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ABSTRACT
Attention to shaping the direction of one’s career according to
personal needs and preferences is growing. However, there is
limited understanding how contextual antecedents affect career
authenticity. Moreover, little is known about whether antecedents
of career authenticity operate in the same way for men compared
to women and if the impact of these antecedents differs per
position. In this study, we contribute to these gaps in the
literature by analysing the role of five antecedents of career
authenticity in the academic context. Our analysis is based on a
cross-sectional survey collected among a sample of 398
academics working in The Netherlands. It shows that justice in
promotion practices is the most important contextual antecedent
in explaining career authenticity in academia. After analysing the
data using multi-group Structural Equation Modelling (SEM), we
found that some antecedents relate differently to career
authenticity for men compared to women. Our data also showed
how most antecedents operate differently per academic rank.
These insights show that higher education institutes can boost
their academics’ career authenticity but should tailor such actions
to academics of different genders and in different positions.
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Introduction

To stay true to yourself is a frequently shared counsel in organisational settings. A key
outlet through which employees can express their authentic self is the direction of
their careers, a concept known as career authenticity (Shockley et al. 2016). Being ‘auth-
entic’ at work has been positively related to in-role performance, work engagement, and
favourable well-being outcomes (Cha et al. 2019), and authenticity is one of the main
elements that contribute to the experiences of an inclusive workplace (Shore, Cleveland,
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and Sanchez 2018). Surprisingly, although research has demonstrated these positive con-
sequences of authenticity, there is little empirical research into which specific individual
and organisational characteristics influence it (Cha et al. 2019).

In academia, many institutions have committed themselves to an inclusive work
environment that fosters the sense of uniqueness and belonging among their faculty
(Stanley et al. 2018; Vinkenburg 2017). At the same time, many universities have
adopted New Public Management (NPM) practices. These practices go hand-in-hand
with more standardised processes such as metrifications (Bloch et al. 2022), in which
research success is key to career success (Siekkinen and Ylijoki 2021). Sutherland
(2017) has shown, for example, that this narrowly defined view of success leads to con-
sternation and confusion among academics with other aspirations for their career. Taken
together, NPM practices seem to be at odds with striving for career authenticity due to
the underlying ‘one size fits all’ ideology (van den Brink and Benschop 2014). This situ-
ation stresses the need for research on how to foster career authenticity in the academic
setting to fully tap into its intended outcomes.

In this paper, we aim to answer the following research question: What is the influence
of individual and contextual antecedents on career authenticity in academia? The first
group of antecedents concerns individual assets and is rooted in agentic career literature.
The second cluster of antecedents looks at contextual elements and draws on HRM, pro-
motion practices and career shocks literature. Our study aims to contribute to existing
research through our focus on contextual antecedents. There are two specific reasons
for this focus. First, career authenticity is inherently contextual and not exclusively a per-
sonal asset. Several researchers have demonstrated, for example, the important role of the
academic career script in subjective career advancement experiences (van Helden et al.
2023). However, most authenticity studies have adopted an agentic perspective (Cha
et al. 2019). Second, we intend to offer insight to organisations regarding how to increase
and maintain their diversified workforce. Until now, universities have had little empiri-
cally substantiated guidance on how to support academics realising authentic careers.
Despite the commitment of universities to create inclusive work environments
(Stanley et al. 2018; Vinkenburg 2017), the pervasive notion of the ideal agentic academic
persists (van Veelen and Derks 2021), along with its rigid academic career track (van
Helden et al. 2023).

Nevertheless, it is likely that antecedents of career authenticity differ between individ-
uals. One example of this is that in academia, the ideal career norm seems to be forged
around men (O’Connor et al. 2021; Stanley et al. 2018). Members of devalued social iden-
tity groups, such as women (van Laer, Verbruggen, and Janssens 2019), may conse-
quently experience more challenges around manifesting their own identity and
preferences in their career track. Furthermore, academics’ needs, resources and expec-
tations for their career differ between career positions (Cohen 1991; Sanders et al.
2022; Dorenkamp and Süß 2017). Therefore, our aim is to study whether the influence
of individual and contextual antecedents on career authenticity is different between
genders or academic ranks.

In this paper, we study the role of five antecedents and its potential differences among
subgroups, based on an online survey conducted among postdocs, assistant professors,
and associate professors from a Dutch university and its associated academic medical
centre. In our approach, we follow the advice as noted in a recent special issue on the
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topic of career building (Siekkinen and Ylijoki 2021), namely, to unravel potential ‘new’
invisibilities among different groups in academia.

Theoretical framework and development of hypotheses

Research increasingly recognises the importance of subjective career success indicators—
such as career authenticity—yet most studies focus on subjective success in terms of
career satisfaction (Ng and Feldman 2014; Shockley et al. 2016). According to Shockley
et al. (2016, 139), career authenticity (CA) is defined as ‘shaping the direction of one’s
academic career according to personal needs and preferences’. We reviewed several
strands of literature for the (1) individual and (2) contextual antecedents most likely
to be related to career authenticity and included in our study five antecedents. For the
first set of antecedents, we noticed that in career research, most studies approach subjec-
tive career success by focusing on the efforts of the individual career agent. One illus-
tration is the protean career and the boundaryless career discourses, stating that one’s
own abilities and contributions—such as networking, and other individual career man-
agement activities—are key aspects in career development (Briscoe and Hall 2006;
Baruch and Hall 2004). However, an individual is embedded in their organisational
context. As such, the second set of antecedents relate to the contextual level, based on
insights from HRM, promotion practices, and career shocks literature. One illustration
is the utilisation of social exchange theory to explore the role of organisational promotion
practices in determining career authenticity (Colquitt and Rodell 2011).

