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Abstract
Prior research offers mixed findings on how inter-organizational mobility affects the 
speed of executive career advancement. This ambiguity may stem from overlooking the 
institutional context that shapes how mobility is rewarded depending on organizations’ 
relative positions within or outside an organizational field. Drawing on institutional 
theory and boundary theory, we examine how organizational field structuration and 
boundaries shape executives’ career trajectories and the time it takes to reach top 
positions. Specifically, we examine different types of mobility: career entry, mobility 
confined to either the center or the periphery of the field, mobility across the 
internal center-periphery boundary, and mobility across the external field boundary. 
Using career data from 1109 top executives in leading professional service firms, our 
analyses show that starting a career within the field is associated with faster career 
advancement than starting outside. Mobility within the center speeds advancement 
only for executives who ultimately reach top positions in central organizations, while 
mobility across the internal field boundary yields asymmetric outcomes depending on 
direction and destination. Careers involving mobility across the external field boundary 
are associated with slower progression to top positions. We also find that careers 
within a single organization provide a particularly fast path to the top.
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Introduction

Why do some individuals rise quickly to the top of organizations, while others take 
longer even when they appear similarly qualified? Despite decades of research on career 
advancement, we still lack clear answers. Some studies suggest that staying within a 
single organization enhances upward mobility (e.g., Bidwell and Mollick, 2015; Hamori 
and Kakarika, 2009; Koch et al., 2017; Lyness and Schrader, 2006), while others indicate 
that moving between organizations can be a more fruitful strategy for career progression 
(e.g., Chen et al., 2011; Gerli et al., 2015). We argue that this ambiguity stems in part 
from prior research focusing on either individual-level factors (Fugate et  al., 2021; 
Hirschi and Spurk, 2021) or macro-level institutional or national influences (e.g., 
Biemann and Wolf, 2009; Ituma and Simpson, 2009), paying less attention to the meso-
level context in which careers unfold.

Although some studies highlight the importance of industry norms and institutionali-
zation processes for executive careers (Cooper et  al., 2021; Jeong et  al., 2021), prior 
research has largely neglected the supra-organizational context. Thus, we still know little 
about how the broader institutional environment in which organizations compete for tal-
ent and clients shapes individuals’ rewards for inter-organizational mobility. Three issues 
have been particularly under-explored. First, there is very limited evidence on whether 
inter-organizational mobility is rewarded differently depending on organizations’ rela-
tive positions within an organizational field. Second, most studies operationalize mobil-
ity as discrete events that cumulatively predict career outcomes, treating moves between 
organizations as comparable regardless of their direction and when they occur. Yet the 
same number of moves can reflect qualitatively different trajectories, with very different 
implications for how career capital is accumulated, recognized, and converted into 
advancement. Third, while a few studies examine predictors of time to the top (e.g., 
Bonet et al., 2020), speed of progression is rarely treated as a focal outcome despite its 
implications for lifetime earnings and access to influence (Barbulescu and Bonet, 2024).

To address these gaps, we develop a meso-level perspective grounded in institutional 
theory. This enables us to examine how the structuration of an organizational field and 
the relational positioning of different organizations shape career trajectories and the time 
it takes to reach top roles in firms within an organizational field. An organizational field 
is structured over time, largely through institutional pressures, with organizations occu-
pying central and peripheral positions within the field, or positions outside the field 
(DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Greenwood and Suddaby, 2006). We propose that these 
positions create internal (between central and peripheral organizations) and external 
(between organizations within and outside the field) career-relevant boundaries that 
influence how specific career moves are rewarded. Drawing on boundary theory, we 
conceptualize career-relevant field boundaries as differing in strength, salience, and per-
manence, shaping inter-organizational mobility and its outcomes.
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Specifically, we examine how the time to achieve a top managerial position is influ-
enced by (1) starting the career inside or outside the organizational field, (2) moving 
between organizations without crossing the internal field boundary (i.e., only within the 
center or only within the periphery), (3) moving between organizations across the inter-
nal field boundary (from the center to the periphery, and vice-versa), and (4) moving 
between organizations across the external field boundary (between organizations within 
and outside the field). In our setting, these positions overlap in part with firm size, repu-
tation, and status, but we argue that such attributes do not exhaust what field position 
captures. An organization’s position within a field reflects how strongly it is embedded 
in the dominant institutional logic and therefore how experience gained in one organiza-
tion is legible and transferable in another. Overall, we argue that career advancement 
depends not only on whether individuals move between organizations, but also on where 
they move from and to, and on when these moves occur within a career trajectory.

We utilize a unique dataset of entire career trajectories of 1109 individuals who made 
partner in leading professional service firms (PSFs) in Germany, Austria, and Switzerland. 
Professional services are a well-institutionalized and structured organizational field, with 
clearly demarcated central, peripheral, and outside positions (Greenwood et al., 2014). We 
complement “traditional” analyses of aggregated measures of inter-organizational mobility 
with a sequence analysis of executives’ career trajectories from the moment they enter the 
labor market until they reach the top in an organization within the organizational field.

Our study makes three important contributions. First, we contribute to the scholarly 
understanding of managerial career mobility and career advancement in several ways that 
both synthesize and advance prior research. We add to research on early career moves 
(Barbulescu and Bonet, 2024, Bidwell and Briscoe, 2010, Borkenhagen and Martin, 2018, 
Judge et al., 2004) by showing how the position of the first employing organization within 
or outside an organizational field influences career advancement. We also synthesize the 
mixed evidence on the relationship between inter-organizational mobility and career 
advancement by identifying diverse mobility patterns and demonstrating how the meso-
level context in which organizations are embedded shapes the outcomes of individual 
career behavior. By highlighting the relational structure of the field and the career-rele-
vant role of field boundaries, our study extends beyond isolated career transitions or 
aggregated inter-organizational moves to encompass entire career trajectories. This mat-
ters because the same number of moves can represent qualitatively different career path-
ways with different implications for how career capital is recognized and how quickly 
individuals advance. Focusing on these differences allows us to capture important nuances 
and alternative patterns of progression to the top (Leung, 2014).

