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Changes in patterns of long-term employment make understanding the determinants of different career forms 

increasingly important to careers research. At the same time, the rise of dual-earner families demands greater 

attention to the ways in which gender and family characteristics shape careers than has been paid by traditional 

research. This paper addresses these issues, examining the determinants and consequences of intra-organizational 

and inter-organizational mobility, using a sample of employees from dual-earner couples. We find significant 

gender differences in these different types of career mobility, and in the effect of family relations on different forms 

of mobility. Women experience more inter-organizational mobility, while men experience more intra-organizational 

mobility. Having more children positively influences men’s intra-organizational mobility, but increases inter-

organizational mobility for women. Marital instability increases intra-organizational mobility among women, but 

has no effect among men. Each form of mobility has distinctive effects on objective and subjective indicators of 

career success for both men and women. Moving between organizations tends to depress earnings, but has no 

effect on how successful people feel in their careers. Job changes within an organization increase earnings, but 

have a negative effect on perceived success. 
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Much of the research published on careers up through the 1980s was based on the assumption that ‘normal’ 

careers (versus ‘disorderly’ careers) involved continuous, fulltime employment with a single employer, and a 

sequence of jobs characterized by increasing levels of prestige, authority and pay (e.g. Rosenbaum, 1979; 

Spilerman, 1977; Wilensky, 1961). The prototypical career holder was also implicitly male; little attention was paid 

to the potential differences in gender or the impact of family structure on careers. 

Work on careers within the last decade, however, suggests that this model of employment describes a 

declining proportion of the workforce in many industrialized countries, including the US (Arthur et al., 1999; 

Cappelli, 1999; Osterman, 1996), Britain, (Arnold, 1997), France (Cadin et al., 2000), New Zealand (Arthur et al., 

1999), Canada (Gunz et al., 2000) and even Japan (Zaun and Landers, 2001). Even for managerial employees, who 

typically enjoy the greatest level of employment security and the most extensive employer support of and 

investment in their career development, average job and organizational tenure have declined, and organizational 

career development ladders have become much less common (Heckscher, 1995). Both employer commitment to 

employees and employee loyalty to employers have waned considerably (Tsui et al., 1997). Inter-organizational 

mobility should therefore figure as prominently in contemporary studies of careers as intra-organizational mobility 

has in past research. 

Widespread changes in women’s rates of labour-force participation over the last twenty years have also 

raised new issues for research on careers. In tandem with an overall shift in the gender composition of the 

workforce, women have increasingly gained entry to what were once exclusively male career paths (Blau et al., 

2002). Thus, how career paths may differ by gender is a question that merits careful exploration. Also, as a result 

of women’s increased labour-force participation, the dual-earner family is now the modal family type within the 

most industrialized societies (Stier et al., 2001). In couples where both the husband and wife are members of the 



paid workforce, problems of balancing work and family demands are apt to become important influences on men’s 

as well as women’s careers (Moen, 2001). 

These changes in the contemporary workplace point to the need for a better understanding of the 

determinants of inter- as well as intra-organizational mobility, and for more attention to the impact of gender and 

family variables on both forms of mobility. We address these issues in a comparison of job transitions within and 

across employers. The study of job transitions within organizations has traditionally been one of the key focuses of 

careers research. More recently, the notion of boundaryless careers – with its inherent emphasis on cross-

employer movement – has been suggested as a theoretical alternative to traditional conceptualizations of careers 

and career mobility (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996; Baker and Aldrich, 1996). We investigate the relative impact of 

individual, occupational and family characteristics on these two forms of mobility, paying particular attention to 

gender differences in our analysis. In addition, we examine how these two career mobility patterns are related to 

individuals’ objective and subjective career success. 