In what follows, we first discuss the five building blocks of our conceptual framework
(see Figure 1 for a visual overview). We then address the gender and rank differences we
expect to find in the data.

Figure 1. Conceptual model for explaining career authenticity.
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Individual antecedent: network behaviour (1)

In our framework, we focus specifically on individual network behaviour. This antece-
dent is consistently described as important for academic career advancement because
networks provide technical, social, and strategic capital (van Helden et al. 2021). Net-
working behaviour entails attempts to build, maintain, and use relationships with
others for the purpose of mutual benefit (Forret and Dougherty 2004). Information pro-
cessing theory highlights the importance of information exchange within networks in
shaping individuals’ attitudes, behaviours, and beliefs (Salancik and Pfeffer 1978). Net-
working may help one to explore career possibilities, provide cues to interpret work-
related situations, or increase the likelihood of career goal attainment (Noe 1996). Aca-
demics who engage in network activities might develop a more elaborate idea on what
they want to achieve and how they want to achieve it. We therefore view individual
network behaviour as a behavioural competency that academics want to build and main-
tain as it may result in more insight into how to achieve a self-directed and values-driven
career.

Contextual antecedents: managerial support (2), justice in promotion practices
(3), positive career shocks (4) and negative career shocks (5)

Managerial support within the context of career authenticity refers to whether supervi-
sors behave in ways that help employees to reach their authentic career (Greenhaus, Para-
suraman, and Wormley 1990). HRM literature stresses the important role of line
managers in employee development. The impact of most career development policies
relies on supervisors’ action, and, as such, they form an important link between ‘static’
career policies and employees’ career development experiences (Purcell and Hutchinson
2007). Put more precisely, these supervisors generally have a degree of influence on what
career practices are implemented as well as on how these practices are implemented. As
some aspects of career rules are more implicit and not fully stored on paper (Sutherland
2017), it can be challenging to identify and interpret the possibilities of academic career-
building, and supervisors may offer support by clarifying promotion practices. Further-
more, they can provide career advice and act as role models. As such, they can be critical
for subjective career success (Dorenkamp and Süß 2017). Indeed, a recent meta-analysis
demonstrated that low general supervisor support and low supervisor career-related
support was strongly associated with lower subjective career success (Ng and Feldman
2014). The crucial role of supervisors in individual career experiences is also asserted
in the literature on organisational inclusion. In their recent review study, Shore, Cleve-
land, and Sanchez (2018) emphasised the role of supervisors in stimulating talent and
underlined that they are liable to influence perceptions of work climate. As the academic
setting is characterised by uncertainty and ambiguity due to the presence of competition
(O’Connor et al. 2021) and implicit rules (Sutherland 2017), we expect that managerial
support is an essential condition for experiencing career authenticity.

Aside from dyadic follower-leader relationships, justice in promotion practices seems
a relevant condition for career authenticity in academia. Organisational justice within the
context of promotion practices refers to employee’s perceptions of fairness and transpar-
ency in promotion practices such as in the decision-making process for a job
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appointment (Colquitt and Rodell 2011). Earlier work on organisational justice draws on
Social Exchange Theory (O’Connor and Crowley-Henry 2019). This theory especially
emphasises a reciprocal relationship between employer and employee and addresses
transparency as a crucial mechanism in explaining individual career behaviours.
Indeed, the study of Greco et al. (2015) showed that procedural injustice has a negative
relationship with subjective career outcomes such as occupational satisfaction. We argue
that procedural transparency and fairness of promotion practices are essential to define
the boundaries within which one’s career can be shaped. It is specifically pertinent to the
Dutch setting, where, contrary to the Anglo-American system, employees are appointed
to senior ranks according to which positions are available at the time (van den Brink and
Benschop 2014).

Lastly, we consider career shocks to be an antecedent of career authenticity. In the lit-
erature on unexpected events, career shocks are conceptualised as accidental events that
are often caused by factors outside the focal individual’s control (Akkermans, Seibert,
and Mol 2018). Shocks, such as a change of leadership, trigger a deliberate thought
process and require an employee to make quick career-related decisions, possibly with
unforeseen consequences. Studies have shown that career shocks can impact several sub-
jective career outcomes, such as career planning (Seibert et al. 2013) and academic career
success (Kraimer et al. 2019). Here, we argue that shocks may shake things up in a way
that changes the work environment and career possibilities within it. For example, shocks
such as experiencing scientific harassment, incite individuals to evaluate their career path
by comparing their own goals against the values of the ideal ‘academic career script’ (van
Helden et al. 2023). The valence of the implications of shocks can be understood in terms
of positive or negative. Positive shocks operate as a confirmation of being ‘on the right
track’, while negative shocks seem detrimental to career opportunities (Mansur and
Felix 2020). However, career shock implications are inherently a combination between
context and agency and, as such, the value of a specific shock can vary among individuals
(van Helden et al. 2023).

Based on the above, it is hypothesised that:

. There is a positive relationship between networking behaviour (H1a), managerial
support (H1b), justice in promotion practices (H1c), positive career shocks (H1d)
and career authenticity.

. There is a negative relationship between negative career shocks (H1e) and career
authenticity.

