior to defining the complex term career success, it
is first necessary to define the meaning of the simple
term success. Dictionaries define it as the achieving of
positive results, such as in the case of an event; accomplish-
ment, triumph (Sobol, 2005, p. 973). Success can be un-
derstood as the sum of accomplishments in particular
social roles, e.g. those of a husband, superior, father
or friend, or as achievements in a given field, e.g. at
work (Mlodawska, 2015).

In the case of career success, several definitions
exist. Judge et al. define it as “positive psychological
or work-related results or personal and professional
accomplishments one has accumulated as a conse-
quence of work experiences” (Judge, Cable, Boudreau
and Bretz, 1995). Arthur, Khapova and Wilderom
(2005, p. 179) define career success as the achieving
of desired work-related results at any moment in an
individual’s career experience. Bohdziewicz (2008,
p. 279) claims that the principal indicator of success
used by individuals is the achievement of the long-
term professional goals they set for themselves. The
above definitions demonstrate that career success
is not a precisely-defined term. Many scholars forgo
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defining the term, instead directly proceeding to op-
erationalize it (Gunz and Mayrhofer, 2011, p. 253).

Gunz and Mayrhofer (2011) believe that career
success should be analyzed from three primary per-
spectives: conditionary, boundative and temporal. In
other words, career success is a state an individual
is in at a given moment in time, limited by social
space and seen within the context of that person’s
entire career path. A good example which illustrates
this model is that of a sailor. Knowing only his loca-
tion at sea, it is difficult to determine whether his
journey is a success. This is due to the fact that we
lack information on where he sailed from, his desti-
nation and time spent at sea. Similarly, it is difficult
to compare how successful several sailors would be
if they were in a similar location as a great deal of
important data is missing: the performance of their
boats, departure times, whether there were any
problems along the way and what the weather was
like. By the same token, based only on a person’s
income, it is difficult to assess their career success
as it is also important to know how that person
reached the position in which they are able to earn
that amount. Was it a result of taking over a pros-
perous family business, or was it perhaps achieved
after years of hard work climbing the career ladder?
Gunz and Mayrhofer (2011) propose a framework for
conceptualizing career success. First, an individual’s
situation is analyzed from the perspective of their
status, health, being proud of any accomplishments,
job satisfaction etc. The difficulties and hurdles
encountered along the way are then analyzed, as it
is important to know the context of and interpret
biographical events. Finally, the temporal perspective
is determined, as the amount of time the individual
required to achieve their position in life is a critical
indicator of career success. It is also recommended
to regularly take into account theories from other
fields, including economics, psychology, sociology
and management.
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Objective and subjective indicators
of career success

The literature most frequently lists two criteria of
career success: objective — measurable, accessible to
external subjects, and subjective — accessible only to
the person in question (Arthur et al., 2005; Gunz and
Mayrhofer, 2011; Heslin, 2005; Judge et al., 1995;
Schomburg, 2007). Objectively, career success can be
described using observable and measurable indica-
tors such as pay, promotion and the social status of
a profession. The majority of researchers focus on ob-
jective indicators (Judge et al., 1995). Subjective career
success, on the other hand, is related to the feelings
one has towards a job. The primary indicator in this
case is job or career satisfaction, in addition to being
proud of one’s accomplishments and work-life bal-
ance. The concept of job satisfaction is a popular one
among economists and psychologists, as evidenced
by the number of terms and definitions developed in
these areas (Sowinska, 2014). Locke (1976, p. 1300)
defines it as a “pleasurable or positive emotional
state resulting from the appraisal of one’s job or job
experiences”. Career satisfaction, on the other hand,
is defined as one’s satisfaction resulting from the
internal and external aspects of one’s career, includ-
ing pay, promotions and development opportunities
(Greenhaus, Parasuraman and Wormley, 1990).

