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Abstract We hypothesize that career success assessed as objective career achievements

(income and responsibility status) has an indirect positive association with life satisfaction

that is channeled through multiple subjective success evaluations. These are based on

(a) social comparisons (comparison with others, other-referent success evaluation) and

(b) individual standards (satisfaction with career achievements, self-referent success

evaluations). We tested our reasoning in a 2-year prospective study with N = 990 pro-

fessionals. Controlling for gender, family status, and workload, the results of two medi-

ation models that draw on all information from two measurement points supported our

reasoning. We found indirect positive associations between career success and life satis-

faction (H1) channeled through both other-referent (H2) and self-referent (H3) subjective

success evaluation. In both mediation models, we found partial mediation, and the

remaining direct path from career success to life satisfaction was negative. We conclude

that career success has mixed effects on a person’s life satisfaction: The net effect of

positive indirect and negative direct effects is positive, but not large. We discuss the

significance of these findings for theorizing about the influence of the work domain on life

satisfaction as well as for conceptual issues in the analysis of mediators and moderators of

the career success life satisfaction association.
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1 Introduction

Happiness and life satisfaction are major life goals (Diener 2012; Diener and Biswas-

Diener 2008; Fredrickson 2001; Gable and Haidt 2005), and there are different ways of

reaching these goals (Park et al. 2004). One way is to strive for success, especially success

in one’s career such as earning a lot of money, having a high status-position and/or having

power and influence (Diener and Seligman 2004). However, do these career achievements

really enhance life satisfaction? Many facets of career success such as money, status, and

influence may positively impact life satisfaction. However, other facets of career success,

such as time constraints, stress, reduced leisure, and at times impoverished social rela-

tionships, may have no influence or even impair life satisfaction. Given the high impor-

tance professional life and professional success have for many people, we still have only

limited knowledge about the consequences for life satisfaction. The aim of the present

paper, therefore, was to provide new insight concerning the association between career

success and life satisfaction. Our main hypothesis was that objectively measurable career

achievements such as money and status have an indirect association with life satisfaction.

More precisely, they have to be translated into subjective success evaluations and these

evaluations mediate the association of career achievements and life satisfaction (H1).

These evaluations are judgments that compare a given outcome with some standard.

Standards, in turn, can be social standards, e.g., comparisons with other people, and

individual standards, e.g., comparisons with self-set standards. We further predicted that

evaluations based on social standards (H2) and evaluations based on self-set standards (H3)

are both mediators. Finally, we tested in an exploratory manner if the association of career

success and life satisfaction is completely mediated by subjective evaluations or if it is

only partially mediated.

We tested our reasoning with data from a longitudinal study of professionals (Abele and

Spurk 2009a, 2011; Abele and Wiese 2008; Spurk and Abele 2014). We measured career

success (money, responsibility status), success evaluations (both social comparisons and

individual satisfaction judgments), and life satisfaction at two points of measurement set

2 years apart. Professionals were in their end thirties at these times.

2 Career Success and Life Satisfaction: A Mediation Model

2.1 Career Success

Career success is here defined as objective achievements in an individual’s career. Career

success is ‘‘objective’’ since it can be verified by a third party (Abele et al. 2011; Hughes

1937). In the following, we will use the term ‘‘career success’’ in the sense of objective

career achievements. The most widespread used indicators of career success as objective

achievements are money/income and hierarchical or responsibility status (e.g., Arnold and

Cohen 2008; Dette et al. 2004; Ng et al. 2005). We will here also use money and

responsibility status (hierarchical position, project responsibility, permission to delegate

work) as indicators of career success.

However, as Hughes (1937) observed, ‘‘objective’’ career achievements must be dis-

tinguished from ‘‘subjective’’ success. Subjective success is an individual’s evaluation of

his or her objective achievements. Subjective success evaluations are positively associated
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with objective achievements; however, meta-analytic correlations are not higher than

q = .30 (Dette et al. 2004; Ng et al. 2005).

2.2 Career Success Evaluation

Subjective success evaluations are the result of comparison processes. Comparative

thinking is a core element of human information processing (Festinger 1954; Kahneman

and Miller 1986; Mussweiler 2003). It helps make sense of one’s experiences and

achievements especially when no objective criteria are given. The process may be fast and

automatic (Schwarz 2002) and/or more elaborate and controlled as in cases in which

explicit comparisons are requested.

The result of a comparison depends on if the standard is met or not. If the standard is

met or even exceeded, then a person evaluates the stimulus in a positive way. If it has not

been met, then the person evaluates it negatively. A person who evaluates his or her salary

as ‘‘standards achieved’’ is more satisfied than a person who evaluates it as ‘‘standards not

achieved’’ (Goodman 1974; Harris et al. 2008).

The result of a comparison also depends on the specific standard selected. People often

use social standards, i.e., other people, for comparing their own outcomes (Festinger 1954).

However, they also use individual standards. As outlined in career theory (Arthur et al.