The role of gender

So far, we have outlined how five antecedents are likely to relate to career authenticity in
academia in general. However, much has been written about the different experiences
men and women tend to have regarding organisational practices (e.g. van den Brink
and Benschop 2014; van Laer, Verbruggen, and Janssens 2019). Several theoretical per-
spectives underscore the need to take gender into account in research: role congruity
theory, social identity theory, status characteristics theory, literature on gender stereo-
types, and the kaleidoscope career model (Diehl et al. 2020; van Veelen and Derks
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2021; Correll and Benard 2006; Meschitti and Marini 2023). These theoretical perspec-
tives share (albeit partially) in their emphasis on bias as an underlying mechanism for
understanding gender differences in the workplace. Gender bias entails subtle and
overt discrimination or discouragement due to gender, and operates at various levels:
societal, organisational, and individual (Diehl et al. 2020; Meschitti and Marini 2023),
and in a self-fulfilling manner (Correll and Benard 2006). We follow this theoretical
line of reasoning and use the notion of bias as the central mechanism for explaining
gender differences regarding the role of antecedents of career authenticity. We illustrate
the way gender bias operates by zooming in on one specific theory, namely status charac-
teristics theory. We focus on this theory as it stresses the complex role of context in
explaining gender differences. Status characteristics theory highlights that inequalities
in the workplace arise from a cognitive bias for a certain social group based on, for
example, gender (Correll and Benard 2006). This theory underlines that, in work and
career-related decisions, high-status groups in a social setting are preferred while both
supervisors and employees expect lower performance from members of lower status
groups (Correll and Benard 2006). In the academic environment, several characteristics
point to the notion that men generally belong to the high-status group. These are: a
forged ideal career script around men, male dominance in academic leadership positions
and gatekeeper practices which perpetuates male privilege (O’Connor et al. 2021; Vin-
kenburg 2017; van den Brink and Benschop 2014). In the male organisational academic
culture, women are held to higher performance standards compared to men (Diehl et al.
2020) and women have less support in terms of seniors who advocate for their pro-
fessional development (van Helden et al. 2021). Due to the higher status of men, they
seem less dependent on resources and demands compared to women. The notions of
‘unequal standards’ and ‘lack of sponsorship’ among women make it plausible that
resources such as networking and managerial support will be of greater value for
women in enabling them to meet their personal career needs and preferences. Simul-
taneously, the impact of negative career shocks hits them harder than it does for men
since this is a confirmation of the existing bias against women.

Based on the above, we hypothesised that:

. The positive relationship between networking behaviour (H2a), managerial support
(H2b), justice in promotion practices (H2c), positive career shocks (H2d) and
career authenticity will be stronger for women than for men.

. The negative relationship between negative career shocks (H2e) and career authen-
ticity will be stronger for women than for men.

The role of academic rank

Aside from gender differences, we argue that the consequences of the five antecedents are
also likely to differ between academic ranks. Careers depend on the quality of the
resources to which academics have access. Resources are valued conditions as they
help individuals achieve goals and encourage personal growth and development
(Hobfoll 2001). Conservation of resources theory (COR) states how employees are
motivated to protect their current resources and want to acquire new resources
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(Hobfoll 2001). Viewed from an accumulative perspective, it is likely that employees
build and maintain various resources over time. As such, entry-level academics have
fewer resources compared to mid-career academics as they have worked within the aca-
demic context a shorter amount of time. To complement conservation of resources
theory, we include one of the main assumptions of the literature on career stages. This
theory states that academics’ needs and expectations for their career differ between
career stages (Cohen 1991). For example, in the early career stage, such as the postdoc
rank, academics mainly focus on acquiring the skills and knowledge necessary to
become an independent scientist (Sanders et al. 2022). At the same time, postdocs are
generally engaged in a temporary period of project-based work and uncertainty is
among the most prominent work-related experiences for these entry-level academics
(Dorenkamp and Süß 2017). In contrast, in the mid-career stage, such as the associate
professor rank, the emphasis on establishment and achievement is blurred by the reap-
praisal of the demands and goals of one’s earlier career (Sanders et al. 2022). Moreover, it
is one of the main purposes of their tenured positions to protect these academics so that
they could be free to pursue their career as they want to have it (Baruch and Hall 2004).
Because of the non-permanent contract status of early-career academics, they are in par-
ticular need of resources to build an authentic career. Therefore, we argue that owning
resources is more important for postdocs and assistant professors than for associate pro-
fessors. Moreover, based on COR theory it is expected that early academics are more sen-
sitive to the negative effects of demands than academics working in more senior positions
as they have built up multiple resources to fall back on over the years compared to early
academics.

Based on the above, we hypothesised that:

. The positive relationship between networking behaviour (H3a), managerial support
(H3b), justice in promotion practices (H3c), positive career shocks (H3d) and
career authenticity will be stronger for postdocs and assistant professors than for
associate professors.

. The negative relationship between negative career shocks (H3e) and career authen-
ticity will be stronger for postdocs and assistant professors than for associate
professors.

Method

Sample and procedure

The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the university (21-008). All aca-
demics in the target group, i.e. postdoc, assistant professors, and associate professors,
of the selected university and its associated academic medical centre in the Netherlands
were approached to take part in this study (N = 1525). A personalised email invitation
with a link to an online survey was sent in May 2021. Academics were encouraged to par-
ticipate in this study by their faculty deans. In addition, informative messages about the
survey were published on several internal websites. In total, 561 individuals (36.8%)
responded to the questionnaire invitation. Of these, 67 were eliminated because they
did not consent (n = 3) or did not belong to the target group as the HR information
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was not up to date (n = 64). Of the remaining 494 individuals that qualified, 412 com-
pleted the entire questionnaire. Thus, our response rate for completion of the entire
survey was 27.0%. Most of the respondents were female (56.3%, N = 232). They were
slightly overrepresented in our sample as compared to the overall percentage of
women among academic staff in the university of our study. A total of 13 respondents
did not want to answer the question about gender, and one person chose the option
‘other’. Consequently, it was not possible to include other gender identities than men
or women in the analyses due to lack of power. These cases were excluded from the
multi-group analysis, and, after applying this final criterium, N = 398 participants
remained in the dataset.