It is important to remember the relation between
objective and subjective career success (Gunz and
Heslin, 2005). Some researchers claim that objective
success influences subjective success (Poole, Langan-
Fox and Omodei, 1993), assuming that career success
is determined by one’s income or prestige, and that
individuals appraise their success based on objective
achievements. However, other researchers believe
subjective success to be more important than objective
success (Aryee, Chay and Tan, 1994). Proponents of
this view are primarily psychologists, who hypothesize
that there exists a relation between personality, atti-
tude and career success. Others propose that the sub-
jective and objective aspects of career success could
be intertwined (Seibert, Kraimer and Liden, 2001). It
is possible that this interdependence develops over
time (Arthur et al., 2005) — individuals experiencing
objective reality may develop an image of what career
success means. An example of this is the organizational
“age norms” — a notion commonly held by employees
of an organization regarding the age at which someone
should be promoted to a given position.

Heslin (2005) claims that changes have occurred
over recent decades which have diminished the impor-
tance of certain objective indicators of career success.
One these factors is the importance of development
via hierarchical promotion (Kawka, 2014, p. 107). Many
specialists and managers work as contractors and
consultants (Ganiron, 2013), which leads to a decline
in promotion as the primary indicator of success.
The imperfect nature of objective indicators such as
pay and promotions also stems from the fact that,
for a certain part of the population, they are not the

primary indicators of success. For example, teachers
may appraise their careers based on the performance
of their students, taxi drivers may base their appraisals
upon the number of years without traffic accidents,
and doctors based on the number of patients saved. In
such cases, even if certain achievements do not result
in a higher pay or promotion, one’s appraisal of career
success may be high. Many individuals strive for less
measurable achievements, such as work-life balance
or a sense of purpose.

The importance of objective and subjective aspects
is effectively illustrated in Friedman and Greenhaus
(2000). More than 800 employees were asked to as-
sign relative importance to 15 potential indicators of
career success. The analysis of the results rendered it
possible to identify five dimensions of career success:
1) status, 2) leisure time, 3) challenge, 4) security and
5) social factor. Apart from status, all these aspects
are subjective criteria and extend beyond objective
factors such as prestige, power, money or promo-
tions. This disregard for objective factors may stem
from the fact that high pay and promotion do not
always make individuals proud or happy. In reality,
the opposite may be true, as a promotion and pay
raise may sometimes result in alienation and depres-
sive reactions (Heslin, 2005). This may happen in
a situation where a newly-appointed manager fails
to delegate responsibilities sufficiently quickly and
becomes overburdened with work. This may lead
to a depressive reaction and both an objective and
subjective lack of career success.

Subjective appraisals of career success are most
frequently described in terms of job satisfaction
(Ganiron, 2013, Gunz and Heslin, 2005, Gunz and
Mayrhofer, 2011). This stems from the belief that
someone who is satisfied with many aspects of their
job probably believes that they have achieved career
success. However, Heslin (2005) lists certain limita-
tions concerning the use of job satisfaction as an indi-
cator of career success. First, a person who believes in
having a good career will not always think otherwise
when they enter a new work place which does not
meet their expectations. Second, an individual may
be satisfied with their current position, but dissatis-
fied with their professional achievements in general.
Third, a satisfying job with limited growth potential
may offer a minimal sense of career success. Fourth,
an individual may even greatly dislike their current
job, but may be satisfied with their career due to its
prospects. The best example here are students who
apply for internships which are not always satisfying,
but are believed to constitute an investment in their
future. Fifth, high job satisfaction may not always lead
to a subjective sense of career success, in particular if
health and family life is sacrificed as a result. In conclu-
sion, it should be emphasized that job satisfaction is
only one of several elements of subjective career suc-
cess. A subjective appraisal of career success consists
of an individual’s reactions to actual and expected
career-related developments. It is also influenced by
one’s sense of identity, purpose and work-life bal-
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ance, thus making it significantly more complex than
satisfaction with one’s current position.

Most important factors determining career
success

A study was conducted in thirty countries to de-
termine what executives of medium and large enter-
prises consider career success (Cesarz-Kwietniak and
Sawicka, 2013). In the majority of the countries stud-
ied, work-life balance was the most frequently-listed
factor. Only in Poland and three other countries was
pay the dominant factor. This most likely stems from
the fact that, compared to Western Europe, Poland is
still a developing country where it is necessary to work
hard to live on a level close to the European average.
Figure 1 contains the factors of career success con-
sidered important in Poland and the rest of the world
(respondents could select multiple answers).

