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This article addresses the general question as to which competencies employees need to
possess in order to engage in self-management in their career development.The authors
distinguished and operationalized 6 career factors and competencies of self-management
in career development. A quantitative study was performed using 1,579 employees in 16
Dutch companies to investigate the relationship between career competencies and career
success. The results indicate that, among others, the factors career control and networking
are strongly associated with career success. The results are discussed witli respect to the
focilitation organizations can provide for their employees' career acmalization.

Career development is a field that is becoming increasingly relevant for
both employees and employers. Economic and technological develop-
ments have resulted in working careers becoming more unpredictable
due to changing work opportunities and shifts in labor. A permanent job
with one employer, preferably for the entire span of a person's working
life, can no longer be considered the normal work pattern. At present,
career opportunities tend to be seen in the light of employability (e.g.,
van Dam, 2004), recognizing that career development frequently goes
beyond the boundaries of one organization (so-called boundaryless careers;
Arthur, 1994). The notion of a traditional career, chiefly determined
by an employee's preliminary training and by opportunities provided
by employers, has shifted to the concept of a changing career, largely
guided by the employee him- or herself. This change toward employee
self-management in career development fuels interest in the personal
dispositions that could explain why this type of self-management goes well
for some people, but not for others. In this context, we find increasing
use ofthe general term employee competencies. Often lacking, however,
is a more specific understanding of which competencies are actually
relevant for career development. The need for further research on this
matter is underlined by the fact that career competencies are now being
mentioned more frequently in national policy documents on employ-
ability, as well as in the context of policies and programs in educational
and labor organizations. According to Boudreaux (2001) and Savickas
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(2003), studies with pracdcal relevance that go beyond the tradidonal
focus of career development are needed. Thus, our study focuses on the
association between career competencies and career success.

Career Competenries
Career development can be understood as an enumeradon of consecudve
jobs and training. In line with demands of the modern labor market,
there is increased emphasis on the employee's active role and level of
involvement with respect to his or her career. This is reflected in con-
cepts such as personal inidadve (Frese, 2001), employabihty (e,g,, van
Dam, 2004), or preparedness to change (Schyns, 2004), Considering
this element of self-guidance, career competencies could be seen as a
person's self-management of his or her working and learning experi-
ences in order to achieve desired career progress. Career development
is taken as acdve career-actualization, which we define as the realization
of personal goals and values in one's career vis-a-vis the facilitadon and
constraining condidons ofthe work situation.

Career competencies are included in various research studies (Arthur,
Inkson, & Pringle, 1999; Ball, 1997; Defillippi & Arthur, 1994; Eby,
Butts, & Lockwood, 2003; Hackett, Betz, & Doty, 1985; Jones & Berg-
mann Lichtenstein, 2000). However, in these studies, the structure of
career competencies remains unclear. On the basis of literature research,
qualitative interviews, and factor analyses of data from a large sample,
Kuijpers and Scheerens (2006) addressed this point and established a
mulddimensional assessment of career competencies. They disdnguished
between six career competencies: career-actualization-ability, the degree
to which employees are capable of realizing personal goals and values in
their working career; career reflection, reviewing one's own competen-
cies with respect to one's career; modvation reflecdon, reviewing one's
own desires and values with respect to one's career; work exploration,
orientadon toward matching one's own identity and competencies to
the required values and competencies in a specific work situadon; career
control, career-related planning and influencing of learning and work
processes; and networking, setdng up contacts that are relevant for one's
career (see also Kuijpers, 2005). In our study, we focus on the reladon-
ship between these competencies and career success.

Career Competencies and Career Success
In this article, we assume that the application of career competencies
is related to career success. Career success can be measured in diverse
ways. In a recent meta-analysis, Ng, Eby, Sorensen, and Feldman (2005)
differentiated between objective and subjective career success, using
salary and promotion versus career satisfaction as indicators. Subjective
career success has also been defined as the individual's percepdon of
success concerning achievement, future perspectives, recognidon, and
sadsfacdon (Nabi, 1999),

In the current study, a disdncdon is made between intrinsic and extrinsic
career success. Intrinsic career success can be compared with subjective
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career success and is based on the person's own appreciation of his or
her career actualization. Extrinsic career success relates to external ap-
preciation (salary and occupational status). The following is an outline
of how the different career competencies are expected to be related to
intrinsic and extrinsic career success.