Second, we contribute to the institutional literature by providing novel insights into 
career mobility within and across an organizational field. While institutional scholars 
have previously suggested that the structuration of an organizational field influences 
career patterns (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983, Greenwood and Suddaby, 2006), our study 
is among the first to empirically show how individuals’ careers are shaped by the struc-
ture and boundaries that become institutionalized in an organizational field. We thus 
address calls to consider the role of context in shaping career outcomes (Spurk, 2021) 
and add to previous studies by showing how institutional forces affect careers (Cooper 
et al., 2021, Jeong et al., 2021).
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Third, we contribute to the literature on career boundaries (e.g., Guan et al., 2019; 
Inkson et al., 2012; Rodrigues et al., 2016) by extending the focus beyond boundaries 
that have typically been associated with the career domain, such as industry and occupa-
tion boundaries, to include contextual boundaries imposed by the organizational field. 
Prior research on cross-industry and cross-occupation mobility has shown that boundary 
crossing often hinders career progression (Downar et  al., 2021; Kambourov and 
Manovskii, 2008; Sabanci and Elvira, 2024). We complement this work by demonstrat-
ing how mobility across organizations located in different spaces within (center or 
periphery) and outside the organizational field differentially impacts the speed of pro-
gression to top managerial positions.

Theoretical framework and hypotheses

The structuration of an organizational field

An organizational field is “a community of organizations that partakes of a common mean-
ing system and whose participants interact more frequently and fatefully with one another 
than with actors outside the field” (Scott, 1995: 56). This notion differs from the more 
familiar economic term industry, which refers to a set of equivalent firms that produce the 
same product or service (Kenis and Knoke, 2002). Whereas industries are typically deline-
ated by product-market categories, organizational fields are socially constructed arenas 
whose boundaries, identities, and interactions are stabilized by shared institutional logics 
(DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Scott, 1995). Fields also differ from occupations, which 
categorize individuals and jurisdictions (e.g., accountants, lawyers, consultants) rather than 
organizational arenas. Occupations can span across different organizational fields. For 
instance, an accountant can work in a PSF or in a university, whereas the notion of a field 
captures the institutional arena for a population of organizations.

Organizational fields evolve as organizations interact and exchange information 
(Greenwood and Suddaby, 2006). During the formation of an organizational field, 
diversity is relatively high, but as the field develops and matures, organizations 
experience “an inexorable push towards homogenization” (DiMaggio and Powell, 
1983: 148). Isomorphic pressures foster interconnectivity between organizations 
through adherence to common rules and regulations, imitation of managerial prac-
tices, and professionalization (Zietsma et  al., 2017). As a result, organizations 
within a mature field tend to share more similarities with one another than with 
organizations outside the field.

However, this convergence does not imply that all organizations within a field are 
positioned equally. As fields mature, organizations develop relationships of domination 
and coalition with some occupying central positions, while others remain peripheral. 
Central organizations are typically distinguished by their size (Kenis and Knoke, 2002), 
visibility to key stakeholders, and proximity to political power (Greenwood and Suddaby, 
2006; Phillips and Zuckerman, 2001). They often set field norms and standards, which 
peripheral organizations may either aspire to meet or intentionally differentiate from. 
Peripheral organizations tend to be smaller, less visible, and to occupy niche markets 
(Sharifian et al., 2019).
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Yet it is important to note that occupying a peripheral position does not uniformly 
imply lower prestige or status1; rather, it primarily reflects differences in institutional 
embeddedness (Bagley et al., 2012; Carter and Spence, 2014). Field centrality is thus 
related to, but not synonymous with, organizational status or reputation. Status captures 
an organization’s relative position in a socially recognized prestige hierarchy within a 
field, whereas reputation reflects audience perceptions of what the organization is known 
for and how favorably it is evaluated on relevant dimensions (Lange et  al., 2011, 
Washington and Zajac, 2005). Central firms occupy highly visible positions and there-
fore hold high status and reputation in the field, yet some peripheral firms also have a 
high status and strong reputation, often within specific market niches where they can be 
employers of choice. Our theorizing therefore does not rest on a simple mapping of 
center to high status and periphery to low status. Instead, we examine how field positions 
and associated boundaries shape how career capital is interpreted and rewarded when 
individuals move between organizations.

In our study, we focus on the organizational field of large PSFs providing high-end 
advisory services (audit, tax, legal, and management consulting). We build here on prior 
institutional research showing that top PSFs can be understood as a distinct field nested 
within the broader institution of the professions (e.g., Greenwood and Suddaby, 2006; 
Greenwood et al., 2014; Suddaby et al., 2007). Importantly, this research does not assume 
that all these PSFs are identical. On the contrary, it highlights substantial differences 
across professional segments and within the broader PSF arena, including differences in 
size, reputation, scope, and service domain (e.g., accounting, law, and multidisciplinary 
practice; Greenwood et al., 2014). At the same time, large PSFs share a common com-
petitive arena because they compete for overlapping client segments and talent and 
exhibit comparable features relevant to careers, such as knowledge-intensive client ser-
vice, partnership-like governance, and tournament-like career systems. Variation in ser-
vice domain and occupational composition is therefore treated here as within-field 
heterogeneity rather than evidence of separate and unrelated arenas.

Career boundaries emerging from the structuration of an organizational 
field

Careers unfold within and across organizations that are relationally positioned within a 
broader field hierarchy. The central, peripheral, or external position of organizations can 
have important career consequences, as it shapes the visibility of individuals, the career 
capital conferred by organizational affiliation, and the opportunities available for 
advancement (Greenwood and Suddaby, 2006). We propose that the boundaries emerg-
ing from the structuration of the organizational field regulate patterns of mobility, shape 
career scripts and evaluative criteria through which mobility is interpreted and influence 
the speed at which individuals can access top positions.

To understand how these boundaries operate, we draw on boundary theory, which 
conceptualizes boundaries as socially constructed limits that demarcate physical, social, 
or psychological domains (Hernes, 2003; Piszczek and Berg, 2014). Boundaries are cre-
ated and reshaped through social interaction and sensemaking as people categorize 
“insiders” and “outsiders” and develop expectations about appropriate behavior within 
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and across domains (Lamont and Molnár, 2002). Careers scholarship has extended this 
perspective by arguing that careers are embedded in multiple coexisting domains, such 
as organizations, occupations, and labor markets, and that boundaries within and between 
these domains structure career opportunities and trajectories (Rodrigues et al., 2016). For 
our purposes, boundary theory provides a lens to treat the organizational field as a career-
relevant domain.

The structuration of the field gives rise to an internal boundary between central and 
peripheral organizations, and an external boundary between organizations inside and out-
side the field (see Figure 1). These boundaries do more than delineate structural domains 
(Greenwood and Suddaby, 2006); they favor particular mobility patterns. They also shape 
how individuals are perceived through processes of social categorization and identity work, 
whereby people are more likely to identify with others who share the same social catego-
ries and to accentuate differences from out-groups (Stets and Burke, 2000). Crossing a 
boundary can therefore require the renegotiation of identities and evaluative standards.