2005; Hall 2002; Hall and Chandler 2005; Hughes 1937; Judge et al. 1999; see also Abele

and Spurk 2009b; Abele et al. 2011), people compare their achievements to self-set

standards such as competence standards, goals, or feelings. Heslin (2003) asked the study

participants to evaluate their career success and to indicate how they had come to their

evaluation. More than two thirds (68 %) of the respondents reported that they had com-

pared their achievements with those of others. Almost 90 % of Heslin’s participants,

however, also applied self-set standards for their success evaluations. Thus, most of the

participants in Heslin’s (2003) study used more than one standard of comparison. The

participants applied social comparison standards (called ‘‘other-referent’’) and self-set

standards (called ‘‘self-referent’’; see also Heslin 2005).

Supporting predictions of social comparison theory (Festinger 1954; Mussweiler 2003),

Goodman (1974; see also Major and Forcey 1985) showed that people choose similar

others (similar profession, similar level of education, same gender) when evaluating their

career.

We will here assess both other-referent and self-referent success evaluations. Other-

referent success evaluation will be measured in a similar manner as described by Heslin

(2003, 2005). Participants will be asked to compare their success with the success of

similar others. Self-referent success evaluation will be measured by means of the career

satisfaction scale (Greenhaus et al. 1990; Spurk et al. 2011). This scale assesses the

evaluation of an individual‘s progress towards meeting different career-related goals.

Because items are answered with respect to self-set standards (i.e., personal goals) it

represents a valid measure for self-referent subjective success (cf. Heslin 2003, 2005). The

career satisfaction scale is the most frequently used measure of self-referent subjective

career success evaluations (Hofmans et al. 2008) with good construct validity (Hofmans

et al. 2008; Ng et al. 2005; Spurk et al. 2011; Wolff and Moser 2009).

2.3 Mediation Model

Following this theoretical reasoning, we argue that the association between (objective)

career success and life satisfaction is indirect, that means, is mediated by multiple
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evaluative processes that reflect comparative thinking about other-referent (social com-

parisons) and self-referent (self-set criteria) standards. The more people evaluate their

objective achievements as successful both compared to others and compared to self-set

standards, the more they will be satisfied with their lives. In the following, we will review

existing research associated with the single components of the mediation model.

2.3.1 Correlation of Predictor (Objective Career Achievements)
and Criterion (Life Satisfaction)

Numerous studies reported positive longitudinal (Marks and Fleming 1999; Saris 2001a, b)

and cross-sectional effects (Diener et al. 1993; Diener et al. 2013; Luhmann et al. 2011) of

money/income on life satisfaction. Meta-analyses by Pinquart and Sörensen (2000) and

Howell and Howell (2008) also revealed positive but small associations between income

and life satisfaction. The correlation between money and life satisfaction was higher in

poor income groups (Cummins 2000; see also Lucas and Schimmack 2009) and poorer

countries (Helliwell 2003).

2.3.2 Correlation of Predictor with the Proposed Mediators
(Self- and Other-Referent Success Evaluations)

Two studies revealed positive associations between objective career achievements and

other-referent success evaluations (assessed with questions such as ‘‘Compared to my

peers, my career progress has been good so far’’; Kirchmeyer 1998; Turban and Dougherty

1994).

Career satisfaction as a measure of self-referent success evaluations is also positively

associated with objective achievements like salary, salary growth, and hierarchical status

(Dette et al. 2004; Heslin 2003, 2005; Judge et al. 1995; Martins et al. 2002; Ng et al. 2005;

Raabe et al. 2007; Richardsen et al. 1997; Stumpf and Tymon 2012).

2.3.3 Correlation of Mediators with the Criterion

To date, we are not aware of studies that tested the association between other-referent

success evaluations and life satisfaction. However, research on social comparison pro-

cesses revealed that other-referent evaluations influence affective experience (Epstude and

Mussweiler 2009). If a comparison results in a better standing of the self than the other,

then positive affect will result; if the comparison results in a worse standing of the self than

the other, then negative affect will result (Buunk and Ybema 2003). We therefore assume

that other-referent success evaluations are positively associated with life satisfaction.

The associations between self-referent success evaluations (career satisfaction) and the

criterion (life satisfaction) are generally positive. A study by Lounsbury et al. (2004), for

instance, revealed a positive association between career satisfaction and life satisfaction.

2.3.4 Previous Research Pertinent to the Present Model

Although we are not aware of research testing a multiple mediation model, i.e., mediation

of the effect of objective career achievements on life satisfaction via self-referent and

other-referent evaluative processes, several studies are pertinent to parts of our present

reasoning. Supporting our present reasoning, studies showed that the association between
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income and life satisfaction decreased (Diener et al. 2013; Schyns 2001) or even disap-

peared (Johnson and Krueger 2006) when satisfaction with income (a self-referent stan-

dard) was included as a mediator. Other research suggests that individual motivations

(Salinas-Jiménez et al. 2014) and implicit social comparisons have an impact (e.g., Boyce

et al. 2010; Hou 2014). Boyce et al. (2010), for instance, found that people gain life

satisfaction not from their absolute income but from occupying a higher-ranked position

within an income distribution. A study by Oshio et al. (2011) similarly revealed that

happiness in Asian countries (China, Korea, Japan) was correlated with relative income

(i.e., personal income related to country average income) and not with absolute income.