Career-actualization-ability: Realizing personal goals increases extrin-
sic career success because the realization of goals will be mirrored in
increased salary and high status, assuming that the ambition levels of
the goals are high enough.

Career reflection: Reflecting on one's competencies with respect to
one's career leads to a realistic image of one's capabilities. Salomone
and Slaney (1981) found that 16% of the male participants and 8.1%
of the female participants in their study named awareness of skills and
abilities as having influenced their decision to accept their present job.
These percentages were even higher in the context of a satisfying job,
namely 17.1% and 9.9% for men and women, respectively. We can as-
sume that career reflection will result in career choices that coincide
with existing capabilities. Because overly ambitious goals are avoided
in this way, we expect that realistic expectations and a higher extrinsic
career success will result.

Motivation reflection: Reflecting on one's desires and values will also
help with making realistic choices with respect to one's career, especially
when motivation reflection is connected to exploring the competencies
needed for and values incorporated in certain job opportunities (Mei-
jers, 2002), Both types of behavior are also likely to result in external
appreciation (salary and occupational status).

Work exploration: The external appreciation of a person's job, in terms
of salary and occupational status, is likely to be enhanced if that person
is willing to actively explore how to best use his or her competencies
to match the organization's requirements. The importance of a match
between the person's values and an organization's values is reflected in
research on person-organization flt (e.g., Herriot, 2002).

Career control: Godshalk and Sosik (2003) found that learning-goal ori-
entation, that is, the tendency of individuals to strive for development and
learning, is positively related to career satisfaction. Therefore, we assume
that career control is related to internal career success. Lifelong learning
has become increasingly important in the current labor market situation.
Therefore, we expect that individuals who are willing to learn about and
train for their desired career will enhance not only their intrinsic career
success but also their extrinsic career success (status and salary).

networking: Forret and Dougherty (2004) found that networking helps
in achieving internal and external career success. Therefore, we expect
networking to enhance both intrinsic and extrinsic career success.

Personal and Situational Influences
on Career

To get a sense of the degree to which career success can be attributed
unequivocally to career competencies, it is necessary to rule out other
possible determinants of career success. For this purpose, both personal
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background characteristics and contextual, or situational, conditions
need to be considered. The relevant literature distinguishes the fol-
lowing set of individual factors: gender, age, position, career ambition
(developing capacities, being engaged in a meaningful way, having a
good salary, combining work and private life), and mobility ambition
(external and internal). We briefly explain how these factors influence
career success.

Gender: It seems that men and women differ with respect to their
career choices, with women feeling more competent in typically female
occupations as opposed to typically male occupations (Betz & Hackett,
1981). This will influence their career choices. In addition, women and
men differ with respect to what determines their career success. Forret
and Dougherty (2004) found that for some networking activities, there
was a relationship to career success for men but not for women.

Age: In the Netherlands, as well as in other countries, salary increases
(more or less automatically) with age. In addition, older persons generally
have a higher status in organizations because they have more experience
than younger employees. The flrst point may make it less easy for older
employees to change careers because they have more to lose, whereas the
second point may make it easier for them to change because they have
more to give. This is one way in which age is likely to affect external
career success as well as possible career competencies.

Position:'Wc also need to control for the present position in an organi-
zation, because this position has implications for salary and status (e.g.,
Forret & Dougherty, 2004), Also, employees higher in the organizational
hierarchy will generally perceive more career options than will employees
on lower levels of the hierarchy.

Career ambition: This is deflned as striving to develop capabilities in
order to be engaged in a meaningfijl way, to earn a good salary, and to
be able to combine work and private life. We assume that these different
targets affect career success in addition to career competencies.

Mobility ambition: Hzv'mg the ambition to bring about a change needs to
be distinguished from the competencies involved in acquiring career success.
Whereas competencies refer to behavior and motivations, ambition is the
striving for mobility rather than actual behavior. To examine die pure effect
of competencies, we needed to control for ambitions in our analyses.

In addition, the following situational factors are important to discuss:
mobility perspectives, the dynamics of the work environment (degree
of change of activities in the present job and over the past 5 years), and
career support from both the work and the private situation (moral
support and opportunities to invest in career).