The average age of the respondents was 42.0 years (SD = 8.83). Men in the sample were
older than women (menM = 43.58, SD = 9.48, womenM = 40.89, SD = 8.16; p < .01), also
in terms of academic age (men M = 11.39, SD = 8.33, women M= 9.55, SD = 7.25; p <
.05). The number of participants per academic rank was approximately the same—that
is, 129 postdocs, 143 assistant professors, and 126 associate professors. More than 60%
of the respondents worked in the medical field. Our sample’s composition is presented
in Table 1.

Measures

This study’s variables are based on academics’ own perceptions. To increase the validity
of our measures, we discussed the questionnaire in advance with male and female aca-
demics in different ranks and academic fields. The main goal of this was to make sure
that all items were applicable to an academic context. To avoid priming effects, we
first measured in our questionnaire the outcome variable career authenticity. Unless
stated otherwise, we used multi-item measures, and these were formatted using five-
point Likert scales (ranging from 1: strongly disagree to 5: strongly agree). All Cronbach’s
alphas are above the acceptance level of .70 and are shown in Table 2. All wording in
items is included in Appendix 1.

Career authenticity
Career authenticity refers to shaping the direction of one’s career according to personal
needs and preferences (Shockley et al. 2016). This dependent variable was measured

Table 1. Sample characteristics (N = 398).
Men Women Total

Agea (chronological); M (SD) Range 43.58 (9.48) 29–65 40.89 (8.16) 25–65 42.04 (8.83) 25–65
Academic ageb (years since PhD); M (SD) 11.39 (8.33) 9.55 (7.25) 10.33 (7.77)
Hierarchical level N (%)
Postdoc 50 (30.1%) 79 (34.1%) 129 (32.4%)
Assistant professor 55 (33.1%) 88 (37.9%) 143 (35.9%)
Associate professor 61 (36.7%) 65 (28.0%) 126 (31.7%)
Academic Discipline N (%)
Medical field 106 (63.9%) 158 (68.1%) 264 (66.3%)
Economics and business management 25 (15.1%) 29 (12.5%) 54 (13.6%)
Social sciences 18 (10.8%) 28 (12.1%) 46 (11,6%)
Other (i.e. law and humanities) 17 (10.2%) 17 (7.3%) 34 (8.5%)
aN = 19 (4.8%) participants did not indicate their year of birth.
bN = 19 (4.8%) did not indicate their year of obtaining PhD.

8 D. L. VAN HELDEN ET AL.



Table 2. CA, AVE and correlation matrix.
Variables CA AVE 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1 Career authenticity .75 .51 1
2 Networking behaviour .74 .52 .143** 1
3 Managerial support .88 .66 .251** .056 1
4 Justice in promotion practices .87 .58 .369** -.068 .496** 1
5 Positive shocks (N = 5) NA NA .310** .309** .234** .131** 1
6 Negative shocks (N = 5) NA NA -.288** .111* -.340** -.450** -.059 1
7 Gender (M = ref) NA NA -.093 .087 -.022 -.152** .046 .115* 1
8 Rank_D1 (assist.) (postdoc = ref.) NA NA -.064 .030 .002 -.003 .019 -.010 .049 1
9 Rank_D2 (assoc.) (postdoc = ref.) NA NA .144** .084 -.142** -.005 .159** .084 -.093 -.510** 1
10 Field_Medical (Other = ref.) NA NA .021 .046 .017 .117* .047 -.119* .044 -.109* -.144** 1
11 Field_Social sciences (Other = ref.) NA NA .039 -.019 -.074 .036 -.090 .040 -.037 .040 .156** -.556** 1
12 Field_Economics & business management (Other = ref.) NA NA -.040 -.068 .019 -.182** .064 .132** .019 .057 -.010 -.507** -.143**

*p < .05.
**p < .01.
Note. CA = Cronbach’s alpha. AVE = Average Variance Extracted. NA = Not applicable. M =male. R_D1 = Dummy variable with postdoc as reference category (0) and assistant professor as com-
parison group (1). R_D2 = Dummy variable with postdoc as reference category (0) and associate professor as comparison group (1). F_Medical = dummy variable with other fields as reference
category (0) and medical field as comparison group (1). F_Social sciences = dummy variable with other fields as reference category (0) and social sciences as comparison group (1). F_Econ-
omics & business management = dummy variable with other fields as reference category (0) and Economics & business management as comparison group (1).
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using the three-item scale of Shockley et al. (2016) which is part of the Subjective Career
Success Inventory scale (SCSI). These items focus on perceived self-direction (example: ‘I
have felt as though I am in charge of my own career’) or perceived value orientation in a
career (example: ‘I have been able to pursue work that meets my personal needs and
preferences’).

Networking behaviour
Drawing on Noe (1996), we included four items on networking behaviour in the survey.
We specified some items by replacing general phrases with more specific ones that better
fit the academic context. A sample item is ‘I have built a network of influential people
within academia for obtaining information about conferences, vacancies, funding calls
or other career-related activities’. In total, one item was dropped to improve the
Average Variance Extracted (AVE) score.

Managerial support
In the context of career authenticity, this variable refers to whether supervisors behave in
ways that help employees reach their authentic career. A sample item is ‘My supervisor
informs me about opportunities for training and development’. The included supervisor
support scale is based on the seminal scale of Greenhaus, Parasuraman, and Wormley
(1990). Inspired by Knies and colleagues (2020), we included four of these nine items
in our survey.

Justice in promotion practices
This variable reflects the perception of academics concerning justice in the promotion
decision processes in their current university. The included scale is based on Colquitt
and Rodell (2011). We utilised the reworded items as applied by Kraimer et al. (2019).
A sample item is ‘When making decisions about working conditions that affect you,
such as pay raises, promotions, research support, or teaching assignments, in your
department… standards are applied consistently’. Two items were dropped to
improve model fit.