Prior research suggests that boundaries can be characterized by several properties that 
are especially relevant for careers (Hernes, 2003; Rodrigues et al., 2016). We focus on 
three—strength, salience, and permanence—because they are particularly relevant to 
explaining how internal and external field boundaries shape the speed of advancement 
and the consequences of direction and timing of mobility. First, boundary strength cap-
tures the rigidity or permeability of a boundary, that is, how difficult or easy it is to move 
across domains. Strong boundaries restrict movement and make transitions more costly, 
whereas permeable boundaries allow for smoother mobility. Importantly, strength can be 
asymmetric, such that crossing from one side of the boundary is easier than from the other. 
Second, boundaries differ in salience. Careers are shaped by multiple boundaries simulta-
neously (Hernes, 2003), but some are more relevant than others. For example, we expect 
the external boundary to be more salient for executive careers than the internal boundary 
between central and peripheral firms, because it marks entry into or exit from a shared 
organizational field. The third property of boundaries is permanence, capturing the tem-
poral embeddedness of boundaries. The impact of crossing a boundary depends on when 

Figure 1.  Career boundaries in an organizational field.
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in the career it occurs, and also on the sequence of moves that precede and follow it. The 
same boundary crossing can have different implications if it takes place early in a career, 
when resources and movement capital are limited, versus later, when individuals have 
developed stronger reputations, networks, and field-specific expertise.

These properties underscore that boundaries have both constraining and enabling 
qualities (Hernes, 2003). On the one hand, strong and highly salient boundaries can 
restrain career advancement for individuals whose prior experience lies outside the 
organizational field or in parts of the field that are weakly aligned with dominant institu-
tional logics, because their career capital is less readily recognized and harder to trans-
late. On the other hand, strong field boundaries can also create protected spaces in which 
field-specific human and social capital are accumulated, identities are reinforced, and 
careers can progress quickly; for example, for those who join central organizations early 
and remain within the field. In the remainder of the paper, we discuss how variation in 
the strength, salience, and permanence of internal and external field boundaries shapes 
the speed at which executives reach the top.

Career start within and outside the field and career advancement

The starting point of an individual’s career influences long-term career success (Fauser 
and Mooi-Reci, 2025). Previous research shows that the reputation of the first employing 
organization reflects positively on employees by signaling their competence and facili-
tating future career success (Borkenhagen and Martin, 2018, Hamori, 2006). We suggest 
that not only the reputation of the organization in which individuals start their career, but 
also its position—in the center, the periphery, or outside the organizational field—affects 
the time it takes to reach a top executive position. Within the field, organizations in the 
center are more aligned with dominant norms, practices, and career scripts. As a result, 
starting a career in central organizations provides clearer performance benchmarks and 
stronger signaling value of early experience (Medina and Baert, 2014), facilitating the 
recognition and transferability of human capital. By contrast, starting in peripheral 
organizations involves more heterogeneous and less standardized contexts, where early 
experience might be more context-specific and harder to interpret, thereby slowing 
advancement to top executive positions later in the career.

The external boundary of the field can create career opportunities for individuals who 
work within the organizational field from an early career stage. They are likely to be more 
familiar with the field’s norms and expectations, and to develop human and social capital 
that is viewed as legitimate and transferable within the field (Ertug et al., 2022). By con-
trast, individuals who begin their careers outside the organizational field will face more 
restrictive advancement paths. Lacking early exposure to field-specific practices and 
norms, they must build field-relevant human and social capital and gain legitimacy in a 
setting governed by a different institutional logic. In-group/out-group dynamics may fur-
ther exacerbate these challenges, as field insiders often favor those who reflect familiar 
backgrounds and career scripts (Ertug et al., 2022; Stets and Burke, 2000). This reflects 
the greater strength and lower permeability of the external field boundary (Rodrigues 
et al., 2016). As a result, starting a career outside the field will delay progression to top 
roles by limiting access to career-relevant resources and recognition. We hypothesize:
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Hypothesis 1a: Starting a career within the center of the organizational field is asso-
ciated with a shorter time to reach a top executive position compared to starting a 
career within the periphery of the organizational field.

Hypothesis 1b: Starting a career within the organizational field is associated with a 
shorter time to reach a top executive position compared to starting a career outside the 
organizational field.

Inter-organizational mobility within field boundaries and career 
advancement

Individuals may advance to top executive positions by moving between organizations 
that occupy the same position within the organizational field; for example, transitioning 
from a central organization to another, or from a peripheral organization to another. We 
suggest that these moves yield different career outcomes that boundary theory helps to 
explain. Although prior research has shown that the size, reputation, and status of 
employing organizations can shape career outcomes (e.g., Bidwell and Mollick, 2015; 
Borkenhagen and Martin, 2018; Hamori, 2006), we conceptualize central and peripheral 
positions as structural properties that are related to, but analytically distinct from these 
organizational features. Field centrality captures how strongly organizations are embed-
ded in the dominant institutional logic and relational structure of the field (Greenwood 
and Suddaby, 2006), whereas reputation refers to evaluative judgments by audiences 
about organizational quality or prestige (Lange et  al., 2011). Our argument therefore 
rests primarily on differences in organizational similarity and boundary strength, rather 
than on differences in size, reputation, and status.

Moves between central organizations typically cross weaker career boundaries, as 
these organizations share norms and career scripts that facilitate career advancement fol-
lowing employer changes. Central organizations are more embedded in the dominant 
field logic, making them more alike in their structures, practices, and professional cul-
tures (Bagley et al., 2012). As a result, individuals moving between central organizations 
will encounter greater similarity, which supports smoother career transitions and clearer 
recognition of past achievements. Moreover, experience in one central organization 
often carries strong signaling value in another, thereby aiding career advancement (Guan 
et al., 2019; Takeuchi et al., 2021).

In contrast, moves between peripheral organizations tend to involve crossing stronger 
boundaries. Peripheral organizations are more heterogeneous in structure and profes-
sional expectations (Greenwood et  al., 2014; Sharifian et  al., 2019), often shaped by 
distinct logics and niche roles. Consequently, individuals moving between them must 
navigate larger organizational differences, which increase adjustment costs and reduce 
the value of prior experience. When destination organizations operate under slightly dif-
ferent normative assumptions, past career achievements may be harder to interpret or 
value, limiting the transferability of career capital and slowing individuals’ career 
advancement, even when some peripheral organizations are highly reputable. 
Accordingly, we expect mobility within the center of the field to be associated with faster 
advancement than mobility within the more heterogeneous periphery.
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Hypothesis 2: Inter-organizational mobility within the center of the organizational 
field is associated with a shorter time to achieve a top executive position compared to 
inter-organizational mobility within the periphery of the organizational field.