Oishi et al. (2011) showed that Americans were happier in years with less income

inequality, especially those in low-income groups. These studies did not directly measure

the influence of social comparison processes but their results can be interpreted that social

comparisons (personal income relative to the income of other people in relevant groups)

are important mediators of the income—life satisfaction association.

3 Present Research

Summarizing our reasoning, we propose that the association between career success as

objective career achievements (money, responsibility status) and life satisfaction is indi-

rect, and is channeled through multiple subjective evaluations (H1). These evaluations can

be distinguished in terms of their standard of comparison, other-referent evaluations (social

comparisons) and self-referent evaluations (self-set standards). Researchers previously

showed that the constructs of interest in this study are all correlated, which suggests that

satisfaction with one’s income (as a measure of self-referent evaluations) and—implicit—

social comparisons are mediators of the association between career success and life

satisfaction.

However, no study has tested a multiple mediation model. We think that a test of this

model adds to the existing research in several important ways.

First, we tested whether the association between career success as objective career

achievements and life satisfaction is mediated by more than one success evaluation, i.e.,

social and self-set standards of comparison. We predicted that both other-referent (H2) and

self-referent (H3) success evaluations are mediators. Thus, this is the first study to

investigate several mediators regarding the association between career success and life

satisfaction at the same time.

Second, we tested whether the effect of career success on life satisfaction is completely

mediated by success evaluations or if there is only partial mediation. Previous research is

inconclusive in this respect, indicating full and partial mediation (Diener et al. 2013;

Johnson and Krueger 2006; Schyns 2001). One reason for this inconsistency could be that

the finding of full versus partial mediation depends on the specific sample examined.

Studies on income level and life satisfaction showed that the association is stronger in

poorer income groups and weaker in richer income groups (Cummins 2000; Diener and

Oishi 2000; Helliwell 2003; Lucas and Schimmack 2009). We studied a sample of pro-

fessionals with relatively high income and tested, in an explorative way, if the association

between career success and life satisfaction is fully or partially mediated by success

evaluations.

Third, we included a number of control variables, which may affect the relationships

studied. These are an individual’s workload, his or her family status (living with a partner;
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having children), and gender. We included an individual’s workload because previous

research showed that people who work more are usually more successful (Abele and Spurk

2009a). Family status was considered because social relationships have a strong influence

on life satisfaction (Diener and Biswas-Diener 2008). Gender was considered because due

to family obligations women’s career success is often lower than men’s (Abele and Spurk

2011).

Fourth, we also analyzed whether other-referent success evaluations are more closely

tied to objective career achievements than self-referent success evaluations. Other-referent

success evaluations should be particularly based on achievements that are verifiable in an

objective way (like income or hierarchical status) since these are externally observable,

whereas self-set standards of other persons are less observable. In contrast, self-referent

success evaluations may be based on more criteria than objective achievements alone. The

first evidence for this reasoning comes from a study by Abele and Spurk (2009b). They

compared the correlations of job satisfaction and social comparisons with career success in

the sense of objective achievements. The scholars found that both correlations were pos-

itive, but other-referent subjective success evaluations were more closely related to career

success than job satisfaction.

We tested our hypotheses by means of structural equation modelling. The models tested

allowed us to simultaneously investigate both the direct and indirect effects of career

success on life satisfaction. Moreover, we tested two models that considered the two points

of measurement in different ways: Our first model analyzed the paths from predictor

assessed at Time 1 to the mediators assessed at Time 2 and to life satisfaction also assessed

at Time 2. The second model tested the paths from predictor and mediators measured at

Time 1 to life satisfaction at Time 2. Such an approach allows to more deeply analyzing the

postulated mediation effects.

4 Methods

4.1 Sample and Procedure

The study is based on a subsample of a larger longitudinal study on professionals’ career

development (Abele and Spurk 2009a, 2011). Participants all held a university degree

(master’s level or higher). The initial sample comprised N = 1930 professionals (825

female, 1105 male) who had graduated in various subjects (engineering, economics,

medicine, natural sciences, arts and humanities, law, teaching). We used data from two

follow-up studies. One was conducted 10 years after the participants entered their pro-

fessional life (fifth testing; here called T1; N = 1225) and the other was conducted 2 years

later (sixth testing; here called T2; N = 1170). We excluded 180 participants who did not

work (e.g. were in parental leave or unemployed) either at T1 or T2. The remaining sample

(N = 990) comprised 342 women and 648 men (mean age at T1: M = 37.17, SD = 2.17

and at T2: M = 39.68, SD = 2.23). At T2, 860 persons (86.9 %) lived with a partner, and

638 participants (64.4 %) were parents. Participants indicated an average weekly work

load of 36.81 h a week at T1 (SD = 9.27) and of 37.78 h per week at T2 (SD = 8.90).

They worked in private enterprises (58.1 %), were state-employed (19.0 %), or were self-

employed (22.9 %). The questionnaires assessed the present variables of interest and other

variables not relevant for the current study.
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4.2 Measures

Career success was operationalized as monthly income and responsibility status. Monthly

income before taxes was measured in 13 steps from no income, coded as 0; less than EUR

500, coded as 0.5; less than EUR 1000, coded as 1; and then in equal steps of EUR 1000

each to less than EUR 10,000, coded as 10; and more than EUR 10,000, coded as 11.