Forms and sources of mobility 

Intra-organizational mobility 

In its broadest sense, the concept of career refers to a patterning of individuals’ work histories and 

experiences (Arthur et al., 1989; Blair-Loy, 1999). One of the key dimensions of such patterning is the degree of 

movement by individuals among jobs over time, both within organizations (as conventional views of careers have 

emphasized) and across organizations (as the notion of boundaryless careers emphasizes). Following more 

conventional approaches to careers, research to date has tended to focus on intraorganizational movement. Much 

of the work on this problem has concentrated on organizational characteristics and job-related individual 

characteristics as determinants of mobility (e.g. Barnett and Miner, 1992; Cohen et al., 1998; Hurley and 

Sonnenfeld, 1998; Rosenbaum, 1984; Stewman and Konda, 1983). 

More recent studies of intra-organizational mobility have begun to pay attention to the role of gender and 

family characteristics in shaping career patterns. Several studies have shown that, all else being equal, women are 

less likely to be promoted than men (DiPrete and Soule, 1986; Schneer and Reitman, 1995; Stroh et al., 1992). Less 

direct attention has been paid to the role of family characteristics in determining promotion chances, but some 

inferences can be drawn from studies that have examined earnings attainment, since earnings and promotions are 

closely related (Cox and Harquail, 1991; Lyness and Thompson, 2000). Marriage has been shown to have a positive 

effect on men’s earnings, but not women’s (Hill, 1979; Korenman and Neumark, 1991; Pfeffer and Ross, 1982). 

This probably reflects the fact that the traditional, gendered division of labour in the family relieves men from 

most domestic responsibilities; women, on the other hand, usually take on a heavier load of domestic chores with 

marriage (Hochschild, 1989; Pleck, 1985). In line with this, Han and Moen (1998), in one of the few studies focusing 

directly on the impact of marriage on career paths, found a negative relationship between marital stability and the 

successful pursuit of traditional, upwardly mobile careers by women. Tichenor (1999) found that, even when 

women are the main earners in families and their careers are given priority, the traditional, gendered division of 

labour at home still largely persists. 

In addition, having children has been shown to affect internal mobility for both men and women. Gattiker 

and Larwood (1988) found that number of children was positively related to the amount of time spent in the 

current position (time since promotion, which implies low intra-organizational mobility). These correlations were 

not computed separately by gender, so there is no indication whether having children affected men’s and 



women’s career paths differently. However, research has shown that having children depresses women’s earnings, 

but not men’s (Hill, 1979; Korenman and Neumark, 1992).This is consistent with the existence of social norms that 

assign women primary responsibility for child care. The additional financial responsibilities of having children tend 

to increase men’s attachment to their employer (and, thus, their intra-organizational mobility) and to decrease 

their propensity to change employers (Blau et al., 2002). It is also possible that such findings may reflect 

employers’ behaviour to some degree as well. amount of work experience which, in turn, reduced the amount of 

training women received from employers; training was shown to be an important determinant of managerial 

advancement. Thus, focusing on the impact of gender and family on intra-organizational mobility, we propose: 

Hypothesis 1: Women will have less intra-organizational mobility than men. 

Hypothesis 2: Marital stability will have a positive effect on intra-organizational mobility for men, 

but not for women. 

Hypothesis 3: Having children will have a positive effect on intra-organizational mobility for men 

but not women. 

Inter-organizational mobility 

The concept of the boundaryless career has been proposed to emphasize an increasingly common pattern of 

employment relations (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996), one that is independent of, rather than dependent on, 

traditional organizational career systems (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996: 6). Changes in career patterns reflect 

changes in employment practices that occurred in many companies world-wide in the late 1980s, resulting in 

increased lay-offs and declining job security. These workplace changes were accompanied by shifts in the 

demographic composition of the workforce, and in individuals’ work values, as well. In combination, these shifts 

have led many employees to de-emphasize attachment to a single employer as a career strategy (Arnold, 1997; 

Cappelli, 1999; Tolbert, 1996). In this context, understanding the factors that influence rates of inter-organizational 

mobility is clearly important to the study of contemporary careers. However, though the concept of boundaryless 

careers has generated much theoretical work, relatively little empirical work has examined determinants of this 

career pattern. 

