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Career Progression in Italy:
Old Paths, New Tensions

by Silvia Bagdadli and Martina Gianecchini*

CAREERS

ver the last decade, the world economy
has lived through big transformations,
that have had repercussions on business-
es with phenomena such as outsourcing,
downsizing, and organizational flattening, to name
a few. These and other changes have had an impact
on the nature of work itself, on the psychological
relationship between individuals and employers,
and on the way to conduct and conceive a career.
Work dematerializes, leaving room first to the ser-
vices and sectors with high knowledge intensity,
and then to so-called Industry 4.0 (1). Working re-
lationships have become less long-lasting, with a
steady increase in temporary contracts, support-
ed also by digital platforms, as in the so-called gig
economy, a sector that is difficult to quantify but
certainly growing in Italy as well (2). These transfor-
mations have had a significant impact on individ-
uals’ careers, inside and outside companies; in this
article we will outline the theoretical facets of these
repercussions, with an empirical focus on Italy.

CAREERS AND SUCCESS: THE MAIN CHANGES

e Career Is Dead - Long Live the Career. So reads

the title of the book that Tim Hall, one of the
most influential researchers on the subject, published
in 1996. In the same year, another seminal text came
out, by Michael Arthur and Denise Rousseau: The
Boundaryless Career, where the traditionally under-
stood boundaries were those of the enterprise. What
had happened in companies and what phenomenon
were the researchers recording? The continuous re-
structuring and reductions of staff, underway for
many decades but particularly severe from the 1990s
on, had undermined the idea of a lasting relationship
with one or a few companies, founded on loyalty and
commitment, in favor of the development of idiosyn-
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cratic relationships, based on the market (8). It is in
this context that the researchers theorize the idea of
a career that goes beyond the boundaries of a single
organization and is more changeable, like the faces of
Proteus (4). A career that develops among a number
of companies, occupations, sectors, and professions
and which today, more than twenty years later, also
becomes autonomous and disconnected from tradi-
tional workplaces.

Although empirically the concept of a boundary-
less career has been questioned (5), and it now seems
clear that it involves only a minority of the work-
force, and the same can be said of the gig economy,
the same changes that have led to the theorization of
these models have also led to a rethinking of what is
meant by “career success”. The latter was conceived
and measured only objectively for a long time, mainly
in terms of salaries and promotions. As early as the
end of the 1980s, however, subjective component be-
gan to be recognized, relating to satisfaction with re-
spect to the career in general, independent of extrinsic
and quantifiable acknowledgements. This concept has
subsequently been interpreted as multidimensional,
that is, by measuring career satisfaction in relation to
different aspects of professional development, for ex-
ample the possibility of learning and challenges de-
rived from the performance of the job or the quality
of relations with colleagues (6). However, credit must
go to the international research group 5C (Cross-Cul-
tural Collaboration on Contemporary Careers) for the
development of a multidimensional scale of subjective
career success, that has been validated worldwide. The
group develops its research in the belief that cultural
and institutional diversities accompany different inter-
pretations of success and that not all dimensions have
the same value in all countries. The seven dimensions
of the scale, indicated below, have been developed on

the basis of what people consider important in the defi-
nition of success (7):

1. learning and development — learning to be innovative
in one’s work;

2. financial securily — receiving remuneration enabling
a person to satisfy his and his family’s basic needs;

3. financial success — achieving economic well-being
and increasing one’s income;

4. entrepreneurship — succeeding in an autonomous pro-
tessional project;

5. work-life balance— achieving a good balance between
private life and work;

6. positive work relationships — experiencing good work
relationships and being appreciated by one’s col-
leagues;

7. positive impact — contributing to the development of
others and society.

In the 5c.careers site, the reader can find maps setting
out the distribution of these dimensions in the differ-
ent countries taking part in the study. The research is
based on a sample of about 20,000 respondents from
31 countries.