Mobility perspectives: In terms of mobility, some individuals are more
likely to be able to move to other jobs. This may be due, for example,
to regional differences in the labor market and to restrictions resulting
from having a family. In terms of career success, we need to control for
mobility perspectives. In this context, Veiga (1983) found that market-
ability is related to the propensity to move, which in turn will influence
how much responsibility a person is able to take for his or her own career.
Therefore, we controlled for mobility perspectives in our analysis.

Dynamics of the work environment: This factor is deflned as the degree
of change of activities in the present job and over the past 5 years, Re-
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search has shown that the number of intraorganizational job changes is
positively related to external but not to internal career success (Valcour
& Tolbert, 2003), To determine the extent to which competencies
are relevant for career success, we controlled for dynamics of the work
environment in our analyses.

Career support: Coming from within both the work and the private
contexts, career support comprises moral support for and opportunides
to invest in one's career. A recent meta-analysis (Ng et al., 2005) found
that supervisor support is posidvely related to career sadsfacdon and salary.
In addidon, marital status is posidvely related to sadsfacdon and promo-
don (Ng et al,, 2005) in the sense that people who are married generally
have higher job satisfacdon and are more often promoted. Therefore, we
controlled for career support in our analyses.

All these personal and situadonal conditions were included in the effort
to answer our central research quesdon: Do career competencies explain
intrinsic and extrinsic career success, over and above the influence of
personal and situational characterisdcs.̂

Method
We conducted a large-scale survey to empidcally invesdgate the reladon-
ship between career competencies and career success. The instrument for
that study, a self-assessment quesdonnaire, was distdbuted among 3,086
employees in 16 Dutch companies. In most companies, employees were
randomly chosen fi-om the study's target group (see explanadon in the
Sample secdon). This was carded out by means ofthe SPSS random selec-
don roudne. In a few smaller organizadons, the personnel manager selected
the respondents.

Sample
The target populadon was defined as employees in Dutch companies
with a minimum educadonal level of higher education, having at least 1
year of work experience, and working a minimum of 20 hours a week,
{Note. Higher educadon refers to terdary level programs that are less
academic than university programs and are not intended to provide access
to programs that prepare students for advanced research qualificadons,)
Ofthe 3,086 questionnaires, 1,591 (51%) were returned completed.
This realized sample of 1,591 respondents consisted of 68% men and
32% women. In the Netherlands, the ratio of men to women who have
successfully completed higher education is 60:40 (Centraal Bureau voor
Statistiek, 2000), The realized sample roughly corresponds to this rado.
The average age of respondents was 40 years, with a standard devia-
tion of 9.9. Ofthe total respondent group, 23% were 30 years old or
younger, 44% were between 30 and 45, and 33% were over 45 years of
age. Halfthe respondent group consisted of operadonal staff, while the
other half held an execudve posidon.

We held nonresponse interviews with the 125 employees who failed
to return the quesdonnaire to verify the correspondence between the
nonresponse group and the response group on the variables gender,
age, posidon, mobility perspecdve, and career support from the work
situation. The employees from the nonresponse group were selected

172 The Career Development Quarterly December 2006 • Volume 55



at random. The results revealed no significant differences between the
nonresponding and the responding participants. On this basis, we may
conclude that the nonresponse group was not selective and that this
threat to the generalizability of the results could be ruled out.

Instruments

Career competencies. The instrument used for collecting data on career
competencies was a written self-assessment questionnaire (Kuijpers &
Scheerens, 2006). The instrument comprises six competencies. The response
categories range fi-om 1 = do nota^ree at all to 5 = a^ree completely. Internal
consistencies for the competencies were as follows: career-actualization-
ability (17 items; a = .88), career refiection (5 items; a = .80), motivation
reflection (8 items; a = .83), work exploration (6 items; a = .75), career
control (14 items; a = .84), networking (4 items; a = .74).

Extrinsic career success was assessed using two indicators: salary and
occupational status (three items, a = .61). Both indicators were assessed
as self-report data. Intrinsic career success was assessed using a six-item
scale for career actualization success. The response categories ranged
from 1 = not satisfactorily to 4 = very satisfactorily. Cronbach's alpha
for this instrument was .76.