Career shocks
Career shocks were measured using a scale developed by Seibert et al. (2013). Respon-
dents were asked to rate the degree to which a specific event affected their career on a
five-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1: have not experienced it to 5: had a large
impact. In total, 11 career shock items were included in the survey. We extended the orig-
inal scale of Seibert et al. (2013) by explicitly asking for the value of each shock—positive
or negative—as recent research has shown that the value of a specific shock can vary (van
Helden et al. 2023). By asking participants to identify the value of a shock, we as research-
ers did not have to label the value of each shock, reducing bias in our measurement. The
shock items are drawn from the select number of studies on this topic (Kraimer et al.
2019; Seibert et al. 2013). We also developed career shocks ourselves (van Helden
et al. 2023). For example, we explicitly asked about the impact of the event ‘change of
leadership’ with which we refer to a new supervisor and/or department head. In the
analysis for this paper, the career shocks were narrowed down to those that were experi-
enced most often in the work setting. We set the threshold for this at career shocks that
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were experienced by 15% or more of the total number of participants. We included five
negative and five positive career shocks in our analysis. We calculated the average impact
of these in line with Mansur and Felix (2020). An overview of the descriptive information
per shock is shown in Appendix 2.

Controls
In this study, we explore the impact of five antecedents for the total sample (H1), for men
compared to women (H2), and across academic ranks (H3). In all three models, we
control for academic field. This control is based on the assumption that academic
fields vary considerably with regard to career patterns, gender representation at leader-
ship positions and recruitment practices. Academic field was subdivided into four
dummy variables: (1 = medical field; 2 = economics and business management; 3 =
social sciences; and 4 = all other fields as reference category). In the general model
(H1) and in the gender model (H2), we also included the control variable academic
rank. It was subdivided into three dummy variables: (0 = postdoc as reference category;
1 = assistant professors; and 2 = associate professor). In the general model (H1) and in
the academic rank model (H3), we included gender as a dummy variable (1 = female).

Convergent and discriminant validity

We used a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to test for convergent and discriminant
validity of our four latent constructs. Convergent validity is achieved under three con-
ditions and all three were met (Hair et al. 2017). First, our CFA results revealed that
all individual items loaded significantly on their constructs (p < .01). Second, we exam-
ined composite reliability (CR) as an indicator of the internal consistency of a construct.
This score needs to be greater than .7 and, in our study, CR for the constructs ranged
from .76 to .89. Third, we tested for AVE scores which are ideally greater than .50. In
the present study, the four latent constructs had acceptable convergent validity
ranging from .51 to .66 after one adjustment that is because the score for the variable net-
working behaviour was initially below .50 in the original measurement with four items.
After removing item 2 (see Appendix 1), the AVE score increased to .52 and thus meets
the standard. Discriminant validity was acceptable for all latent constructs.

Analyses

We applied structural equation modelling (SEM) to test our hypotheses. We followed a
three-step approach using AMOS 27. The first step consisted of testing the measurement
reliability and validity by performing CFA of the measurement model. In the second step,
the structural model was tested. The assumption that career authenticity antecedents
work differently for men compared to women and may differ between academic ranks
implies a need to run the model separately for subgroups. Therefore, in step three, we
applied multiple-group SEM. Multiple-group SEM analysis has the advantage that all
relationships can be tested simultaneously for all subgroups while a simple moderation
tests whether a variable affects the influence of the relation between one independent
and dependent variable (Hair et al. 2017). In addition to these tests, we checked potential
variation in the descriptive level of all variables.
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Results

Descriptive statistics, T-tests and ANOVA analyses

On average, academics rated their career authenticity as 3.64 on a scale from 1 to 5. Table
2 shows that the correlations between all five antecedents and career authenticity were
statistically significant, and in line with the anticipated direction.

The independent-Samples T test results indicated there was significant variation
across men and women for two antecedents: justice in promotion practices (men M =
3.13, women M = 2.89; p < .01), and negative career shocks (men M = 2.07, women M
= 2.25; p < .05). While the difference in the dependent variable career authenticity is
insignificant (t (396) 1.860, p = 0.06), it is noteworthy that the average score for men
(M = 3.74) was higher than for women (M = 3.60).

One-way analyses of variance (ANOVA) corroborated that the means of three vari-
ables differed significantly between at least two out of three academic ranks: career auth-
enticity (F(2,395) = 4.200, p < .05), managerial support (F(2,395) = 5.428, p < .01), and
positive career shocks (F(2,359) = 7.998, p < .01). Tukey HSD post hoc tests showed
that associate professors had higher mean scores than postdocs on almost all these vari-
ables. These findings are in line with the rationale of the COR theory as outlined in the
theoretical framework. The exception was the variable managerial support: here the
postdoc group scored higher mean scores than the associate professors. Table 3 shows
the descriptive statistics of all antecedents and per group.

The measurement model

The overall model fit was assessed using several fit indices. The initial structural equation
model resulted in a good fit (CMIN/DF = 1.860, GFI = .936, AGFI = .912, CFI = .965 and
RMSEA = .047 (90% CI .038–.055)). One of the antecedents, managerial support, did not
have a significant effect on career authenticity. However, the revised measurement model
in which this variable was dropped provided a slightly worse model fit (CMIN/DF =
2.202, GFI = .942, AGFI = .913, CFI = .958 and RMSEA = .055 (90% CI .044–.066)). In
view of the multigroup analysis, it was decided to keep this variable in the model. The

Table 3. Means for model variables per gender and academic rank.