Extant work on the determinants of inter-organizational mobility has tended to focus on characteristics that 

are related to the risks and potential benefits to the individual of making an employment switch, such as age and 

education. For example, older workers, who are more likely to have developed firm-specific knowledge and skills 

with a given employer, are apt to have more to lose from changing employers (Hirsch and Shanley, 1996). Similarly, 

education can be used to index potential costs and benefits of changing employers, although competing 

arguments have been made about its effects. For example, it has been argued that more educated employees have 

more opportunities for inter-organizational mobility because they have skills and knowledge that are attractive to 

many employers (Blau et al., 2002; Brett and Stroh, 1997). Alternatively, it could be argued that employers are 

likely to offer greater inducements to more educated workers to remain with the firm, thus depressing their 

propensity to change employers (see Nardone et al. (1997) for evidence consistent with this argument). 

More recently, findings from several studies, indicating that women are more likely to change employers 

than men, have led to some recognition of the role of family factors in influencing inter-organizational mobility. A 

recent study (Lyness and Thompson, 2000) examining the movement of sixty-nine male and female executives 

found no gender difference in rates of inter-organizational mobility, but this study did not include measures of 



marital or parental status. In contrast, Felmlee (1982) found that the women in her study had four times as many 

inter- as intra-organizational job shifts, and that such mobility was positively related to marriage. Several other 

studies (Brett and Stroh, 1997; Schneer and Reitman, 1995; Stroh et al., 1996) indicate that women leave their 

employing organizations more frequently than men. This may reflect the propensity of women to make sacrifices 

in their own careers for the sake of their husbands’. Han and Moen (1998, 1999) surveying married couples 

nearing or at retirement age, found that wives’ career experiences tended to be contingent on their husbands’ 

career trajectories. Most of the men in their study had careers marked by continuous full-time employment and 

upward mobility, while women more frequently delayed the start of their careers, worked intermittently or 

worked on a part-time basis. Similarly, using data from the 1977 Quality of Employment Survey, Bielby and Bielby 

(1992) found that couples’ gender role beliefs, specifically their orientation to the stereotypically male ‘provider’ 

role, influenced their responses to job opportunities requiring relocation. Men with traditional gender-role beliefs 

were unwilling to allow their wives’ jobs to interfere with their own advancement, while traditional women 

reported being willing to sacrifice their own job advancement opportunities in order to avoid jeopardizing their 

husbands’ well-paying jobs (see also Mincer, 1978). 

All in all, these findings suggest that, for dual-earner couples, men’s careers are more frequently given 

priority when decisions are made that may affect both spouses’ careers (Pixley, 2000). It follows logically that, in 

the frequent case that a husband is offered a job opportunity that may impact on his wife’s career (such as a job 

transfer to another geographical location), the decision will be made in favour of the husband’s career, resulting in 

potential disruption to the wife’s continuous employment with her employing organization. Women whose job 

histories are intermittent have higher inter-organizational mobility than do women with orderly careers or men 

(Han and Moen, 1998). 

Although Felmlee (1982) found no direct evidence of the impact of having children on women’s inter-

organizational mobility, other work suggests strong effects, and indicates that women are more likely than men to 

restructure their work lives in order to accommodate family responsibilities (Brett and Yogev, 1988; Karambayya 

and Reilly, 1992). Having children is likely to result in the disruption of women’s employment continuity, because 

women often take time out of the workforce for childcare (Schneer and Reitman, 1990, 1997). 

Thus, we hypothesize that gender will affect rates of inter-organizational mobility, and that there will be 

gender differences in the effects of family on this outcome. 

Hypothesis 4: Women will have higher rates of inter-organizational mobility than men. 

Hypothesis 5: Marital stability will have a positive effect on inter-organizational mobility for 

women but not for men. 

Hypothesis 6: Having children will increase inter-organizational mobility for women but not for 

men. 

Hypothesis 7: Having one’s career assigned priority in a couple will reduce men’s inter-

organizational mobility, but not women’s. 