Inter-organizational mobility across the internal field boundary and career 
advancement

While some careers unfold within the same segment of the field, others involve move-
ment across the internal field boundary between organizations in the center and the 
periphery. We argue that these transitions yield different outcomes depending on their 
direction, due to asymmetries in institutional embeddedness and boundary strength 
(Rodrigues et al., 2016). Moves from central to peripheral organizations start in the part 
of the field that is most tightly coupled to the dominant institutional logic. Central organ-
izations set many of the field’s norms for governance, performance expectations, and 
career scripts (Bagley et  al., 2012; Greenwood and Suddaby, 2006), while peripheral 
organizations, even when they have strong reputation in particular niches, often only 
adapt these. Consequently, experience in central organizations tends to be more legible 
and widely recognized across the field. When individuals move from the center to the 
periphery, they bring field-general human and social capital, as well as familiarity with 
dominant practices, which peripheral organizations can use as a resource to enhance their 
capabilities and legitimacy (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). In this direction, the internal 
field boundary will be relatively permeable and career-enabling: such moves may be 
interpreted as transferring valuable field-specific expertise into more loosely institution-
alized contexts and may be rewarded with accelerated advancement through expanded 
responsibilities and influence.

By contrast, moves from peripheral to central organizations cross a stronger bound-
ary. Peripheral organizations are more heterogeneous in structure, logics, and manage-
ment practices, and some operate in niche segments governed by partially distinct norms 
(Greenwood et al., 2014; Sharifian et al., 2019). As a result, experience gained in periph-
eral organizations can be more context-specific and less obviously aligned with the dom-
inant scripts of central organizations. When individuals move from the periphery to the 
center, gatekeepers in central organizations may face greater uncertainty about how to 
interpret their prior roles and performance, may discount peripheral experience that does 
not fit career templates, and may expect additional socialization before granting access 
to top positions (Greenwood and Suddaby, 2006; Stets and Burke, 2000). In this direc-
tion, the internal field boundary can limit the transferability of career capital and lengthen 
the time it takes to reach the top. We hypothesize:

Hypothesis 3: Inter-organizational mobility from the center to the periphery of an 
organizational field is associated with a shorter time to achieve a top executive 
position compared to inter-organizational mobility from the periphery to the 
center.
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Inter-organizational mobility across the external field boundary and career 
advancement

Some individuals advance to top executive positions by remaining within the organiza-
tional field, while others follow career paths that involve transitions into, out of, or between 
organizations outside the field. Unlike moves within the internal field boundary between 
central or peripheral organizations that occur within a shared institutional framework 
(Greenwood and Suddaby, 2006), moves involving external organizations often require 
individuals to navigate differing institutional logics, norms, and evaluative standards 
(Bagley et al., 2012; Carter and Spence, 2014). Such moves can reduce the recognition of 
individuals’ accumulated career capital within the focal field, particularly when prior roles 
are hard to interpret or evaluate by field insiders (Zietsma and Lawrence, 2010).

Moreover, moving outside the field may limit opportunities to develop field-specific 
social ties, governance knowledge, and performance scripts (Feldman and Orlikowski, 
2011), all of which are important for advancement to top executive roles. Empirical stud-
ies on cross-industry and cross-occupation mobility are broadly consistent with this rea-
soning. Kambourov and Manovskii (2008) and Sabanci and Elvira (2024), for example, 
show that career moves across these boundaries are associated with slower progression 
and earnings penalties, while Downar et al. (2021) find that auditors who joined from 
non-audit firms had a lower chance of making partner than those who remained within 
audit firms. Although these studies operationalize boundaries at the level of industries or 
occupations, they capture the difficulties of transferring career capital across contexts 
governed by different institutional logics. We extend this to the external boundary of an 
organizational field, which marks entry into or exit from a shared institutional frame-
work, and hypothesize:

Hypothesis 4: Inter-organizational mobility within the organizational field is associ-
ated with a shorter time to achieve a top executive position compared to inter-organi-
zational mobility that involves organizations outside the field.

Method

Sample

Our sample consists of partners, that is, top executives, in the organizational field of 
PSFs, each of which provides full-service advisory offerings spanning accounting, tax, 
legal, and audit consulting. We focus on PSFs because they constitute an organizational 
field that has been extensively mapped in the institutional theory literature (e.g., 
Greenwood and Suddaby, 2006; Greenwood et al., 2014; Suddaby et al., 2007), with a 
clear distinction between central and peripheral organizations as well as the overall field 
boundary. The center of this organizational field consists of the “Big Four” firms EY, 
KPMG, PwC, and Deloitte, which shape its institutional logic to a large degree (Bagley 
et al., 2012; Carter and Spence, 2014; Downar et al., 2021). The traditional “up-or-out” 
career model in PSFs, whereby employees either make partner or leave, is increasingly 
challenged by social and generational shifts (Hansen and Schnittka, 2018; Smets et al., 
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2017). Employees’ reluctance to commit to uncertain career paths has led PSF careers to 
resemble more conventional managerial patterns, with greater lateral mobility (Dinovitzer 
and Garth, 2020; Malhotra et al., 2016). Firms have introduced alternative career path-
ways (Galanter and Henderson, 2008) and changed their HR practices by hiring partners 
from competitors and from employers outside the PSF field (Malhotra et al., 2010).

We collected data on individuals who in 2020 were partners in any of the 25 PSFs 
with the highest revenue in German-speaking countries according to the annually com-
piled Lünendonk Ranking List (Lünendonk, 2019) to ensure comparability across organ-
izations. These included the “Big Four” in the center (with revenues ranging between 
1.69 and 2.41 billion Euro and a workforce of 9031 to 12,108 employees) and 21 periph-
eral organizations (with revenues ranging between 32 and 284 million Euro and a work-
force of 256 to 2080 employees). While partners were sampled only from the 25 largest 
PSFs, all other PSFs were treated as part of the field’s periphery for the purpose of cod-
ing career mobility, whereas organizations outside the field of professional services were 
coded as outside the field.

We derived our data from Xing (2023), a social network for German-speaking busi-
ness professionals (similar to, e.g., LinkedIn), which contains more than 21 million pro-
files mainly in Germany, Austria, and Switzerland. Public profiles from this platform 
have been used in research, as they provide a reliable and representative data source 
(Downar et al., 2021, Flöthmann and Hoberg, 2017). Users keep their profiles up to date 
for representation purposes in their professional environment, and they usually present 
themselves authentically (Sievers et  al., 2015). As individuals on business networks 
make their resumes public, they are more honest about prior work experiences than in 
traditional resumes (Guillory and Hancock, 2012). Profiles on Xing consist of a curricu-
lum vitae, including educational background, start and end date of jobs, employers, job 
type, and position titles.