Variable
Total M
(SD)

Male M
(SD)

Female M
(SD)

Postdoc1 M
(SD)

Assistant prof.2

M (SD)
Associate prof.3

M (SD)

1 Career authenticity 3.64 (.72) 3.74 (.68) 3.60 (.74) 3.58 (.71)3 3.60 (.73)3 3.81 (.69)1,
2

2 Networking
behaviour

3.55 (.77) 3.46 (.82) 3.60 (.73) 3.42 (.79) 3.57 (.73) 3.64 (.78)

3 Managerial support 3.34 (.99) 3.39 (.92) 3.35 (1.02) 3.56 (1.00)3 3.37 (.85) 3.16 (1.06)1

4 Justice in
promotion
practicesa

3.03 (.77) 3.13 (.70) 2.89 (.80) 3.00 (.68) 2.99 (.76) 2.99 (.86)

5 Positive shocks 2.02 (.79) 1.98 (.77) 2.05 (.80) 1.82 (.68)3 2.04 (.78) 2.21 (.84)1

6 Negative shocks
a

2.17 (.79) 2.07 (.69) 2.25 (.85) 2.09 (.68) 2.17 (.79) 2.27 (.90)

Notes: Mean’s (M) and Standard Deviation’s (SD). N = 398 (Male: 166; Female: 232; Postdoc: 129; Assistant professor: 143;
Associate professor: 126).

aIndicates that the independent samples t-test shows a significant difference between men and women (p < 0.05).
1,2,3Indicates that the Tukey HSD hoc test shows a significant difference of the group mean with that of another group (p
< 0.05).
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next step in the analysis was to examine the control variables. All control variables did
not have a significant influence. Therefore, they were dropped from the final model to
avoid unnecessary decline in statistical power.

First, we tested the direct relationship between all five antecedents and career authen-
ticity for the total sample (H1). The antecedents accounted for 33.5% of the variance of
career authenticity. Networking was positively related to career authenticity (β 0.185, p
< .01), supporting Hypothesis 1a. Justice in promotion practices showed direct effects on
career authenticity (β 0.369, p < .01). Contrary to our expectations, however, managerial
support showed no statistically significant association with authenticity. Therefore,
Hypothesis 1b is supported while Hypothesis 1c must be rejected. Hypothesis 1d and
1e examined the relationship between career shocks and career authenticity. Positive
career shocks showed a statistically significant association with academic career authen-
ticity in the anticipated direction (β 0.235, p < .01). Furthermore, the results indicated
that a greater impact of negative shocks does indeed lower career authenticity (β
−.180, p < 0.01). Hypotheses 1d and 1e are therefore supported.

Gender

To test whether the effects of the antecedents differ among men and women (H2), we ran
the models for males and females separately via multigroup SEM. In the male sample, all
five antecedents accounted for 34.8% of the variance. Among female academics, these
antecedents accounted for 35.2% of the variance. As shown in Figure 2, some of the stan-
dardised effect sizes of the regression coefficients differed between men and women.

Networking increased career authenticity for women (β 0.245, p < .01). This associ-
ation was not found for men, supporting Hypothesis 2a. For managerial support

Figure 2. Empirical framework for explaining career authenticity per gender.
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(H2b), no statistically significant association was found with authenticity for either men
or women. Justice in promotion practices seemed to be a stronger antecedent of career
authenticity for men (β 0.474 p < .01) compared to women (β 0.294, p < .01). This
result goes in the opposite direction to what was expected in Hypothesis 2c. Also contrary
to expectations, our data reveals that for men, career authenticity is enhanced by positive
career shocks (H2d) (β .344, p < .01) to a greater degree than for women (β .190, p < 0.01).
As expected, negative career shocks seem particularly important for women (β−.201, p <
0.05) while this association did not reach statistical significance for men, supporting
hypothesis 2e.

The model fit values were CMIN/DF = 1.500, GFI = .903, AGFI = .867, CFI = .959 and
RMSEA = .036 (90% CI .028–.042) which resonates good model fit. The entire model did
not differ significantly between men and women (χ2 = 21.266 (18), p = .266).

Academic rank

For the third hypothesis, we ran the model separately for all academic ranks included in
this study. In the postdoc sample, the antecedents accounted for 24.9% of the variance.
Among assistant professors, these antecedents accounted for 36.5% of the variance, while
in the associate professor sample, the antecedents accounted for 54.8%. As shown in
Figure 3, most of the standardised effect sizes of the regression coefficients differed
between postdocs, assistant professors, and associate professors.

Networking increased career authenticity for assistant professors (β .236, p < .05) and
associate professors (β .235, p < .05) while this association did not reach statistical signifi-
cance for postdocs. Hypothesis 3a must therefore be rejected. Hypothesis 3b looks at the

Figure 3. Empirical framework for explaining career authenticity per academic rank.

14 D. L. VAN HELDEN ET AL.



influence of managerial support. This influence was significant for assistant professors in
the anticipated direction (β .273, p < .05) while this influence is also significant for associ-
ate professors (β −.313, p < .05) but not in the direction hypothesised. This association
did not reach statistical significance for postdocs. Our empirical analysis confirmed
that more positive experiences with justice in promotion policy practices (H3c) boost
career authenticity in all three subsamples. This organisational antecedent seems,
however, particularly important for associate professors (β .542, p < .01). Hypothesis
3d examined the positive influence of positive career shocks. Our results show that
this is indeed the case for postdocs (β .233, p < .05) and associate professors (β .305, p
< .01). This pattern also applies to the impact of negative shocks (H3e): for both postdocs
(β −.211p < .05) and associate professors (β −.275 p < .05) we found that a greater per-
ceived impact of negative shocks lowers career authenticity. Career shocks play no role
in boosting career authenticity for assistant professors. All in all, it appears that the ante-
cedents are not more important for postdocs and assistant professors compared to
associate professors. These findings are not in line with what was expected in hypothesis
3.