Effects of intra- and inter-organizational mobility on career success 

Objective indicators of success 



Several studies have established the career benefits of moving up with a single employer. Number of 

promotions is a strong predictor of both earnings and managerial attainment (Hurley and Sonnenfeld, 1998; 

Rosenbaum, 1984). Researchers have found positive relationships between earnings and organizational tenure 

(Brett and Stroh, 1997; Marcotte, 1998; Scandura, 1992). There is evidence, however, that intra-organizational 

mobility has a greater impact on men’s earnings than on women’s (Kirchmeyer, 1998; Lyness and Thompson, 2000; 

Stroh et al., 1996). Even when women do ‘all the right stuff’ (e.g. getting a similar education as the men, 

maintaining similar levels of family power, working in similar industries, not moving in and out of the workforce, 

not removing their names from consideration for a transfer more often), they still lag behind men in salary 

progression (Stroh et al., 1992). 

On the other hand, some evidence suggests that managerial employees can achieve greater earnings by 

moving from one employer to another (Brett and Stroh, 1997). One explanation for this phenomenon is that 

companies that hire managers from outside the organization do not emphasize career development and security. 

Rather, they offer higher levels of compensation in exchange for the lack of employment security (Pfeffer and 

Baron, 1988; Sonnenfeld and Peiperl, 1988). The strategic emphasis in such firms is on purchasing skills valuable to 

the firm when such skills are needed, requiring the provision of extra inducements to employees to enter into this 

sort of transactional employment relationship. Also, since employees who already have a job have a fair amount of 

bargaining power when considering a switch to another employer, an argument can be made that inter-

organizational job changes will result in higher earnings. A study which found that longer organizational tenure 

predicted lower rates of salary progression between two time periods provides support for this argument (Wayne 

et al., 1999). 

Still, evidence of the effect of inter-organizational mobility on earnings is not conclusive. Peiperl and Van Der 

Sluis (1999) found no differences in income between MBA graduates who changed employers and those who did 

not, while Lyness and Thompson (2000) found that a history of inter-organizational mobility was negatively related 

to income. An examination of gender effects may help to explain these discrepancies. Both Dreher and Cox (2000) 

and Brett and Stroh (1997) found that interorganizational movement was associated with higher earnings among 

male managers only, not female managers. This relationship may be due to the fact that men have better access to 

social networks that supply information instrumental to career development and job opportunities in other 

organizations (Ibarra, 1992, 1993). 

Thus, using earnings as an objective indicator of career success, we hypothesize the following: 

Hypothesis 8: Intra-organizational mobility will positively influence men’s earnings, but not 

women’s. 

Hypothesis 9: Inter-organizational mobility will positively influence men’s earnings, but not 

women’s. 

Subjective indicators of success 

From a psychological perspective, a career is defined as ‘the individually perceived sequence of attitudes and 

behaviors associated with work-related experiences and activities over the span of a person’s life’ (Hall, 1976: 4). 

Thus, subjective career success refers to people’s perceptions of how successful their careers are, independent of 

observable indicators such as salary or hierarchical attainment. This aspect of career success is typically assessed 

with measures of satisfaction with global career success or facets of career achievement including satisfaction with 

pay, promotions and the development of skills (Greenhaus et al., 1990; Turban and Dougherty, 1994). While it 



might be expected that people who are outwardly successful in their careers will also feel successful, evidence 

indicates that objective and subjective career success do not necessarily co-vary (Evans and Bartolomé, 1980; 

Korman et al., 1981). Past research has found that different variables predict objective and subjective career 

success (Judge et al., 1995; Parasuraman et al., 1996; Wayne et al., 1999). 

Consideration of subjective success is particularly important in the boundaryless career because 

boundaryless careers do not follow a normative template in the same way traditional careers do, and they lack 

agreed-upon indicators with which to index success. Mirvis and Hall (1996: 238) note that many of the factors that 

support and reinforce psychological success in a traditional career – such as job security, ever-increasing levels of 

income and the status that derives from one’s position and employer – are much less likely to be present in a 

boundaryless career. 