Responsibility status was assessed with three variables (official leadership position,

0 = no, 1 = yes; permission to delegate work, 0 = no, 1 = yes; project responsibility,

0 = no, 1 = yes; summed up to values between 0 and 3). Income and responsibility status

correlated, r(990) = .48 at T1. Whereas we assessed career success at both times of

measurement, the present hypotheses testing will be concerned with career success at T1

only.

We created a career success score by adding points for salary and responsibility status

(values between 0 and 14) for use in the manifest correlation matrix. We created this

measure because of the following reasons: In some occupational fields, income is a less

valid indicator of career success (for instance, in some forms of state employment income

increases with age and independent of performance) than in others (for instance self-

employment and private business). In contrast, responsibility status (permission to dele-

gate, project responsibility, official leadership position) is a valid indicator of career

success in some fields (company-employed or state-employed individuals) but less so in

others (self-employed people). Combining the measures into a single index suits different

fields of employment. This measure has proved useful in previous research (Abele and

Spurk 2009a, b, 2011).

Furthermore, for hypotheses testing we conceptualized career success as reflective latent

construct, meaning that the underlying value of career success affects the answers of the

participants. Therefore, we will model career success as latent construct with two reflective

indicators, that is, income and responsibility status.

Other-referent success evaluation was operationalized in a similar manner as described

by Heslin (2003, 2005). We asked for three comparisons: a comparison of the participant’s

career success with former fellow graduates, with other people holding a university degree,

and with the participants’ colleagues (‘‘Compared to, respective comparison standard, how

successful do you think you have been in your career thus far?’’). Participants’ answers

were based on a 5-point rating scale ranging from 1 = less successful to 5 = more suc-

cessful. The internal consistency of the scale was Cronbach’s a = .77/.80 at T1/T2.

Self-referent success evaluation was operationalized as the evaluation of an individual‘s

progress towards meeting career-related goals and global career-related successes. The

respective career satisfaction scale (Greenhaus, et al. 1990; German version: Spurk et al.

2011) comprises five items (‘‘I am satisfied with…the progress I have made toward

meeting my overall career goals’’, ‘‘…towards meeting my goals for income’’, ‘‘…towards

meeting my goals for the development of new skills’’, ‘‘…towards meeting my goals for

advancement’’, and ‘‘…the success I have achieved in my career’’). Participants’ answers

were based on a 5-point rating scale ranging from 1 = not at all to 5 = very much. The

internal consistency of the career satisfaction scale was Cronbach’s a = .83/.85 at T1/T2.

Life satisfaction was measured with the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener

et al. 1985; German version: Glaesmer et al. 2011). The scale consists of five items (e.g.,

‘‘In most ways my life is close to the ideal,’’ ‘‘If I could live my life over, I would change

almost nothing’’). We applied a 5-point response format ranging from 1 = strongly
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disagree to 5 = strongly agree. The internal consistency was Cronbach’s a = .86 at both

T1 and T2.

Participants’ gender was assessed at T1 and was coded 0 = female, 1 = male. Family

status was measured at both time points (living with a partner: 0 = no, 1 = yes; being a

parent: 0 = no, 1 = yes). Participants indicated their weekly work hours by answering an

open-ended question at T1 and T2.

4.3 Data Analysis

We first constructed measurement models for each of our four measures. Regarding life

satisfaction, self-referent success evaluations and other-referent success evaluations the

items were used to represent single observed indicators for each of the three latent vari-

ables. The life satisfaction scale, for instance, contains five items, and as such, each item

was used to represent one of the five observed indicators of our latent construct life

satisfaction. For career success, two factor indicators (income and responsibility status)

were used to represent the construct.

We then conducted a series of confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) using MPlus

(Muthén and Muthén 1998) to ensure that our measures (career success, other-referent and

self-referent subjective success evaluations, life satisfaction) were distinct constructs.

Applying a robust weighted least square estimation, the results of the CFAs revealed that a

four-factor model (career success, life satisfaction, self-referent success evaluation, other-

referent success evaluation) fits the data well for both points of measurement [T1:

v2 = 375.16, df = 84, comparative fit index (CFI) = .96, Tucker–Lewis index

(TLI) = .95, root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = .059; T2:

v2 = 441.49, df = 84, CFI = .95, TLI = .94, RMSEA = .066; Fan et al. 1999; Hu and

Bentler 1999)]. Most importantly, the four-factor models provided significantly better fit

indices (T1: 162.88 B Dv2 B 2129.18, 3 B Ddf B 6; T2: 147.61 B Dv2 B 2130.73,

3 B Ddf B 6; all ps\ .001) than alternative one-factorial to three-factorial models. It is

especially important to note that career satisfaction and life satisfaction could be clearly

distinguished, i.e., career satisfaction as the present measure of self-referent success

evaluation is not a facet of life satisfaction, but rather a distinct construct (see also

Lounsbury et al. 2004).

We tested our hypotheses by means of structural equation modelling. This approach

allowed us to simultaneously investigate both the direct and indirect effects of career

success on life satisfaction. As recommended by Preacher and Hayes (2008) we conducted

5000 bootstrapping samples to test the significance of indirect effects of the mediators.