We identified 2269 profiles of partners on Xing, but we excluded individuals with 
incomplete career information, such as those who only reported their most recent 
position or whose career information after graduation from university was missing for 
more than 1 year across the examined career. The final sample includes 1109 execu-
tives: 781 executives in central organizations (i.e., in the Big Four) and 328 execu-
tives in peripheral organizations (i.e., the 21 peripheral organizations with the highest 
revenue). In addition to the Big Four and the 21 largest peripheral PSFs, individuals 
had work experience prior to reaching the top of these 25 focal organizations in 
approximately 870 additional peripheral PSFs and approximately 2400 organizations 
outside the field (approximate figures are due to mergers and splits over time). Women 
made up 17.2% of our sample. Individuals had been members of the Xing social net-
work for an average of 8.71 years (standard deviation (SD) = 2.62). Regarding country 
of residence, 85.2% lived in Germany, 8.9% in Switzerland, 4.6% in Austria, and 
1.4% elsewhere.

Measures

Dependent variable.  Time to the top is the number of years it took an individual from the 
start of the career (i.e., after graduation from university) to be appointed partner at one of 
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the 25 organizations that we sampled. This measure of objective career success has been 
used in numerous studies (e.g., Bonet et al., 2020; Hamori and Kakarika, 2009).

Independent variables.  Career start is a categorical variable indicating whether an indi-
vidual’s first job was in the center of, in the periphery of, or outside the organizational 
field. We operationalized measures of inter-organizational mobility with relative meas-
ures as inter-organizational moves per year. The reason for doing so is that using the 
absolute number of inter-organizational moves would lead to erroneous conclusions: as 
career tenure increases, there will be a higher absolute number of inter-organizational 
moves and, thus, necessarily a positive relationship between inter-organizational mobil-
ity and time to the top. This issue is addressed by using relative measures of inter-organ-
izational mobility. Moves within center is the number of moves per year between central 
organizations, and moves within periphery is the number of moves per year between 
peripheral organizations. Moves center to periphery is the number of moves per year 
from central to peripheral organizations, and moves periphery to center is the number of 
moves per year from peripheral to central organizations. Moves within field is the num-
ber of moves per year between organizations without leaving the organizational field 
(i.e., center to center, center to periphery, periphery to center, or periphery to periphery 
moves), and moves outside field is the number of moves per year to or from the outside 
of the organizational field (i.e., center to outside, outside to center, periphery to outside, 
outside to periphery, or outside to outside).

Control variables.  We included several control variables that might affect both the inde-
pendent and the dependent variables. To control for cohort effects, we included gradua-
tion year from university. While the Xing database does not provide direct information 
on a user’s gender, the person’s name and an optional photo are available. Gender was 
thus obtained using the application programming interface NamSor (2020), which infers 
gender based on a person’s name with an accuracy of 98.6% (Santamaría and Mihaljević, 
2018). A likelihood value for the correctness of classification is given. We checked indi-
viduals’ profile photos for cases with low values, but no adjustment was necessary, as the 
photos confirmed NamSor’s attribution. Gender was coded as 0 for female and 1 for 
male. Regarding education, individuals are generally required to hold an academic 
degree in order to launch their careers in PSFs (Downar et al., 2021), and only 1.2% of 
individuals in our sample had a bachelor’s degree as their highest degree. Therefore, we 
used PhD as a proxy for a higher level of education, coded as 1 if the individual held a 
PhD and as 0 otherwise. Occupation is a categorical variable indicating whether the 
individual was an accountant, lawyer, or consultant or worked in another business or 
management function during most of their career. Country is a categorical variable indi-
cating whether the individual was promoted to partner in Austria, Germany, or Switzer-
land. Top executive in center is coded as 1 if the individual became partner at a central 
organization and 0 if the individual became partner at a peripheral organization. Stability 
is a categorical variable coded as 1 if the individual did not engage in inter-organizational 
mobility before reaching the top executive position and as 0 if the individual engaged in 
inter-organizational mobility at least once.
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Analyses

We tested our hypotheses using linear regression analysis and sequence analysis. To cap-
ture nuances in mobility patterns and identify detailed patterns of progression to the top of 
organizations, we used optimal matching analysis (OMA), a sequence analysis method that 
allows us to derive mobility profiles and to focus on the timing and sequencing of mobility. 
We had monthly information on individuals’ career positions, and we generated career 
sequences by appending each monthly career position to the preceding position. Career 
sequences started with the month after graduation from university and ended when indi-
viduals reached the top executive position and became a partner. Career positions were 
coded as either center (C), periphery (P), or outside organizational field (O) and as either 
inside (1) or outside (0) the “final” organization in which they reached the top. These codes 
were combined (possible states are C.0, C.1, P.0, P.1, and O), such that the first year in the 
career sequence for an individual who first worked in a peripheral organization for 6 months 
before moving to a central organization for another 6 months where they eventually reached 
the top would be coded as P.0-P.0-P.0-P.0-P.0-P.0-C.1-C.1-C.1-C.1-C.1-C.1.

With OMA, the similarity between this sequence and another sample sequence, such 
as O-O-O-O-O-O-C.1-C.1-C.1-C.1-C.1-C.1, can be computed by counting the number 
of operations, either deleting an element, inserting an element, or substituting one ele-
ment for another, that are necessary to transform one sequence into another (for details 
on OMA, see, e.g., Biemann and Datta, 2014). Operations have specific costs, as they 
mirror the extent to which sequences have to be changed in order to be perfectly aligned. 
The higher the number of operations and thus the “cost” for transforming one sequence 
into another, the lower the similarity between those sequences. We used the standard cost 
setting in OMA, which indicates a cost of 1 for insertion and deletion operations and a 
cost of 2 for substitution operations (Biemann and Datta, 2014).

When calculating the similarity between our example sequences, P.0-P.0-P.0-P.0-P.0-
P.0-C.1-C.1-C.1-C.1-C.1-C.1 and O-O-O-O-O-O-C.1-C.1-C.1-C.1-C.1-C.1, there would 
be a difference in the first through the sixth state: The first individual was initially 
employed at a peripheral organization (code P.0), whereas the second individual was 
employed outside the organizational field (code O). Aligning these two sequences thus 
involves a substitution of the first through the sixth element, such as by replacing the P.0 
in the first sequence with O, resulting in total costs of 12 from 6 substitution operations 
that each have a cost of 2. There are various ways to align sequences, and the optimal 
matching algorithm identifies the least costly (i.e., optimal) one. By applying this method 
to the careers in our data, we obtained a symmetric 1109 × 1109 dissimilarity matrix. We 
then clustered sequences using the Ward clustering algorithm that has been recom-
mended for OMA (Biemann and Datta, 2014).