It is unclear how high rates of inter-organizational mobility will affect individuals’ perceptions of career 

success, and arguments can be made for both positive and negative effects of this form of mobility on perceived 

success. On the one hand, Baker and Aldrich (1996) argue that the boundaryless organization is more 

institutionalized than the boundaryless career. That is, ‘norms have emerged more quickly for employer, than for 

employee, behavior, in the sense that employers accept the termination of unwanted employees as a routine 

management practice, but are still uncertain about how to interpret multiple job changes by employees’ (Baker 

and Aldrich, 1996: 140). Insofar as employees’ self-perceptions reflect employers’ evaluations, high rates of inter-

organizational mobility may negatively influence subjective career success. On the other hand, Sekaran and Hall 

(1989: 176) argue that ‘the work force at large (and not just two-career couples) has already adopted a more 

individualized, protean definition of success, which stresses autonomy, flexibility, and balance between work and 

home’. They argue that individualized definitions of success that do not involve hierarchical advancement are 

already pervasive in the workforce, but have not yet become institutionalized among employers. Greater inter-

organizational mobility may provide more opportunities for developing new skills, finding challenging work, and 

aligning careers with individual values, thus potentially increasing subjective success (Ellig and Thatchenkery, 1996). 

Thus, we hypothesize: 

Hypothesis 10: Individuals who have higher levels of inter-organizational mobility will perceive 

themselves as more successful in their careers. 

Hypothesis 11: Individuals who have greater levels of intra-organizational mobility will perceive 

themselves as less successful in their careers. 

We further expect that gender will affect the relationship between mobility and subjective success. The 

boundaryless or protean career model comes closer to describing women’s typical pattern of work history 

accurately than does the traditional career model. Consequently, women may be more comfortable with the job 

sequences of the boundaryless career and more apt to feel successful as they negotiate the construction of their 

own careers (Bailyn, 1989; Fondas, 1996; Gallos, 1989). While many men, particularly those in later career stages, 

may struggle with the shift toward a career model in which hierarchical advancement receives less emphasis, 

women will have less distance to cover in making this adjustment. Thus: 

Hypothesis 12: Higher levels of inter-organizational mobility will increase women’s perceived 

career success more than men’s. 

Method 



The research reported here is part of the larger 1998 Cornell Couples and Careers Study of dual-earner 

couples (Moen, 2003). This study focuses on the career and family experiences of primarily professional and 

managerial dual-earner couples, a population likely both to identify themselves as having careers (in the common 

use of the term) and to face pressures – particularly stemming from the challenge of balancing dual careers 

–that lead to the pursuit of a boundaryless career (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996). Potential study participants were 

identified through seven large US employers in upstate New York. In order to be eligible for participation in the 

study, respondents had to be members of dual-earner couples (married or cohabiting) and currently employed if 

over age 30. The only inclusion requirement for workers under the age of 30 was that they be employed. 

The seven participating organizations exemplify a variety of workplace cultures and practices and were 

chosen to represent four key regional economic sectors: manufacturing (two organizations), healthcare (two 

organizations), higher education (two universities) and utilities (one company). These employers sent their exempt 

(salaried) employees a letter inviting them to participate in the Cornell study. Due to employer concerns about 

confidentiality, the participating organizations did not provide access to information about those respondents who 

did not return response cards. Therefore, we are unable to estimate accurately our response rate to the initial 

mailing. However, of employees who did return the postcard expressing initial interest, 75 per cent completed the 

one-hour telephone survey. Fifteen per cent of those returning cards were not eligible to participate because they 

did not meet our criteria due to circumstances such as divorce or lay-off. The spouses of participating employees 

were contacted on a separate occasion to answer the survey. 

Sample 

The sample for this study consists of 1,890 individuals. Nine hundred and sixty-seven respondents are male 

and 923 are female, and the average age is 44. Eighty-seven per cent have at least one child. Seventy per cent of 

respondents are managerial or professional employees, 15 per cent are technical employees, and the remaining 15 

per cent are sales, service, production or administrative support workers. Equal proportions of men and women 

are employed in managerial and professional jobs. Men are somewhat more likely to work in technical positions, 

while women are more likely to be employed as administrative support staff. 