Applying this procedure, an indirect effect was significant if zero was not included in the

computed confidence intervals (CIs).

5 Results

5.1 Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations, and inter-correlations of the present vari-

ables. It should be noted that the associations between the constructs of interest in Table 1

are slightly different from the ones in the following hypotheses testing as the parameter
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estimations in the structural equation models differ from the scores used in the computation

of correlations in Table 1.

5.2 Hypotheses Testing

We tested our hypotheses by conducting several structural equation models that allowed us

to look at possible mediation effects considering different time perspectives. In the basic

model we tested if career success at T1 has a direct path to life satisfaction at T1 and T2.

As cross-sectional mediation analyses are often biased (Maxwell and Cole 2007), we

analyzed our hypotheses by means of two different longitudinal analyses. In the first

mediation model we analyzed career success at T1 and the subjective success evaluations

and life satisfaction at T2. In the second model, we analyzed career success and subjective

success evaluations at T1 and life satisfaction at T2.

5.2.1 Basic Model

First, we developed a measurement model using career success measured at T1 and life

satisfaction assessed at both T1 and T2. The fit indices for the model were good,

v2 = 160.90, df = 46, CFI = .98, TLI = .97, RMSEA = .050. Then, we added direct

paths from career success T1 to life satisfaction T1 and life satisfaction T2. We also

included those control variables [gender, family status (partner), having children (parent),

and work hours] that correlated significantly with career success and/or with life satis-

faction (see Table 1). The fit indices of this structural equation model were also good,

v2 = 343.18, df = 96, CFI = .96, TLI = .96, RMSEA = .046. Career success at T1 was

significantly related to life satisfaction at T1 (b = .11, p\ .01) as well as to life satis-

faction at T2 (b = .05, p\ .05). The model explained 12 % of the variance in life sat-

isfaction at T1 and 9 % of the variance in life satisfaction at T2.

Regarding the control variables, gender was significantly related to career success

(b = .26, p\ .001) indicating that men were more successful than women. Career success

was positively related to work hours (b = .50, p\ .001). Participants living with a partner

were more satisfied with their lives at T1 (b = .24, p\ .001) and T2 (b = .26, p\ .001)

than participants, who lived without a partner. Moreover, participants with children were

more satisfied with their lives at T1 (b = .15, p\ .001) and somewhat also at T2 (b = .06,

p = .051) than participants without children. Summarizing, we found significant direct

effects of career success at T1 on life satisfaction measured at the same time (T1) as well as

on life satisfaction measured 2 years later (T2).

5.2.2 Mediation Model 1

Next, we conducted a first mediation model. In this model, career success measured at T1

predicts self-referent and other-referent success evaluation at T2. Both success evaluations

predict life satisfaction at T2. After having tested the measurement model, v2 = 388.97,

df = 84, CFI = .96, TLI = .95, RMSEA = .061, we included the controls and added the

paths according to our hypotheses. We allowed the two mediators (self-referent and other-

referent success evaluation) to correlate. The fit indices of this final model were good,

v2 = 592.32 df = 147, CFI = .94, TLI = .93, RMSEA = .055. The model explained

40 % of variance in life satisfaction at T2, 12 % of variance in self-referent success

evaluations at T2, and 32 % of variance in other-referent success evaluations at T2.
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Figure 1 shows significant paths from career success at T1 to other-referent (b = .56,

p\ .001) and self-referent success evaluations at T2 (b = .30, p\ .001). Supporting our

reasoning, the path from career success T1 to other-referent subjective success evaluations

at T2 was significantly stronger than the path to self-referent success evaluations at T2,

Dv2 = 56.44, Ddf = 1, p\ .001. Both kinds of success evaluations at T2 were positively

related to life satisfaction at T2 (other-referent success evaluation: b = .12, p\ .05; self-

referent-success evaluation: b = .50, p\ .001). Again supporting our above reasoning,

self-referent success evaluations at T2 showed a significantly stronger path to life satis-

faction at T2 than other-referent success evaluations at T2, Dv2 = 34.71, Ddf = 1;

p\ .001. Most importantly, all three hypotheses were supported. There were indirect

effects of career success at T1 on life satisfaction at T2 (supporting H1) through both other-

referent success evaluations T2, b = .07, 95 % CI [.014, .152] (H2), and self-referent

success evaluations at T2, b = .15, 95 % CI [.089, .208] (H3). Accounting for the

mediators and the controls, the direct path from career success on life satisfaction remained

significant, thus indicating partial mediation. This remaining direct path was negative

(b = -.19, p\ .001).

We also tested if a model assuming full mediation fits the data better than the above

reported model with partial mediation. This was not the case: A Chi square-difference test

revealed that the partial mediation model fits the data better than a model assuming full

mediation, Dv2 = 20.52, Ddf = 1, p\ .001.