It is worth noting that career priorities change
with age. An important aspect of the above study
(Cesarz-Kwietniak and Sawicka, 2013) was the division
of respondents into three age groups: the post-World
War Il baby boom generation (born between 1946 and
1964), Generation X (1965-1978) and Generation Y
(1979-1994). This division was applied because age
influences career priorities, as 51.1% of Generation Y
respondents considered pay to be the most important
career success indicator, with as little as 38.1% of those
born before 1964 listing it as the dominant factor.
A possible explanation is that young people are only
now beginning to earn money and aspire to obtain
material wealth such as cars, travel, apartments etc. It
should also be noted that age influences job satisfac-
tion levels. Young people most frequently expressed
dissatisfaction regarding their current jobs (only a 22%
satisfaction rate), with baby boomers being least likely
to do so (47% satisfaction rate). It is interesting to note

that gender also had an impact on factor selection.
Men considered money to be the most important
factor, while women preferred to have a work-life bal-
ance. To conclude, it is worth noting that more than
two-thirds of all respondents believed it was possible
to have a successful career and private life at the same
time. Moreover, being able to balance the two was the
fundamental criterion influencing the career decisions
of a large group of respondents.

It is also worth presenting what the respondents
of Diagnoza Spofeczna (Social Diagnosis; Czapinski and
Panek, 2015) considered to be the most important
career factors. In all four Social Diagnosis editions ana-
lyzed (conducted in 2009, 2011, 2013 and 2015), “ad-
equate pay” was selected most frequently. A detailed
distribution of the most frequently chosen answers
can be found in Table 1. The respondents could select
from among 12 factors. For example, in 2015, the
fourth and further most frequently chosen factors
were: work matching one’s skill set (29.4%), independence
(21.6%), personal development (21.4%), convenient hours
(16.8%), opportunities for rapid promotion (4.1%), long
vacation (3.4%), respect (3.1%), being able to work from
home (2.9%) and other factors (1.9%). These results are
in line with Bylok’s (2005, p. 87) claim that:

It is money that becomes one of the most im-
portant indicators of success in modern society.
This results in the market becoming an arena for
economic rivalry, like a game where money is the
measure of success. One of the consequences of
financial success is the individual prestige of being
a successful person.

In another study, respondents were asked to se-
lect what in their opinion are the characteristics of
a successful career (Firkowska-Mankiewicz, 1999).
The most frequent associations included various

Figure 1. Factors determining professional success according to international study participants
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Source: author’s own work based on Cesarz-Kwietniak and Sawicka (2013).
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Table 1. Most important professional factors

Year Three most frequently chosen answers and their percentages
2009 1. Adequate pay 2. Lack of tension or stress 3. Job security
76.4 52.2 49.0
2011 1. Adequate pay 2. Lack of tension or stress 3. Job security
67.1 55.7 51.7
2013 1. Adequate pay 2. Job security 3. Lack of tension or stress
65.0 54.4 53.3
2015 1. Adequate pay 2. Lack of tension or stress 3. Job security
68.6 60.0 58.6

Source: author’s own work based on the Diagnoza Spoteczna integrated database, www.diagnoza.com [09.05.2017].

characteristics related to material wealth, e.g. having
money, getting hold of something. Less frequent were
connotations related to work and position, e.g. being
satisfied with one’s work.

Heslin (2005, p. 118) claims that an important factor
in appraising success is who we compare ourselves
with. Someone may appraise their career based on
their own criteria, but also based on the achievements
and aspirations of others. Personal criteria include
resolutions concerning earning a particular amount
by a certain age. In this case, the individual does not
compare themselves to others, instead follows their
own plan and assesses whether they are moving closer
to achieving their goal. However, it is more frequently
the case that individuals compare themselves to oth-
ers. In such cases, their appraisal of success depends
on the achievements of others and the results of
comparisons.

Another important factor of career success is the
opinion of immediate family members. For example,
if a young individual continues family traditions
regarding their choice of profession, it may consti-
tute social learning and adopting of other people’s
expectations as their own indicators of success. It is
also worth noting that many magazines and television
programs present career success as synonymous with
wealth. From this perspective, all appraisals of career
success must be based on comparisons with others.
Heslin (2003) studied the criteria based on which MBA
students appraise their career success. The study par-
ticipants were asked to appraise their career success
and provide a justification for their appraisal. A total
of 68% of the respondents compared themselves with
others, citing reasons such as: my pay is relatively high
compared to my peers or people younger than me have
advanced further in their careers than me.