The fit of the measurement model was reasonable (CMIN/DF = 1.556, GFI = .859,
AGFI = .806, CFI = .934 and RMSEA = .038 (90% CI .032 - .043)). The model did
differ significantly between the three academic positions (χ2 = 72.883 (36), p < 0.01).

Discussion

We set out with the research question: ‘What is the influence of individual and contextual
antecedents on career authenticity in academia?’ Moreover, we aimed to study whether
the influence of these antecedents on career authenticity is different between genders or
academic ranks. Given the lack of empirical research on contextual antecedents of career
authenticity (Cha et al. 2019), our first contribution is that we shed more light on these
specific antecedents and, as such, partly close an important theoretical gap. We found
that justice in promotion practices is the most important contextual antecedent within
our framework. Moreover, both positive and negative career shocks, as well as individual
networking behaviour, are influential antecedents of career authenticity. Furthermore,
our findings indicate that some antecedents relate differently to career authenticity for
men compared to women while most antecedents operate differently per academic
rank. Contrary to our expectations, managerial support appears not to play a crucial
role in the experience of being self-directed and values-driven in one’s career. As such,
while HRM literature indicates that supervisor career-related support is positively
related to subjective career success (Shockley et al. 2016; Ng and Feldman 2014), our
data does not support this for career authenticity in academia. This finding underlines
the added value of a focused operationalisation of subjective career success.

The role of gender

Alongside these general conclusions, we conclude that networking behaviour indeed
determines the degree of career authenticity for women significantly only, whereas it
does not matter for men. This may indicate that women are more dependent on individ-
ual efforts than men. Turning to the contextual antecedents ‘career shocks’ and
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‘promotion practices’, the picture is flipped. Although we stated that shocks might shake
up traditional career track patterns and especially provide women with a greater oppor-
tunity to stick with their authentic self in their career choices, the findings suggest that
career shocks work affirmatively for men in particular. Also, justice in promotion prac-
tices seems to have a more positive impact on career authenticity for the ‘high-status’
group of male academics compared to the ‘low-status’ group of female academics. Our
contrasting findings may in part be due to a narrowly defined standard of career
success in academia (Sutherland 2017) that still favours men (van den Brink and
Benschop 2014), and indicates that academic career patterns are rigid. As such, it
seems reasonable that within the rigid academic career system, greater insight into pro-
motion practices may lead to more opportunities for established groups and more legiti-
macy for their career tracks. One way of interpreting this finding is that since career
shocks are accidental and one-off events, they do not have enough power to truly
shake up traditional men-based career patterns. Furthermore, it can be the case that
formal rules clash with informal practices that keep benefitting certain groups of
academics.

The role of academic rank

Zooming in on the findings on academic ranks, the analysis yields one main pattern: all
individual and contextual antecedents appear to be particularly important in achieving
career authenticity for associate professors, and less so for postdocs and assistant pro-
fessors. This pattern is contrary to our expectations. The contextual antecedent justice
in promotion practices is important for all included academic ranks, however, it has
especially significant effects on higher academic ranks. Our data suggest that two ante-
cedents—among them networking behaviour—have a significant effect on career auth-
enticity only from a certain position, namely assistant professorship. The results for
networking behaviour and promotion practices are probably related to the academic
context feature of competitiveness and the Dutch academic context feature of the ‘for-
mation principle’ specifically. Many professorial procedures in the Dutch context are
closed (van den Brink and Benschop 2014) which, in turn, may place greater
demands on the extent to which one can ‘read’ career policies and opportunities in
the associate career stage (Sutherland 2017). Additionally, in line with previous
research, we state that strategic network contacts are important at higher career
stages to gain insider information about, for instance, invisible requirements (van
Helden et al. 2021). Furthermore, we point towards the findings that the relationship
between both career shocks and career authenticity is significant during the postdoc
and associate phase, indicating that the moderating effect of academic rank is not
always gradual. This result could mean that the postdoc and associate phase both sym-
bolise breaking points in an academic career. An additional interpretation is that aca-
demic tenure is not fully serving its purpose to protect academics regarding the effects
of career shocks (Baruch and Hall 2004). Future research is needed to clarify this result,
for example, where attention is paid to the valence, duration and implications of career
shocks.

As outlined above, we found no direct relationship between managerial support and
career authenticity for the total sample. Yet, for assistant professors the managerial
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support antecedent is relevant for boosting career authenticity. However, for associate
professors, managerial support had an opposite effect, namely less career authenticity.
As such, in hierarchical cultures and especially on higher positions, tight managerial
support seems to reduce the level of career authenticity due to certain expected beha-
viours. We argue that the latter insight might be related to the competitiveness and
the scarcity of financial resources within the academic context (O’Connor et al. 2021;
Siekkinen and Ylijoki 2021). Our null finding may in part be due to broader contextual
NPM influences (Siekkinen and Ylijoki 2021), that in turn may overrule or restrict the
potential positive impact of managerial support. Another explanation for not finding
the hypothesised effect is that the relationship between managerial support and career
authenticity is moderated by the quality of the relationship between a supervisor and
an employee or by the style of leadership.