Regarding the controls, most of the findings are already known: men had higher career

success than women, but women’s other-referent success evaluations were slightly higher

than men’s.1 Work hours were positively related to career success and to other-referent

success evaluations. People who lived with a partner were more satisfied with their lives

and evaluated their self-referent success evaluations more positively than participants

living without a partner.2 Additionally, parents reported higher self-referent and other-

referent success evaluations than participants without children.3

5.2.3 Mediation Model 2

We also conducted a second mediation model. In this model career success at T1 predicts

success evaluations (self-referent and other-referent) at the same time, and these success

evaluations at T1 predict life satisfaction at T2. As the measurement model showed good

fit indices, v2 = 336.28, df = 84, CFI = .96, TLI = .95, RMSEA = .055, we added the

paths according to our hypotheses and included the controls. We again allowed the two

mediators (self-referent and other-referent success evaluation) to correlate freely.

The fit indices of the final model were good, v2 = 527.74 df = 163, CFI = .95,

TLI = .94, RMSEA = .048, and it explained 28 % of variance in life satisfaction at T2,

1 The finding that women have slightly higher ratings of other-referent success evaluations than men
although women were objectively less successful than men probably reflects shifting standards (Biernat
et al. 1991): When women compare their own success with the one of other women, they possibly apply
lower standards than men, who compare their own success with the one of other men. This, in turn, results in
higher other-referent success evaluations of women.
2 The partner findings are probably due to the fact that men (T1: 87.5 %; T2: 88.0 %)—who had higher
career success than women—lived slightly more often with a partner than women. (T1: 85.08 %; T2:
84.89 %), T1, v2(1, 990) = 1.13, ps[ .16, T2, v2(1, 990) = 1.97, ps = .16.
3 The finding regarding parenthood is probably due to the fact that men (T1: 61.9 %, T2: 69.1 %) were
more often parents than women (T1: 49.4 %; T2: 55.6 %), v2(1, 990)[ 14.26, ps\ .001.
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14 % of variance in self-referent success evaluations at T1, and 45 % of variance in other-

referent success evaluations at T1.

As can be seen in Fig. 2, career success T1 was significantly related to other-referent

(b = .87, p\ .001) and self-referent success evaluations T1 (b = .44, p\ .001). Sup-

porting our reasoning, the path from career success T1 to other-referent success evaluations

T1 was significantly stronger than the path to the self-referent success evaluations T1,

Fig. 1 First mediation model for the association between career success and life satisfaction. Note: Effects
of non-significant control variables are not displayed; oval fields represent latent variables, rectangular fields
represent manifest variables; SE success evaluation; N = 990. *p\ .05; **p\ .01;***p\ .001

Fig. 2 Second mediation model for the association between career success and life satisfaction. Note:
Effects of non-significant control variables are not displayed; oval fields represent latent variables,
rectangular fields represent manifest variables; SE success evaluation; N = 990. **p\ .01; ***p\ .001
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Dv2 = 20.53 Ddf = 1, p\ .001. Both kinds of success evaluations measured at T1 were

positively related to life satisfaction at T2 (other-referent success evaluation: b = .20,

p\ .01; self-referent-success evaluation: b = .34, p\ .001). Self-referent success eval-

uations at T1 again had a stronger path to life satisfaction at T2 than other-referent success

evaluations at T1, Dv2 = 5.65, Ddf = 1; p\ .05. Supporting our hypotheses (H1–H3),

both specific indirect effects of career success T1 on life satisfaction T2 via other-referent

success evaluations T1, b = .17, 95 % CI [.019, .319], and via self-referent success

evaluations T1, b = .15, 95 % CI [.080, .217], were positive and significant. Accounting

for the mediators and the controls, the direct path from career success to life satisfaction

remained significant, indicating again partial mediation. It again turned negative

(b = -.18; p\ .05). A Chi square-difference test revealed that this model, assuming

partial mediation fits the data better than a model assuming full mediation, Dv2 = 15.13,

Ddf = 1, p\ .001.

The controls were similarly associated with our variables of interest as in the first

model. Additionally, we found that women reported also slightly higher self-referent

success evaluations than men. Work hours were now negatively related to other-referent

success evaluations.

Summarizing, our hypotheses (H1: indirect effect of career success on life satisfaction;

H2: mediation via other-referent success evaluation; H3: mediation via self-referent suc-

cess evaluation) were supported both in the first as well as in the second mediation model.

We found that the association between career success and life satisfaction was multiple

mediated via comparisons with social and self-set standards. It was partial mediation since

the remaining direct association between career success T1 and life satisfaction T2 was still

significant, but turned negative.

The comparison of our first and second models shows similar mediation effects: The

subjective success evaluations were mediators of the career success—life satisfaction

association both in case the mediators were measured at the same time as the criterion (first

model) and in case the mediators were measured at the same time as the predictor (second

model). The explained variance in life satisfaction was somewhat higher (40 %) when the

mediators were measured at the same time than when they are measured 2 years before

(28 %).