Measures 

Our key variables, measuring job mobility within and across employers, were based on a series of questions 

each respondent was asked about the jobs they had held from age 30 to the time of the interview. For each job, 

respondents indicated whether it was with the same employer as the previous job, and the length of time they had 

held it. Using this information, we counted the total number of job changes with the same employer 

(intraorganizational mobility) and the total number of job changes that involved moving from one employer to 

another (inter-organizational mobility). 

The mobility variables were regressed on a set of variables measuring individual, family and occupational 

characteristics. A central control variable, labour force experience, measured the total number of years that 

respondents had been in the labour force. Although the rate of voluntary job shifts generally declines with time 

spent in the labour force (Rosenfeld, 1992), individuals with longer labour-force experience are, ceteris paribus, 

likely to have had more opportunities for both intra- and interorganizational mobility. Education, also included as a 

control variable, was measured as the total number of years of formal education beyond high school. A third 

control variable, occupational prestige, is based upon the Standard Occupational Classification (SOC) code; prestige 

scores for current job were assigned following the methodology of Nakao et al. (1990). Because variations in 



perceptions of success may be partly a function of individual dispositional differences (Boudreau et al., 2001), we 

included a measure of negative affect in the regressions of subjective career success. The negative affect measure, 

adapted from Mroczek and Kolarz (1998), asked employees to rate on a 5-point scale how frequently in the past 

month they have felt: in good spirits, so sad that nothing could cheer them up, restless or fidgety, nervous or that 

everything was an effort (alpha = .61). 

Gender is a dummy variable coded ‘1’ for women. To measure marital stability, we used a self-reported 

measure of the number of times a respondent has been married or living in a committed relationship. To measure 

the effects of having children on careers, we included a count variable of how many children each respondent has. 

Both of these latter measures were constructed from life history variables. Respondents were asked, ‘Think about 

all of the major decisions that you and your spouse/partner have made since you have been together, such as 

changing jobs, having children, going back to school or moving. Overall, whose career was given more priority in 

these decisions, yours or your spouse/partner’s?’ Based on responses to this question, we constructed a measure 

of career priority, a dichotomous measure where ‘1’ signified that the respondent’s career was given priority and 

‘0’ indicated that the respondent’s career was not consistently given priority. 

We were interested in objective and subjective success as outcomes of the two types of mobility. Objective 

career success was operationalized as earnings, the respondents’ self-reports of their current annual salary from 

paid employment, including any bonuses, overtime and/or commissions, before taxes and other deductions. 

Subjective, or perceived career success, was measured with a single item that asked respondents to assess how 

successful they feel in their work lives, measured on a scale of 0 to 100. 

Results 

Table 1 includes descriptive statistics for the variables used in the regression analysis, including differences in 

means between men and women. Men have four years’ more labour-market experience, on average, 19.76 years 

versus 15.69 years for women. They are also slightly more educated, and the occupational prestige scores for their 

jobs are somewhat higher. Men are significantly more likely to report that their career has consistently been given 

priority over their spouses’. Interestingly, men also report having more children than women. This is probably due 

to the high representation of women in this sample with a strong career orientation: a relatively large proportion 

of women are in professional and managerial occupations, compared to the population as a whole. Such women 

often have smaller families than less career-oriented women. In contrast, career orientation is much less likely to 

affect the number of children that men have (Gattiker and Larwood, 1988). Average annual earnings for the overall 

sample are $54,062, but men earn significantly more than women: $66,412 versus $41,130. Nevertheless, women 

rate their level of career success slightly higher than do men. 

Table 2 reports the correlations between variables in the study. Worth noting here is the relatively strong 

negative relation between intra-organizational and interorganizational mobility (–.28). Thus, the more frequently 

people move within an organization, the less likely they are to change employers, and vice versa. (Separate 

analyses, not reported here, showed that the magnitude of the correlation between these two variables is similar 

for men and women.) Hypothesis 1 predicted than men would have more intra-organizational mobility than 

women, while hypothesis 4 predicted that women would have more inter-organizational mobility than men. 

Consistent with these hypotheses, Table 1 indicates that men have a significantly higher number of intra-

organizational job changes, on average, while women have a higher number of inter-organizational job shifts. 