Personal and situationally linked variables. The participants were asked
to indicate their gender, age, and position. Career ambition was assessed
using one item referring to different career goals. Mobility ambition was
assessed using one item referring to different types of ambition (i.e.,
upward external and upward internal). Mobility perspectives were assessed
using the individual score on the self-assessment questionnaire on the
six career competencies and two scores regarding mobility perspectives
and other mobility figures that were derived from classifications of the
organization with which the participants worked. The assessment refers
to chances of and plans for mobility. Dynamics ofthe work environment
were assessed using one item with response categories ranging from 1 =
hardly ever to 4 = monthly or even more often, exploring the frequency of
change in tasks in the actual position ofthe participants. Career support
from the work context was assessed using one self-report item and one
item supplied by the organization. The assessment refers to work and
learning experience as well as networks provided by the organization.
Career support from private contexts was assessed using two self-report
items referring to moral support (career support at home) as well the
possibility of making financial and monetary investments in one's career
(investment possibihties private; intercorrelation .54).

Analyses

To investigate whether career competencies contributed to the explained
variance in career success, regression analyses were carried out with
internal and external career success as the dependent variables and the
six career competencies as the independent variables. The individual and
situational variables (gender, age, position, career ambition, mobihty
ambition, mobility perspectives, dynamics of the work environment,
and career support from the work context and career support from the
private context) were controlled for.

The Career Development Quarterly December 2006 • Volume 55 173



Re.siilt.s

This section presents the results ofthe regression analyses used to assess the con-
tribution of career fectors to career success, when controlling for relevant personal
and situationally linked variables. The predictor variables were simultaneously
entered in the regression model. Table 1 displays which variables contributed
significantly to the explained variance in internal career success.

Together the variables explained 35% of the variance in intrinsic career
success (see R^ in Table 1). Afi:er controlling for the previously mentioned
variables, analyses indicated that career-actualization-ability, career control,
and networking had a significant and positive impact on career success.
Motivation reflection had a significant effect as well; however, in contrast to
our expectations, this effect was negative. Furthermore, the control variables
age, position, mobility ambition, mobility possibilities, intention for exter-
nal mobility, and dynamics of the present job appeared to be significantly
related to intrinsic career success. In addition, the other two variables that
contributed significandy to explaining the variance of intrinsic career success
were career support at work and career support at home.

Career-actualization-ability and networking both contributed positively
to the external career success that respondents experienced (Table 2),
whereas motivation reflection proved again to be negatively related to this
variable. In addition, mobility ambition, intention for mobility, dynamics

TABLE 1

Multiple Regression Analysis With Career Actualization
Success as a Dependent Variable

Variable

Constant
Gender
Age
Position: iVIanagerial
Career ambition: Good salary
Career ambition: Meaningful task
Career ambition: Developing capabilities
Mobility ambition: Upward external
Mobility ambition: Upward internal
Mobility possibilities
Intention for internal mobility
Intention for external mobility
Dynamics of present job
Dynamics in past 5 years
Career support at work
Career support at home
investment possibilities private
Career-actuaiization-abiiity
Career reflection
Motivation refiection
Work exploration
Career control
Networking

B

2.48***
0.01

-0.001
0.23
0.02
0.03
0.04

-0.10
-0.01

0.09
-0.04
-0.15

0.10
0.02
0.22
0.07

-0.02
0.17

-0.002
-0.06
-0.03

0.10
0.07

P

.01
-.12***

.20**

.02

.03

.04
-.09**
-.01

.09**
-.04
-.16***

.11***

.03

.23***

.07*
-.02

.15***
-.05
-.08*
-.06

.11**

.11**

FP

.35

Note. Dynamics = dynamics of the work environment.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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TABLE 2

Multiple Regression Analysis With External Appreciation as a
Dependent Variable

Variable

Constant
Gender
Age
Position: Managerial
Career ambition: Good saiary
Career ambition: Meaningfui task
Career ambition: Developing capabilities
Mobility ambition: Upward externai
Mobility ambition: Upward internal
Mobility possibilities
intention for internal mobility
intention for externai mobiiity
Dynamics of present job
Dynamics in past
Career support at work
Career support at home
Investment possibilities private
Career-actuaiization-abiiity
Career refiection
Motivation reflection
Work exploration
Career control
Networking

B

1.81***
-0.05

0.00
0.06

-0.03
0.02
0.03

-0.17
-0.16

0.04
0.01

-0.12
0.07
0.07
0.14
0.05

-0.01
0.07

-0.00
-0.06
-0.03

0.01
0.05

P

-.06
.01
.06

-.04
.23
.04

-.18***
-.17***

.05

.02
-.14***

.08**

.07*

.16***

.05
-.01

.08*
-.01
-.09*
-.05

.01

.09*

ff

.16

Note. Dynamics = dynamics of the work environment.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

of present job, and career support at work had a significant impact on
external career success.