Limitations and future research

Several limitations affect the results. One limitation relates to the chosen method. We
relied on cross-sectional data, and this could be prone to common source bias. An
appealing approach for future research is to apply longitudinal designs to unravel
more detailed information about the stability of the variables, and consequences
over time. The second limitation relates to the five included antecedents. To the best
of our knowledge, we were one of the first studies to test individual and organisational
antecedents of career authenticity in one and the same study. As promotion practices
was a dominant antecedent, we encourage future research to distinguish between
different types of justice in promotion practices such as distributive justice to deepen
our understanding. Future research is also encouraged to focus on diversifying the
modes of managerial support or the type of network contacts. The bottom line is
that future research is stimulated to pay attention to a structure-sensitive understand-
ing of career authenticity. Furthermore, while the antecedents effectively explain career
authenticity among associate professors, they explain only part of the variation in
career authenticity among postdocs. Investigating the role of job security and perceived
job alternatives in future research might be especially fruitful here. Comparative
research in multiple countries and scientific disciplines, testing the generalisability of
our results, may also shed more light on the contextual role of New Public Manage-
ment. Finally, we encourage future research to study the intersectional consequences
of gender and academic rank. The logical next step seems to be to theorise and
examine this potential three-way interaction.

Practical implications

The notion of career authenticity has been moving up in the agenda of higher education
institutions, as there is substantial evidence of its positive effects both on individuals as
well as organisations (Shore, Cleveland, and Sanchez 2018; Cha et al. 2019). Our results
point towards two empirically substantiated recommendations on how universities can
support academics in realising authentic careers. First, if department heads and supervi-
sors aim to boost authenticity in their employees’ academic careers, our findings under-
line the need to critically analyse justice in promotion practices, as these practices are a
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key antecedent of career authenticity. We unravelled here a complex tension: the increase
in visibility of promotion practices leads to more invisible inequalities in terms of career
authenticity among men and women. Based on our findings, we advocate the application
of systemic interventions at the organisational level focused on, for example, the opera-
tionalisation and application of promotion criteria (Vinkenburg 2017). The international
movement towards broader recognition of, and rewards for, academic career tracks
seems a promising intervention if systematic attention will be paid to the transformation
of organisational structures and cultures among all stakeholders involved. Second, it is
recommended that supervisors, peers, and individuals pay careful attention in terms of
support in handling career shocks as shocks have profound impacts on academics’
career authenticity. Related to this second recommendation, training programmes for
staff can be more broadly targeted on topics such as ‘how to cope with unexpected
events’.
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Appendices

Appendix 1

Wording and scales for survey items.

Career authenticity
AUTHENTICITY1 ‘I have felt as though I am in charge of my own career.’
AUTHENTICITY2 ‘I have been able to pursue work that meets my personal needs and preferences.’
AUTHENTICITY3 ‘I have chosen my own career path.’
Networking behaviour
NETWORK1 ‘I attempt to network with influential people within my section which could stimulate my career

progression.’
NETWORK2 ‘I have built a network of friendships in my section.’
NETWORK3 ‘I have built a network of influential people within academia for obtaining information about

conferences, vacancies, funding calls or other career-related activities.’
NETWORK4 ‘I attempt to participate in networks within academia that may boost my professional and personal

development.’
Managerial support
SUPPORT1 ‘My supervisor informs me about opportunities for training and development.’
SUPPORT2 ‘My supervisor encourages me to work towards promotion in academic position.’
SUPPORT3 ‘My supervisor offers me opportunities to participate in training and development.’
SUPPORT4 ‘My supervisor supports me in utilising opportunities for horizontal mobility (i.e. moving towards a

same level position).’
Justice in promotion practicesWhen making decisions about working conditions that affect you, such as pay raises,
promotions, research support, or teaching assignments, in your department…

PROMOTION1 ‘Standards are applied consistently.’
PROMOTION2 ‘Decisions are based on accurate information.’
PROMOTION3 ‘I am able to appeal the decision.’
PROMOTION4 ‘Decisions are free of bias.’
PROMOTION5 ‘I can influence decisions.’
PROMOTION6 ‘The decision-making process upholds ethical and moral standards’
PROMOTION7 ‘I am able to express my views during the decision making process’

Appendix 2

Overview career shocks

Career shocks in the work setting (experienced in the past 3 years) Value
N

impact1
% of
total

*Covid-19 pandemic Negative 272 68.3%

(Continued )

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF HIGHER EDUCATION 21

https://doi.org/10.1037/dhe0000099
https://doi.org/10.1037/dhe0000099
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2015.1072150
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjso.12515
https://doi.org/10.1177/0021886317703292


Continued.

Career shocks in the work setting (experienced in the past 3 years) Value
N

impact1
% of
total

*You were awarded an important competitive research grant Positive 171 43.0%
*A colleague with whom you collaborated closely left the organisation Negative 153 38.4%
*Being offered formal or informal mentoring Positive 148 37.2%
*Change of leadership (i.e. new supervisor and/or department head) Positive 119 29.9%
*Turned down or were discouraged to apply for promotion Negative 109 27.4%
*Received a pay raise, promotion, or desirable increase in responsibility sooner than
expected

Positive 89 22.4%

*Received a job offer from another university or institute Positive 81 20.4%
*Change of leadership (i.e. new supervisor and/or department head) Negative 77 19.3%
*Experienced scientific harassment (i.e. stealing data, or making your work invisible) Negative 74 18.6%
Covid-19 pandemic Positive 47 11.8%
A colleague with whom you collaborated closely left the organisation Positive 28 7.0%
Received a job offer from another university or institute Negative 19 4.8%
Being offered formal or informal mentoring Negative 8 2.0%
Experienced significant care responsibilities for child(ren) or others (i.e. family
members)

Positive 6 1.5%

Received a pay raise, promotion, or desirable increase in responsibility sooner than
expected

Negative 4 1.0%

Turned down or were discouraged to apply for promotion Positive 4 1.0%
Experienced scientific harassment (i.e. stealing data, or making your work invisible) Positive 3 0.7%

*An asterix indicates that this shock is included in the measurement scale. 1Impact on career illustrates the total number
of answer option 3,4 and 5.
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