Likewise, in the first model of Table 3 (which presents the results of the regression of intra-organizational mobility 

on the independent predictors), using the combined sample of men and women, the significant, negative 



coefficient for gender indicates that, net of other factors, women experience fewer job changes within an 

employing organization than men do. 

To explore gender differences in the effects of family factors, we ran separate analyses for men and 

women; the results are shown in the second and third panels of Table 3. The measure of marital instability is 

negative but non-significant for men. However, this measure is positive and significant for women, suggesting that 

the pursuit of mobility within an organization may impose constraints on women that are not compatible with 

traditional gendered marital roles. Thus, these results provide some support for hypothesis 2. As posited in 

hypothesis 3, having more children is positively related to internal mobility for men, but negatively for women. 

Table 4 presents results of analyses of the determinants of inter-organizational, or between-employer, 

mobility. In the first panel, showing results from analyses with both men and women combined, the coefficient for 

gender is again significant; the positive sign indicates that women are likely to have more employer changes than 

men, even after controlling for other variables that might affect mobility. This provides support for hypothesis 4. 

In the second panel of the table, showing the models for men only, the significant, positive coefficient for 

number of marriages indicates that marital instability is associated with more frequent change of employers. 



Interestingly, the third panel, presenting analogous results for women, shows that this variable has no significant 

effect for women. These results are somewhat different from those postulated in hypothesis 5, which is based on 

the premise that women who stay married are more likely to make job switches to accommodate their husbands’ 

careers. Marriage, per se, does not have a direct relationship with women’s inter-organizational mobility. Increases 

in the number of children, on the other hand, are associated with increases in women’s propensity to change 

employers, though not men’s, as posited in hypothesis 6. The negative, significant coefficient for the measure of 

career priority in the model for men and the lack of impact of this variable in the counterpart model for women 

provides support for hypothesis 7. 

Table 5 shows the coefficients from the regression of earnings, as an objective measure of success, on 

predictor variables. Contrary to hypotheses 8 and 9, there are no gender differences in the effects of intra- and 

inter-organizational mobility on this aspect of career success. The significant, negative coefficient for gender in the 

first panel of the table indicates that women earn significantly less than men, even after controlling for length of 

labour force experience and education. But for both men and women, greater intra-organizational mobility is 

associated with higher earnings. If anything, women actually receive a greater return for such mobility. In contrast, 

the coefficients for interorganizational mobility are significantly negative, in the analyses for men and women 

combined, as well as in the separate analyses, suggesting that boundaryless career patterns are apt to come with 

financial penalties. 

Hypothesis 10 predicted that people with higher rates of inter-organizational mobility would be more 

likely to perceive themselves as successful, independent of objective indicators of career success, while hypothesis 

11 predicted that people with higher levels of intra-organizational mobility would feel less successful. Results 

shown in Table 6 support the latter hypothesis, but not the former. Net of other factors (including earnings), 

individuals who experience more frequent movement within an employer tend to perceive themselves as less 

successful than others with less movement. It may be that such mobility increases aspirations and results in a 
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wider gap between aspirations and achievements, thus negatively affecting people’s self-evaluations of their 

success. However, increased inter-organizational mobility has no significant effects on perceived success. The 

coefficient for this variable is negative for men, and positive for women, which is aligned with hypothesis 12, but 

neither coefficient is significant, so overall, we find little support for our last hypothesis. 

Discussion 

Given the documented changes unfolding in the economies of many countries, as well as in individual 

work values, organizational career management practices and women’s involvement with the labour force, it is 

likely that boundaryless career patterns – those characterized by greater inter-organizational mobility – will 

become increasingly common in the years to come. The boundaryless career concept has received a considerable 

amount of theoretical attention, but very little empirical testing. The current study, one of the first to make an 

attempt at operationalizing boundaryless career patterns, compared intra- and inter-organizational mobility 

among a sample of primarily managerial and professional employees in dual-earner couples in the United States. 

The goal of the research reported in this article was to reveal what factors contribute to boundaryless and 

traditional forms of mobility and how these mobility patterns affect objective and subjective career success. 