6 Discussion

In the present study, we tested whether and how career success is associated with life

satisfaction. We argued that career success assessed as objective achievements such as

salary and responsibility status may have mixed—both positive and negative—conse-

quences on life satisfaction. However, we still know relatively little about this association

and the mechanisms behind it. We here proposed a multiple mediation model. It stated that

career success has an indirect positive effect on life satisfaction through multiple success

evaluations that compare a given result with certain standards. If a person evaluates his or

her achievements as standard met or standard surpassed, then they will have positive

consequences on life satisfaction; if he or she evaluates the achievements as below this

standard, then they will not enhance life satisfaction. Consequently, the association

between career success and life satisfaction should be indirect. We further proposed that

people use multiple comparison standards to evaluate their achievements. These multiple

standards are social standards, i.e., comparisons with others, and individual standards, i.e.,
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comparisons with self-set goals. Our theoretical reasoning combines approaches from

social psychology (social comparison theory; Festinger 1954; Heslin 2003, 2005; Kah-

neman and Miller 1986; Mussweiler 2003) with career theory (Arthur et al. 2005; Hall

2002; Hall and Chandler 2005) and positive psychology (Diener 2012; Diener and Biswas-

Diener 2008; Fredrickson 2001; Gable and Haidt 2005).

Whereas previous studies showed that career success, success evaluations, and life

satisfaction are correlated (see the above literature review), no study tested a multiple

mediation model of career success and life satisfaction that distinguished between different

kinds of success evaluation.

We tested our reasoning using two mediation models: One with predictor measured at

T1 and mediators and criterion measured at T2, the other with both predictor and mediators

measured at T1 and criterion measured at T2. Both models supported our hypothesis (H1)

that the positive association between career success and life satisfaction is indirect:

Objective indicators of career success such as income and responsibility status exerted

their positive influence on life satisfaction solely via evaluative processes. When these

evaluative processes were partialled out then the remaining direct effect of these objective

achievements even turned negative!

These findings once support the notion of career theory that ‘‘career’’ is a subjective

construction and a way for how people make sense of their occupational development

(Arthur et al. 2005; Hall 2002; Hall and Chandler 2005).

On the other hand, the findings support our reasoning at the beginning of this paper:

Career success has mixed effects on life satisfaction, both positive, but also negative

effects. If we compute the net effects of career success at T1 on life satisfaction at T2

(mediators at T2; Fig. 1) then one point increase on the objective success scale will

produce a .30 9 .50 (mediation via self-referent success) plus .56 9 .12 (mediation via

other referent success) minus .12 (direct negative effect) = .11 net effect, which is not very

substantial. The second mediation model produces a positive net effect of .14, which is

somewhat stronger.

The negative effects may, among others, be due to time constraints in a demanding

employment (see also the correlation between work-load and career success; Table 1). In

terms of self-determination theory (Deci and Ryan 1985), career success may fulfill the

need for competence and autonomy; however, career success does not fulfill the need for

relatedness since highly successful people have less time to cultivate social relationships.

To sum up, career success seems to have a complex web of relations to life satisfaction and

more research on the mechanism that lead to negative effects of career success on life

satisfaction is warranted.

The second important finding supporting our hypotheses (H2, H3) was that the indirect

effect of career achievements on life satisfaction was channeled through multiple media-

tors. Consistent with our theoretical reasoning on comparative processes (Festinger 1954;

Kahneman and Miller 1986; Mussweiler 2003) and on multiple sources of comparative

standards (Heslin 2003, 2005) we found that both measures of subjective success evalu-

ation (other-referent and self-referent) were significant mediators—and this was the same

for both models (first model: mediators measured at the same time as the criterion; second

model: mediators measured 2 years earlier than the criterion). These findings emerged

although the two measures of subjective success evaluation were highly correlated.

Again consistent with our reasoning, social comparisons, i.e., other-referent judgments,

reflected objective achievements more closely than self-referent success evaluations (see

also Abele and Spurk 2009b). Self-referent success evaluations, in turn, were more

strongly linked to overall life satisfaction than other-referent success evaluations. These
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findings emerged when several variables relevant for life satisfaction were controlled for,

namely, living with a partner and workload. The results are also independent of gender.

Although our female participants’ career success was lower than men’s success, the

mediation hypotheses were supported for both men and women.

In conclusion, our present research replicates previous findings on money/income and

life satisfaction (Howell and Howell 2008; Lucas and Schimmack 2009; Marks and

Fleming 1999; Saris 2001a, b). Moreover, the present study extended past research in

several ways: It disentangled indirect effects and direct effects of career success, it

demonstrated both positive and negative effects of career success on life satisfaction; and it

tested multiple mediators of the association between objective career achievements and life

satisfaction (Diener et al. 2013; Johnson and Krueger 2006; Schyns 2001).

6.1 Limitations

The present research also has several limitations. First, our data is based on two mea-

surement points only and full longitudinal analysis would require three points of mea-

surement. Thus, further research is needed to replicate the present results. Second, our

participants were well educated and earned a relatively high amount of money. The results

might differ from samples of less-educated participants (Cummins 2000; Diener et al.

1993; Helliwell 2003; Howell and Howell 2008; Lucas and Schimmack 2009). Third, our

measure of objective career achievements was self-reported and not externally assessed.

Thus, there may be some bias in these data. We cannot rule out this objection. However,

we are confident that our present career success operationalization has some validity as it

considers success indicators in different fields of employment. It was already used in prior

studies (for instance, Abele and Spurk 2009a) and is similar to indices used by other

researchers (Judge et al. 1995).

6.2 Implications

How should we answer our initial question, is career success a means to life satisfaction?