The first empirical studies based on data gathered
by the 5C research highlight the importance of the in-
stitutional and cultural context for careers, an aspect
theorized years earlier by researchers in this field (8).
An initial project tested the effect of proactivity on
two dimensions of subjective success: financial success
and work-life balance (9). Proactive actions include,
among other things, the planning of one’s own path,
the development of skills, and consultation with the
most senior managers. The study stressed that proac-
tive management of one’s career positively influences

financial success and that this relationship is amplified
by the cultural context.
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A second project tested the way individuals manage
various dimensions of subjective career success, bring-
ing to light how differences in the institutional con-
text influence the division and convergence of these
associations (10). Other studies, to be published soon,
concentrate on specific aspects, such as the effect of
career development activities on the perception of em-
ployability (11) or again the relationship between such
activities and objective and subjective success (12).

These studies contribute to the initial structuring
of an international field of research into careers that
takes its place alongside the already consolidated field
of international human resource management (13),
and give a quick overview of the frontier topics in
studies of careers. Below we present a focus on Italy
based on the data of the study.

CAREERS IN ITALY

he gathering of Italian data for the 5C research

project took place from 2014 to 2015 by the ad-
ministration of an online questionnaire to a sample of
workers with at least two years’ experience, divided
by professional position (managers, professionals, cler-
ical and service workers, skilled workers), sex, and age
group, according to criteria that permitted compara-
bility of results between the different countries taking
part in the study.

Below we present the results of the respondents
with an employment contract. This involves 606 peo-
ple, 52.6 percent men, with an average age of 38.8
years (ranging from a minimum of 19 to a maximum of
66 years of age) and an average corporate seniority of
16.1 years. The sample represents the generational va-
riety on the labor market today, with 22.3 percent be-
longing to the Baby Boomer generation (born before
1964), 87.8 percent to the Generation X (born between
1965 and 1980), and 39.9 percent to the Millennials
or Generation Y (born after 1980). With reference to
family condition, 57.3 percent are married or live with
a partner and 47.7 percent have one or more children.

In 18.3 percent of cases the partner does not work.
Finally, with percentages far above the Italian average,
40.7 percent are university graduates and 6 percent
have a doctorate: the proportion of respondents with
higher education degrees is greater among those be-
longing to Generation X (52.6 percent), followed by
the Millennials (44.8 percent), and the Baby Boomers
(39.9 percent).

With reference to the professional profile of re-
spondents, 24.3 percent work in managerial positions,
26.9 percent are professionals (e.g. engineers, lawyers,
chemists, physicians), 27.6 percent work in offices or
services (as shop assistants, secretaries, bartenders),
and finally, 21.8% work in specialized roles that do not
require a degree (for example, skilled manual workers,
experts in technical or handicraft activities). Seniority
in the job is 8.2 years on average.

Breaking down the professional profiles by gender,
we note that women are prevalently occupied in of-
fice positions and as professionals, while men are con-
centrated in managerial positions and among skilled
workers. From an analogous breakdown by genera-
tion, it emerges that the majority of the Baby Boomers
and those belonging to Generation X are in manageri-
al positions today, while Millennials work prevalently
in office and skilled positions (Table 1).

Regarding the types of organizations the respond-
ents work in, most are in private companies (66.8 per-
cent). Among these, the majority are Italian companies
operating on a national (56.3%) and international level
(24.9 percent). The distribution of the sample by in-
dustry and company size is illustrated in Tables 2 and
3. Corporate seniority is 9.9 years on average.