Professional success as defined
by economics students

A questionnaire study was conducted among stu-
dents of the Poznan University of Economics in 2018,
the purpose being to determine what the students
consider as career success. A total of 267 students
participated in the study, including 53.3% women and
46.7% men. The average age was 21. The participants
were asked to write several sentences on what they
believed constituted career success. Their responses
were grouped into categories and are presented in
Table 2.

The participants most frequently defined career
success as having a satisfying job which paid well.
In second place was achieving professional goals
and self-fulfillment at work, and in third place was
achieving growth and good pay. It is important to
note that the majority of the participants focused on
two aspects of career success, and only a small por-
tion listed only one factor, e.g. satisfaction (5.1%). This
stems from the fact that career success is difficult
to define in terms of a single feature — a minimum
of two aspects must be taken into account when
defining it.

It is also worth noting that the most popular
answer, satisfaction and good pay, consisted of both
a subjective (satisfaction) and an objective (pay) as-
pect. It thus appears that analyses of career success
should focus primarily on these two aspects, which
is the sense of satisfaction with one’s work and pay.
Also interesting is the fact that, in this study, work-
life balance proved to be of lesser importance, even
though it was the most important factor in other
studies. Having a satisfying job and a work-life bal-
ance constituted career success for only 4.1% of all

Table 2. Most frequent definitions of professional success provided by PUE students

No. [What is professional success? Percentage
1 Satisfaction and good income 33.0

2 Achieving goals, self-fulfillment 15.2

3. Growth and income 6.5

4 Satisfaction 5.1

5. Satisfaction and balance 4.0

Source: author’s own work.
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participants. The reason for this may be that they
were all young individuals, most of whom were yet
to start families.

Summary

In conclusion, individuals frequently define career
success in subjective terms which elude the objective
indicators used in the relevant literature. It is thus
important to remember that objective aspects (e.g. pay
and promotions) do not constitute accurate indicators
of career success. Moreover, job and career satisfaction
may be insufficient to represent the broad spectrum
of factors which influence one’s subjective appraisal
of career success. Individuals appraise their career
success based on various factors which extend beyond
the typical indicators. Januszkiewicz (2012) correctly
claims that being success-oriented has become natural
in the modern world, and that it is commonly believed
that success can be achieved by every employee.
Individuals decide what career success is to them, as
well as where and when they want to achieve it (Cybal-
-Michalska, 2013). Everyone can achieve success in line
with their own definition. For some, success is being
promoted, for others it is experience or independence.
In light of the above, organizations may find traditional
incentive tools to be increasingly ineffective.

The results of the study conducted among econom-
ics students indicate that young people consider job
satisfaction, the ability to develop and self-fulfillment
at work to be extremely important. Pay is still a very
important objective factor, though it was the only ob-
jective aspect listed by the participants. This implies
that what motivates young people most is finding a job
which offers them satisfaction and opportunities to
achieve their personal professional goals. Managers
should take into account the changing perceptions of
career success and adapt the incentive tools used by
their companies accordingly. It is a valid claim that job
satisfaction and development opportunities are cur-
rently more important than promotions or prestige.

This article was an attempt to answer the question
of what constitutes career success in the modern
world. The results indicate that the term is exception-
ally difficult to define, and that modern definitions
of career success differ from those used in the past.
What is more, the term is frequently used in common
parlance, and its inherent subjectivity means that its
construal may continue to change. All this necessitates
that analyses of career success take into account
various perspectives and include both objective and
subjective factors. Only thus is it possible to assume
with certainty that we are actually studying career
success and not just its constituent indicators, such
as pay and job satisfaction.
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Abstract

This article constitutes an attempt to determine the modern meaning of career success. Over the recent years, its perception
has undergone changes, with subjective indicators such as job satisfaction and achievement of one’s own professional goals grow-
ing in importance. The present article reviews the relevant literature and presents the results of the author’s own study on the
meaning of career success conducted among students of economics. The results indicate that career success is defined subjectively
in the modern world and is no longer confined to the objective indicators commonly applied in literature. Thus, organizations
may find traditional incentive tools to be increasingly ineffective.
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