Results

Means, SDs, and correlations of the study variables are reported in Table 1. Of those who 
became a partner in a central organization, 43.0% started their career in the center, 12.1% 
in the periphery, and 44.8% outside the organizational field; of those who became a part-
ner in a peripheral organization, 29.8% started in the center, 26.8% in the periphery, and 
43.3% outside the organizational field. On average, individuals needed 13.82 years 
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(SD = 4.75) to reach the top. The average time to the top for executives in central organi-
zations was 13.75 years (SD = 4.55), while for executives in peripheral organizations it 
was 13.97 years (SD = 5.19; not significantly different: t = −0.65, p = 0.75). Executives 
had an average of 2.07 (SD = 1.81) inter-organizational moves before reaching the top.

Linear regression analysis with mobility events

The results of linear regression analyses are presented in Table 2. As our dependent vari-
able is time to the top, negative coefficients indicate faster career advancement. In Model 
1 that includes only control variables, stability, that is, staying within one organization 
the entire career, was associated with significantly less time to the top (β = −2.10, 
p < 0.001) than any form of inter-organizational mobility for all individuals.2 In Model 
2, a Wald test showed no significant difference between starting in the center and the 
periphery of the organizational field (X2 = 0.00, p = 0.99), so that Hypothesis 1a was 
rejected.3,4 Model 2 shows that, relative to starting a career outside the organizational 
field, individuals who started their career in the center reached a top position 2.55 years 
faster (p < 0.001), and those who started in the periphery reached it 2.56 years faster 
(p < 0.001). These results support Hypothesis 1b (see Notes 3 and 4).

Hypothesis 2 stated that mobility within the center would be associated with less time 
to the top compared with mobility within the periphery. In Model 3, moves within the 
center were associated with less time to achieve a top position (β = −0.32, p < 0.05) than 
moves within the periphery (β = −0.24, p = 0.09). Moves within the center significantly 
predicted time to the top, whereas moves within the periphery did not. A Wald test 
showed that these two regression coefficients are significantly different (X2 = 8.20, 
p < 0.01). However, in a robustness test, it became evident that being a top executive in 
the center versus in the periphery was a significant moderator of both relationships. 
Figure 2a shows that moves within the center were associated with less time to the top 
for executives who made partner in central organizations (simple slope: β = −0.51, 
SE = 0.15, p < 0.001) but with more time for executives who made partner in peripheral 
organizations (β = 0.94, SE = 0.44, p < 0.05). Figure 2b shows that moves within the 
periphery were associated with less time to the top for executives who reached the top of 
peripheral organizations (β = −0.41, SE = 0.15, p < 0.01) but with more time for execu-
tives who reached the top of central organizations (β = 0.60, SE = 0.28, p < 0.05). Thus, 
Hypothesis 2 was supported only for executives who reached the top of central organiza-
tions, but not for those who reached the top of peripheral organizations.

Hypothesis 3 stated that mobility from the center to the periphery of the organiza-
tional field is associated with less time to achieve a top executive position when com-
pared with mobility from the periphery to the center. Neither moves from the center to 
the periphery (β = 0.06, p = 0.61) nor moves from the periphery to the center (β = −0.27, 
p = 0.10) were significantly related to time to the top in Model 3, nor were the coeffi-
cients significantly different (X2 = 2.87, p = 0.25). Thus, Hypothesis 3 was not supported. 
Moves from the center to the periphery were not associated with time to the top when 
including the top executive in the center as a moderator in a post-hoc test (Figure 2c). 
Figure 2d, however, shows that moves from the periphery to the center were significantly 
associated with less time for executives who reached the top of central organizations 
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(simple slope: β = −0.44, SE = 0.18, p < 0.01), but not for executives who reached the top 
of peripheral organizations (β = 0.61, SE = 0.56, p = 0.26).

Finally, Model 4 shows that moves within the organizational field (β = −0.85, 
p < 0.001) were associated with less time to the top than moves to or from the outside the 
organizational field (β = −0.54, p < 0.001). The difference between coefficients was sig-
nificant (X2 = 39.81, p < 0.001), and there were no significant differences for executives 
who made it to the top of central versus peripheral organizations in a robustness test. 
Thus, Hypothesis 4 was supported.

Sequence analysis of entire career mobility sequences

To move beyond aggregated measures and inspect the actual mobility patterns in detail 
while considering the sequencing and timing of mobility, we applied OMA to individu-
als’ career sequences. We obtained a 1109 × 1109 dissimilarity matrix, which quantified 
how (dis)similar each career sequence was to every other sequence in our sample. Using 
this information, we applied the Ward clustering algorithm to group together sequences 
that were most similar. Based on recommended measures of the quality of a cluster solu-
tion (i.e., point biserial correlation, Hubert’s Gamma, Hubert’s C; Studer, 2013), a solu-
tion with either five or eight clusters was preferable for our data; between these two, we 
chose the more detailed solution with eight clusters to gain more insights. Each cluster 
represents a distinct way of achieving a top managerial position, thereby forming eight 
different mobility patterns, as shown in Figure 3. The x-axis represents months, while 
each sequence on the y-axis represents one career trajectory. Detailed characteristics of 
the mobility patterns are presented in Table 3. We briefly describe the patterns before 
elaborating on the differences between them.

Figure 2.  Inter-organizational mobility and time to the top moderated by top executive in 
center (vs. periphery). (a) Moves within center. (b) Moves within periphery. (c) Moves from 
center to periphery. (d) Moves from periphery to center.
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Pattern 1 (n = 218): Stability in central organization.  This pattern reflects the career path of 
individuals who started and remained in a central organization, where they achieved a top 
executive position in 12.15 years on average, making it the fastest progression pattern.

Pattern 2 (n = 171): Mobility including the periphery.  The mean time to the top of a central organi-
zation (59% of individuals in this cluster) or a peripheral organization (41%) was 14.10 years, 
which is close to the sample average. Some individuals started their career outside (37%) or in 
the center (12%) of the field and then moved to the periphery after about 5 years before they 
reached the top of either a central organization or a peripheral organization where they had not 
worked previously. Others (51%) started and remained in the periphery of the organizational 
field for most of their careers before reaching the top of either a central organization or a 
peripheral organization where they had not worked previously.

Figure 3.  Mobility patterns.
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Pattern 3 (n = 140): Mid-career mobility from outside to center.  Time to the top of a central 
organization was 15.55 years on average, making this a slow progression pattern. Indi-
viduals started their career outside the organizational field and then, after 5–8 years, 
moved to the central organization where they later reached the top.