The questionnaire investigated some of the main
attitudes to work, to understand the level of motiva-
tion of the respondents in carrying out their activity
and towards their company. In general terms, a picture
emerges of employees highly involved in their work
(average engagement of 4.2 on a scale from 1 to 6) and,
although to a lesser degree, with significant links to
their companies (average corporate commitment 4.5

Table 1 - Distribution of the sample by professional profile
Managers Professionals Clerical and service Skilled workers
workers
Total (n = 606) 24.3% 26.9% 27.6% 21.3%
Women (n =287) 18.1% 33.8% 40.4% 7.7%
Men (n=319) 29.8% 20.7% 16.0% 33.5%
Baby Boomers (n = 135) 40.0% 26.0% 17.0% 17.0%
Generation X (n = 229) 31.0% 27.1% 27.5% 14.4%
Millennials (n = 242) 9.1% 27.3% 33.5% 30.2%
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Table 2 - Distribution of the sample by sector of employment
%
Manufacturing 18.2%
Commerce and distribution 12.2%
Teaching and training 10.6%
Professional services 9.4%
Medical and social care services 9.1%
Catering and hotels 7.9%
Finance and insurance 6.4%
Other (e.g. construction, IT services, logistics) 26.2%

on a scale from 1 to 7). They do not seem interested in
seeking a new job (the intention of leaving the compa-
ny is 2.9 on a scale from 1 to 7), perhaps because they
are not absolutely certain that they would find another
job in a short time (the perception of employability is
3.8 on a scale of 1 to 7).

But what are the main characteristics of the career
paths of the Italian workers who took part in the re-
search?

First of all, the respondents show fairly “stable” ca-
reer paths: 49.3 percent have worked in one or two
companies during their careers, mainly in one or two
industries (72.8 percent). In spite of an extreme varie-
ty of situations, the average values indicate fairly mod-
est rates of change (on average 2.9 companies and 1.9
sectors), which increase with the level of responsibility
achieved: average mobility for managers is 3.4 compa-
nies and 2.2 sectors in the course of their careers. On
average, respondents change company every 7.7 years,
with a slight difference between managers (8.2 years),
professionals (8.5 years), clerical and service workers
(6.9 years) and skilled workers (7.1 years). Lastly, with
reference to mobility, it should be noted that mobility
is also fairly limited geographically: 63 percent of re-
spondents have never worked abroad and do not travel
for their jobs.

Moving on to illustrate career development activi-

ties (Table 4, it emerges from the questionnaires that
the most common activity is training (71.6 percent
of respondents state that they have attended at least
one training course during their careers), followed by
performance appraisal activities (63.5 percent) or peer
evaluation (50.6 percent). More specific instruments
of development are still not applied freely in compa-
nies, or are limited only to specific segments of col-
laborators: international assignments (19.1 percent),
mentoring and networking programs (21.4 percent),
and career counseling (22.4 percent). If we break down
these activities according to respondents’ occupations,
we see how international assignments have been ex-
perienced principally by the managers (47.7 percent).
The same can be said of mentoring (37.7 percent) and
career counseling programs (38.2 percent). In posi-
tions of less responsibility, the more common activities
are training courses, various forms of assessment, and
flexible work arrangements to favor a balance between
private and working life (e.g. flexible hours, part-time).

We conclude by illustrating the principal indicators
of objective and subjective career success of the Italian
sample.

With reference to objective success, information was
collected as to gross annual salary (in classes), the
number of promotions received and the hierarchical
level held. Almost half the sample (46.9 percent) state

Table 3 - Distribution of the sample by company size

%
Up to 9 employees 20.6%
Between 10 and 49 employees 19.6%
Between 50 and 249 employees 16.5%
Between 250 and 999 employees 10.9%
Between 1000 and 4999 employees 12.0%
Over 5000 employees 20.3%

50

DOSSIER

© Egea SpA - ALL RIGHTS



© Egea SpA - ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

that they receive a gross annual salary of less than
25,000 euros, and another 26.1 percent are paid be-
tween 25,000 and 40,000 euros. Significant in this con-
nection are the differences between the sexes: while
63.6 percent of men earn less than 40,000 euros, this
percentage rises by 20 points (83.2 percent) among
women. The presence of a gender gap in Italian wom-
en’s careers also emerges with reference to the number
of promotions obtained; on average there are 2.3 pro-
motions, while the figure falls to 1.95 for women and
rises to 2.66 for men. Less marked, although present, is
the difference with reference to the hierarchical level:
while women — on a scale of 1 to 10, where 1 repre-
sents the maximum level (e.g. CEO) and 10 the lowest
entry level in the hierarchy — are positioned at an av-
erage level of 5.48, men are slightly higher up (5.05),
with an overall sample average of 5.2.