The present findings reveal a mixed result. On the one hand, career success is positively

related to life satisfaction if objective achievements are translated into subjective success

evaluations, especially into self-referent standards. On the other hand, career success is

negatively related to life satisfaction as a ‘‘pure’’ effect; that is, without considering

subjective evaluations. We still do not understand exactly why this is the case and future

research should be concerned with the mediators of the negative effect of career success on

life satisfaction. Possible mediators may be time constraints or impoverished social

relationships.

There may also be moderators of the career success—life satisfaction association that

warrant further research. These may be personality (Soto and Luhmann 2012) like core

self-evaluations (Judge and Hurst 2008), but also goals and values. Education may also be

a moderator and it would be interesting to replicate the present findings with a sample of

less well-educated participants. Possibly, there might not be a direct negative association

between money and life satisfaction in samples with less income. However, the here found

mediation model may be valid in less well-educated samples, as well. This should be tested

in future studies.

As a conceptual implication, the distinction of self-referent and other-referent success

evaluations proved useful. Different social standards are differently suited to both explain

the association of career success and life satisfaction and to explain the direction of
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association between career success and life satisfaction [downward comparisons (com-

parisons with lower standards); upward comparisons (comparisons with higher standards);

lateral comparisons (comparisons with similar standards)]. Self-set standards are somewhat

less tied to objective achievements, but—as was shown here—they are very important for a

person’s life satisfaction. Only little research has been conducted on the kind of standards

people seek as a comparison when they assess their career success (Goodman 1974; Major

and Forcey 1985). Future research should be concerned with this issue as well.

7 Conclusion

The present research combined theorizing and findings from occupational psychology,

social psychology, and positive psychology in order to develop a model of career success

and life satisfaction. In two mediation models, the main predictions of this model were

supported. Career success as objective career achievements has an indirect positive

association with life satisfaction through multiple subjective success evaluations that are

based on social and individual comparison standards. The remaining direct effect was

slightly negative.
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collection.

References

Abele, A. E., & Spurk, D. (2009a). The longitudinal impact of self-efficacy and career goals on objective
and subjective career success. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 74, 53–62. doi:10.1016/j.jvb.2008.10.
005.

Abele, A. E., & Spurk, D. (2009b). How do objective and subjective career success interrelate over time?
Journal of Occupational and Organizational Psychology, 82, 803–824. doi:10.1348/096317909X
470924.

Abele, A. E., & Spurk, D. (2011). The dual impact of gender and the influence of timing of parenthood on
men’s and women’s career development. Longitudinal findings. International Journal of Behavioral
Development, 35, 225–232. doi:10.1177/0165025411398181.

Abele, A. E., Spurk, D., & Volmer, J. (2011). The construct of career success: Measurement issues and an
empirical example. Journal of Labour Market Research, 43, 195–206. doi:10.1007/s12651-010-0034-6.

Abele, A. E., & Wiese, B. (2008). The nomological network of self-management strategies and career
success. Journal of Occupational and Organizational Psychology, 73, 490–497. doi:10.1348/096317
907X256726.

Arnold, J., & Cohen, L. (2008). The psychology of careers in industrial-organizational settings: A critical
but appreciative analysis. International Review of Industrial and Organizational Psychology, 23, 1–44.
doi:10.1002/9780470773277.ch1.

Arthur, M. B., Khapova, S. N., & Wilderom, C. P. M. (2005). Career success in a boundaryless career world.
Journal of Organizational Behaviour, 26, 177–202. doi:10.1002/job.290.

Biernat, M., Manis, M., & Nelson, T. F. (1991). Comparison and expectancy processes in human judgment.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 61, 203–211. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.61.2.203.

Boyce, C., Brown, G., & Moore, S. (2010). Money and happiness: Rank of income, not income, affects life
satisfaction. Psychological Science, 21, 471–475. doi:10.1177/0956797610362671.

Buunk, B., & Ybema, J. (2003). Feeling bad, but satisfied: The effects of upward and downward comparison
upon mood and marital satisfaction. British Journal of Social Psychology, 42, 613–628. doi:10.1348/
014466603322595301.

Cummins, R. A. (2000). Personal income and subjective well-being: A review. Journal of Happiness
Studies, 1, 133–158. doi:10.1023/A:1010079728426.

1630 A. E. Abele et al.

123

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2008.10.005
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2008.10.005
http://dx.doi.org/10.1348/096317909X470924
http://dx.doi.org/10.1348/096317909X470924
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0165025411398181
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s12651-010-0034-6
http://dx.doi.org/10.1348/096317907X256726
http://dx.doi.org/10.1348/096317907X256726
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/9780470773277.ch1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/job.290
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.61.2.203
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0956797610362671
http://dx.doi.org/10.1348/014466603322595301
http://dx.doi.org/10.1348/014466603322595301
http://dx.doi.org/10.1023/A:1010079728426


Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. (1985). Intrinsic motivation and self-determination in human behavior. New
York: Plenum. doi:10.1007/978-1-4899-2271-7.

Dette, E. D., Abele, A. E., & Renner, O. (2004). Zur Definition und Messung von Berufserfolg – theo-
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