Pattern 4 (n = 76): Early to mid-career mobility within the center or from periphery to 
center.  Time to the top of a central organization was 13.29 years on average, which was 
slightly below the sample average. Most individuals started their career in the center 
(43%) or the periphery (42%); then, after about 4–6 years, most moved to the central 
organization where they later reached the top.

Pattern 5 (n = 150): Late-career mobility from outside.  Time to the top of a central organiza-
tion (65% of this cluster) or a peripheral organization (35%) was 14.45 years on average, 
which makes this one of the slowest progression patterns. Individuals started and spent 
most of their careers outside the organizational field, where they worked for several 
organizations. After moving into the field, most made it directly to the top of a central or 
peripheral organization.

Pattern 6 (n = 137): Mobility from outside and within the field.  Time to the top of a central 
(65%) or a peripheral organization (35%) was 15.72 years on average, making this the 
slowest progression pattern. Most individuals (70%) started their careers outside the 
organizational field, then moved to an organization in the center, and finally moved to 
another periphery or central organization where they made it to the top. Others (25%) 
started in the center and then worked outside the field before returning to either a periph-
eral or a central organization where they made it directly to the top.

Pattern 7 (n = 136): Late-career mobility from center.  Time to the top of a central or a 
peripheral organization was 12.80 years on average, making this one of the fastest pro-
gression patterns. Individuals started in the center and developed their careers in central 
organizations. They then moved to a peripheral organization (56% of individuals in this 
cluster) or another central organization (44%) where they reached the top.

Pattern 8 (n = 81): Stability in peripheral organization.  Time to the top of a peripheral organ-
ization was 12.51 years on average, making this one of the fastest progression patterns. 
Most individuals (53%) started and stayed in a peripheral organization where they even-
tually reached the top. Others (46%) started their careers outside the field and 4–6 years 
later moved to a peripheral organization where they reached the top. Thus, there was also 
some early to mid-career mobility from outside the field to the periphery.

Differences between mobility patterns

Mean values for our study variables by mobility pattern are presented in Table 3, where 
we also indicate significant differences. Pairwise comparisons were computed using the 
Tukey method for p-value adjustment. While these results are explorative, they offer 
several interesting insights. Individuals following Patterns 1 (12.15 years), 7 (12.80 years), 
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and 8 (12.51 years) had the shortest time to the top. Pattern 1 has the lowest overall 
mobility (0.04 moves per year), and Pattern 8 also has relatively little overall mobility 
(0.09). This supports findings from the linear regression analyses that individuals who 
stayed within one organization their entire careers needed less time to reach the top both 
in the center and in the periphery. Pattern 7 is characterized by higher mobility within the 
center (0.06) compared to the other patterns and by low mobility outside the field (0.02).

Individuals following Patterns 2 (14.10 years) and 4 (13.29 years) were closest to the 
overall average of time to the top and had some of the highest mobility within the organi-
zational field (0.13 Pattern 2; 0.08 Pattern 4). Individuals following Pattern 2 had high 
overall mobility (0.23) and the highest number of moves within the periphery (0.05). 
Individuals following Patterns 3 (15.55 years) and 6 (15.72 years) took the most time to 
reach the top. Both patterns are characterized by high mobility outside the field (0.13 in 
Pattern 3; 0.17 in Pattern 6). Lastly, individuals following Pattern 5 had the highest 
mobility outside the field (0.25) and required significantly more time to reach the top 
(14.45 years) than those following the “fast” patterns (Patterns 1, 7, and 8). However, 
individuals following Pattern 5 made a late-career move to the field and required less 
time than those following the “slow” patterns (Patterns 3 and 6).

With regard to other characteristics, PhDs were held by a higher percentage of indi-
viduals following Patterns 2 (16%), 3 (17%), and 5 (15%), whose careers included 
mobility outside the organizational field, than among those following Patterns 1 (4%) 
and 4 (4%), whose careers unfolded mainly within the organizational field. Furthermore, 
the percentage of men who made it to the top was higher in Pattern 2 (91%), which 
included mostly careers within the periphery, than in Patterns 1 (79%) and 3 (76%), 
which had the highest percentage of women and in which individuals made it to the top 
of central organizations. Notably, many of those who followed the fastest Patterns, 1 
(80%), 7 (82%), and 8 (64%), had an occupational specialization in accounting; how-
ever, the fast Pattern 8 also had the highest percentage of lawyers (24%). Individuals 
with an occupational specialization in consulting were more likely to follow one of the 
slower career patterns rather than the fastest patterns 1, 7, and 8.

Discussion

Our findings on career patterns of top executives in leading PSFs reconcile mixed evi-
dence by showing that the relationship between inter-organizational mobility and career 
advancement is meaningfully shaped by organizations’ location within an organizational 
field and the direction and timing of mobility. We extend the literature on individuals’ 
career advancement (Guan et al., 2019) by showing that boundaries emerging from the 
structuration of an organizational field favor specific patterns of career behavior and by 
showing how some types of inter-organizational mobility accelerate executives’ career 
advancement to the top, while others delay it. Furthermore, an examination of entire 
career trajectories in addition to analyses of aggregated mobility events enabled us to 
identify diverse career patterns to the top that differ considerably with regard to career 
mobility and to clarify its relation to career advancement.
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Theoretical implications

We organize the theoretical implications around boundaries, that is, the internal bound-
ary between central and peripheral organizations, and the external boundary between 
organizations inside and outside the field. Building on this, we discuss career entry, 
mobility within and across the internal field boundary, and mobility across the external 
field boundary over the course of individuals’ careers, as well as broader implications of 
a field-boundary perspective.

Career start within and outside the field.  First, we find that starting a career in central ver-
sus in peripheral organizations makes no difference in the time to reach the top in organi-
zations within the field. This finding suggests that the internal boundary is less 
consequential at career entry for subsequent career advancement than expected. How-
ever, starting a career within the organizational field is associated with reaching top posi-
tions earlier than starting outside the field. Interestingly, in our study, nearly half of the 
executives began their careers outside the field, and this was associated with roughly 2.5 
additional years on average to reach a top position. This suggests an early socialization 
effect: field membership and exposure to its practices and norms accelerate advancement 
within the field. Career capital gained at the start of a career might reflect the first 
employing organization’s institutional embeddedness within the field. We thus extend 
prior research on the importance of initial organizational affiliations (Bidwell and 
Briscoe, 2010; Borkenhagen and Martin, 2018; Hamori, 2006; Judge et  al., 2004) by 
showing that early institutional embeddedness within the external field boundary, rather 
than the internal boundary, shapes the time to the top.