With reference to the seven dimensions of subjec-
tive success described earlier, the research investigat-
ed how important people consider these to be (on an

increasing scale from 1 to 5) and whether they have
reached a level at which they feel satisfied (on an in-
creasing scale from 1 to 5) (Table 5). Financial security
represents the most important aspect for respondents
(4.56), followed by work-life balance (4.47), and learn-
ing (4.33). Financial security (3.85) and learning (3.74)
are also two of the dimensions with which the workers
feel most satisfied for the level reached, to which pos-
itive work relationships are added (3.84). The break-
down by generation shows greater attention to work-
life balance and positive work relationships among the
youngest, but also strong ambition both for financial
success and for entrepreneurship. Overall, satisfaction
for their own success in their career is on average 4.6
(on an increasing scale from 1 to 7).

SO...
he 5C research data for Italy show a still limited
incidence of high-mobility career paths, in line
with other empirical studies on the subject. Institu-

Table 4 - Distribution of the sample by career support activities*
% of % of total
Training (technical and/or managerial) 71.6% 17.4%
Job posting direct application to internal openings 29.4% 7.1%
Lateral movement (job rotation) 34.5% 8.4%
International assignments 19.1% 4.6%
Written personal development and career planning 31.7% 7.7%
Performance appraisal 63.5% 15.4%
g:;:sca(;;n:se)ling by Human Resource Department, direct supervisor and/or external 22.4% 5.4%
Assessment or development centers (assessment of potential) 29.9% 7.2%
Formal mentoring and/or professional networking programs 21.4% 5.2%
Peer appraisal and/or subordinate appraisal 50.7% 12.3%
Flexible work arrangements (e.g. smart working, part-time) 37.8% 9.2%
Note: *multiple answers could be given (n=2497).
Table 5 - Dimensions of subjective success: importance and achievement
Satisfaction Gap between Importance
Importance with level importance and
reached achievement Baby Boomers | Generation X Millennials
Learning and development 433 3.74 0.59 4.32 434 4.32
Financial security 4.56 3.85 0.71 4.57 4.55 4.55
Financial success 4.32 342 0.90 4.28 4.27 4.39
Entrepreneurship 3.08 294 0.14 2.78 2.96 3.37
Work-life balance 4.47 3.63 0.84 4.44 4.45 4.50
Positive work relationships 4.29 3.84 0.45 4.20 4.30 433
Positive impact 4.06 3.63 0.42 4.16 4.14 3.92
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tional factors, such as the rigidity of the labor mar-
ket, and cultural factors, e.g. a low orientation to geo-
graphical mobility, contribute to explaining the results
achieved with consequences for remuneration that on
average is lower than that of other Western countries,
a fact confirmed by the existing gap between perceived

importance and achievement of economic success.

In a scenario of major changes, the role of compa-
nies remains important for individual development,
although it does not seem to fill in the “well-known”
gaps between the sexes as regards promotion and eco-
nomic reward.
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« Italian workers have rather “stable and local” career paths. Almost half the sample analyzed in the study
have lived their careers at one or at most two companies, changing jobs every 7.7 years. Geographical
mobility is also limited: two out of three workers have never worked abroad and do not travel in their
jobs.

» Workers' career development is prevalently supported by companies through training activity as well as
performance appraisal activities. More sophisticated instruments of development such as international
assignments, mentoring programs, and career counseling are reserved only to specific segments of
employees.

» What do people seek in their jobs? Among the indicators of success, the ones considered most important
are financial security, work-life balance, and possibilities of learning. Millennials also pay close attention
to relationships in the workplace. Precisely on the economic dimension, however, a number of problems
emerge: remuneration is low on average compared with other Western countries (73 percent earn
40,000 euros or less), with significant gaps between the sexes.
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