Summary and Di.scn.s.sinn

The aim of the current study was to address the relationship between
career competencies and career success. Which career competencies ex-
plain intrinsic and extrinsic career success, over and above the variables
of personal and situational influences.' The variance in intrinsic career suc-
cess could be explained to 35% by the variables included in the regression
analysis. The career factors that explain variance in intrinsic career success
appear to be career-actualization-ability, career control, and networking.
Conversely, motivation reflecdon proved to correlate negatively with in-
trinsic as well as extrinsic career success. This means that employees who
examine whether their job corresponds with their personal values experi-
ence less career success than do those who do not examine their job in
this way. It is conceivable that having litde career success urges a person
to reflect on his or her motives. Those dissatisfied with their career success
could be more aware ofthe discrepancy between their preferences and the
realization of these preferences in their work, and perhaps they therefore
see no opportunities for bringing about change because of constraining
personal or situational factors, such as diminished opportunities for mobil-
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ity. They might also be insufficiently able to steer their career in a different
direction through career control and networking. An explanation for the
unexpected result with respect to external career success might be that
employees who try to find a job corresponding to their personal values and
interests are less concerned with external appreciation. For professional
counselors involved in providing career development services, the results
suggest that the focus of career guidance should not be on reflection,
which according to our results is negatively related to career success, but
rather on career control and networking.

In contrast to our expectations, career reflection produced no signifi-
cant contribution to the explained variance in intrinsic career success.
It could be that our respondents were beyond this stage in their careers
and that reflection on capacities is more important in earlier stages, that
is, in job searching behavior.

Among the situational variables, career support at work showed the
largest contribution to the explained variance in intrinsic career suc-
cess. This supports the findings of Rowden (2002), Furthermore, other
situational factors that might be important for a modern career, that is,
opportunities for mobility, the dynamics of the present job, and moral
support in the private context, proved to contribute positively to the
explained variance in intrinsic career success. Employees in a managerial
position experience more intrinsic career success.

In terms of demographic variables, there were no significant differ-
ences between men and women. Age proved to correlate negatively
with intrinsic career success. The older the respondents, the less career
success they experienced. Career ambition had no significant influence;
however, an ambition for external mobility and intention for external
mobility correlated negatively with intrinsic career success. This unex-
pected result may be due to unrealistic expectations, in the same way
that Nabi (1999) interpreted the negative relationship between ambition
and subjective career success.

The conclusion drawn by Swaen, Kant, van Amelsvoort, and Beurskens
(2002), that employees who experienced more dynamics in their previ-
ous job had less job satisfaction, was not supported in this study. We
found that dynamic environment was positively related to intrinsic career
success. Employees who experienced career support at work also had
more intrinsic and external career success. This implies that organiza-
tions have the opportunity to affect the career success of employees by
actively supporting the career actualization of employees and by offering
opportunities to change work content. In this sense, organizations can
make a difference in career development.

T.imit'ation.s
Although our sample was relatively large, making the results less prone to
generalization problems, our study did have some limitations. All data were
collected from the same source and were collected at one point in time.
The latter means that we cannot unequivocally determine the direction of
relationships we found, although based on prior research and theory, the
direction from competencies to career success seems more logical.
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Conclusion
Our aim was to shed light on how competencies affect career success. As
mentioned in the introduction, the importance of our results in terms
of today's labor market cannot be underestimated. In contrast to prior
generations, today's employees are responsible for their own careers
and can no longer rely on lifelong employment in one organization. In
addition, even when being employed in one organization for a longer
period of time, more changes in the job tasks and the environment are
experienced than was the case for employees in the past. In terms of
helping employees to achieve career success, our results show that the
desires and plans of employees are crucial. In counseling, these aspects
should therefore be of primary focus. Although careers are more in the
hands of employees these days, employers may want to support their
staff in their career development. Our results suggest ways in which
organizations can support their employees in their efforts to achieve
career success. In addition to personal characteristics, such as motivation
reflection and networking, career support from the work situation and
a dynamic work environment are related to both internal and external
career success.
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