Our results suggest that intra- and inter-organizational mobility are both influenced by gender and family 

characteristics. Men are more likely to experience job shifts within an employer, while women are more likely to 

move across employers. Marital instability, number of children and career priority within a couple affect rates of 

intra- and interorganizational mobility, but the pattern of effects differs by gender. Men’s intraorganizational 

mobility is positively influenced by number of children and career priority, and unaffected by marital instability. By 

contrast, women’s intra-organizational mobility is positively related to number of marriages, negatively related to 

number of children and unaffected by career priority. With respect to rates of inter-organizational mobility, 

boundaryless career patterns in men are positively influenced by number of marriages, negatively predicted by 

career priority and unaffected by number of children. For women, on the other hand, inter-organizational mobility 

is positively predicted by number of children, but uninfluenced by number of marriages and career priority. 

We found that the effects of these mobility patterns on success are equivocal: interorganizational 

mobility has differing effects on objective and subjective success. Moving between organizations tends to depress 

earnings, but does not have an effect on how successful people feel in their careers. Job changes within an 

organization increase earnings, but have a negative effect on perceived success. These relationships hold for both 

men and women. However, our findings suggest that women pay a price for following a traditional career pattern, 

while men pay a price for following a boundaryless career pattern. It appears that, to a certain extent, women 

must choose between their career and their family relationships, and that women’s success at work may be ‘paid 

for’ with success at home. The women who obtain the greatest objective career success in terms of mobility within 

a single employer and high earnings are most frequently those who have previously been divorced and who are 

childless or have fewer children. The picture is not entirely bleak, however, because women with more children 

actually have higher levels of perceived success in work life, perhaps because their boundaryless career patterns 

have allowed them to integrate their family demands successfully with their careers. For men, by contrast, the 

traditional successful career pattern appears to be supported by the traditional family pattern. The men who 

change jobs with the same employer most frequently and earn the most are also those with the most children. The 

men who have the most job changes from one employer to another are also those who have been married more 

times. From a traditional career viewpoint, it seems that women can marry either their career or their family, while 

men can have a career and a family, but are disadvantaged if they depart from the traditional career pattern. 



Using 1977 data, Bielby and Bielby (1992) found that men’s careers were typically given priority over their 

wives’. More than twenty years later, our data indicate that men’s careers are still more frequently given priority, 

even within dual-career couples. This helps men’s objective career success, but probably contributes to women’s 

lower earnings. Furthermore, our findings reflect the enduring nature of traditional gender roles, which assign men 

primary responsibility for being the earner in the family and women responsibility for child care. Thus we caution 

that if boundaryless career and traditional career patterns split on gender lines, with men continuing to pursue 

traditional careers while women pursue boundaryless careers, the boundaryless career could continue to reinforce 

gender inequities in earnings rather than advancing the cause of women’s career success, as has been suggested 

by boundaryless career advocates (Fondas, 1996). 

One important caveat to this study is that it relies on data on dual-earner families from a single country, 

the United States. Differing labour market policies among countries, as well as family and welfare policies, may 

have an impact on both rates of intraorganizational and inter-organizational mobility and on the role of family 

factors in determining career patterns for men and women. Comparative international research on this problem is 

sorely needed. Studies examining macro-level labour policies, gender-related cultural norms, variations in 

organizational practices and individually held work values are all needed to illuminate factors that shape career 

patterns. 

This study offers a number of implications for future research. Our results demonstrate that gender and 

family characteristics exert strong influence over career patterns and subsequent success. Future studies of career 

paths and career success should control for these variables at the very least, and our findings suggest that a focus 

on the role of gender and family in shaping careers is likely to be fruitful. While this study provides an initial look at 

differences between intra- and inter-organizational mobility, future work should take a more fine-grained 

approach to studying movement within and between employers and measure not only type of job shift, but also 

whether job shifts were voluntary or involuntary, whether they represented a promotion, lateral transfer or 

demotion, and what the reason was behind each job shift. Research that relies on comparative national samples 

provides sophisticated measurement of career patterns and models the effects of gender and family on careers is 

likely to advance our understanding of contemporary careers throughout a range of national contexts. 
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