Mobility within and across the internal field boundary.  Second, we examined the outcomes 
of moving within and across the internal field boundary. Our results show that the con-
sequences of organizational changes depend strongly on where moves occur relative to 
that boundary and on where individuals ultimately attain top roles, thereby helping to 
explain prior mixed evidence on whether organizational mobility accelerates (e.g., Chen 
et al., 2011) or slows career advancement (e.g., Koch et al., 2017). With regard to mobil-
ity across central or peripheral organizations, our findings suggest that mobility within 
the center was associated with faster advancement only for those who became partners 
in central organizations, while mobility within the periphery was associated with faster 
advancement only for those who reached the top of peripheral organizations. These find-
ings were particularly noteworthy for mobility within the periphery. We had expected 
moves among peripheral organizations to be less beneficial because less institutionally 
embedded organizations may vary more in their career scripts and evaluative criteria. 
Instead, the results suggest that, for executives who ultimately reach top roles in periph-
eral organizations, career capital accumulated in one peripheral organization remains 
sufficiently legible and transferable to another. This indicates that peripheral organiza-
tions may share more common career structures and evaluative standards than antici-
pated, at least among the large PSFs included in our study.

By contrast, crossing the internal field boundary produced more contingent results. In 
the analysis of aggregated moves, Hypothesis 3 was not supported, suggesting that a 
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simple comparison between center-to-periphery and periphery-to-center moves might be 
too coarse to capture how crossing the internal boundary relates to career advancement. 
However, additional analyses showed that moves from the periphery to the center were 
associated with less time to the top only for executives who ultimately reached top posi-
tions in central organizations, while the sequence analysis indicates that such moves 
applied only to a small subset of individuals in Patterns 2 and 4. Moreover, the sequence 
analysis shows that the internal field boundary is directional in strength and time-sensi-
tive. The comparison between Patterns 2 and 7 suggests that individuals who initiate a 
career in a central organization generally achieve a top position more quickly in a periph-
eral organization (Pattern 7) than those who move in the opposite direction (Pattern 2) 
for whom the crossing of the internal field boundary appears more costly. Notably, indi-
viduals in Pattern 7 progress quickly to the top despite having the highest mobility within 
the center and ultimately crossing the internal boundary to make partner in a peripheral 
organization. Their limited penalty appears to stem from when the move occurred: 
mobility within the center happened earlier in their careers, while the move to the periph-
ery occurred later, after individuals had accrued substantial human and social capital. 
This finding aligns with previous research (Leung, 2014) and with DiMaggio and 
Powell’s (1983) suggestion that individuals who join a central organization at the start of 
their careers are in a favorable position to subsequently seek promotion at the periphery 
due to their knowledge of institutional norms. It is also consistent with research showing 
that experience in organizations with high status or reputation can yield career advan-
tages when individuals move to smaller or lower-status employers that value this experi-
ence as a signal of quality and a source of legitimacy (e.g., Bidwell and Mollick, 2015; 
Borkenhagen and Martin, 2018; Hamori, 2006). Our findings extend this research by 
showing that the benefits of such moves depend on the timing and direction of movement 
across the internal field boundary.

Mobility across the external field boundary.  Third, our results show that the most consistent 
mobility-related penalty is associated with crossing the external boundary of an organi-
zational field. This is in line with cross-industry and cross-occupational mobility research 
showing that boundary-spanning careers can be associated with slower progression and 
other career costs (Kambourov and Manovskii, 2008; Sabanci and Elvira, 2024). Because 
our analyses control for occupation, this penalty cannot be attributed simply to cross-
occupational moves; rather, it points to the loss of field-specific human and social capital 
and to the challenges of entering a new institutional field. At the same time, our results 
are also consistent with the idea that organizational fields may privilege “focal” occupa-
tions (Zietsma et al., 2017; accountants in the case of PSFs), whose credentials are rec-
ognized as especially legitimate and may facilitate faster careers to the top.

The sequence analysis adds an important nuance, however, by showing that the exter-
nal boundary is salient but not uniform: its influence depends on the timing and circum-
stances under which individuals from the outside move into the field. Individuals in 
Patterns 3 and 6 typically entered the field mid-career and then made additional moves 
before reaching a top role, whereas individuals in Pattern 5 generally crossed the external 
boundary only once and moved directly into an executive position, reaching the top 
about 1 year earlier than those in Patterns 3 and 6. This suggests that experience outside 
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the field can be a good alternative career pathway, particularly when time spent outside 
the field results in expertise and reputation that are legible to field insiders. In such cases, 
accumulated career capital may partly substitute for missing field-specific embedded-
ness, resembling the idea of “star” knowledge workers (Groysberg et al., 2008). Taken 
together, these findings suggest that inter-organizational mobility across the external 
field boundary is more uniformly consequential for career advancement, whereas the 
internal boundary is weaker and less salient.

Broader implications of a field-boundary perspective.  More broadly, our findings highlight 
the value of considering organizations’ relational position within a field when explain-
ing the career consequences of inter-organizational mobility. This perspective comple-
ments, rather than replaces, research showing that firm size, status, and reputation 
matter for career advancement (Bidwell and Mollick, 2015; Borkenhagen and Martin, 
2018; Hamori, 2006). In a stratified field, these organizational attributes clearly overlap 
with centrality, and in our study, central firms are also the largest. However, these attrib-
utes alone do not account for our findings. If mobility outcomes were driven primarily 
by size or status, we should see more uniformly positive returns to experience in central 
firms or from mobility to and from large and/or high-status organizations outside the 
field. Instead, we observe multiple fast pathways to the top, suggesting that the value of 
prior career experience depends on how well it maps onto the institutionalized expecta-
tions of subsequent employers. A field-based perspective thus adds a mechanism of the 
transferability of career capital via institutional embeddedness. It can help explain why 
mobility between similarly prestigious or large organizations yields different career 
returns depending on whether those organizations are positioned within or outside a 
given organizational field.

Organizational boundaries.  Lastly, while not a focal aspect of our paper, our findings show 
the relevance of organizational boundaries in addition to field boundaries. On average, 
individuals who spent their entire career in one organization, either at the center or the 
periphery of the field as indicated by Patterns 1 and 8, reached a top executive position 
considerably faster than those who changed organizations at least once. This finding chal-
lenges the conventional view in modern career research that inter-organizational mobility 
is generally the most effective route to advancement. Instead, it supports studies suggest-
ing that remaining within a single organization can better facilitate career advancement 
(Bidwell and Mollick, 2015; Hamori and Kakarika, 2009; Koch et al., 2017; Lyness and 
Schrader, 2006). Indeed, in our sample, staying with one employer appears to be the fast-
est pathway to the top, even though our results show diversity in executive careers. More-
over, our finding that staying within a single organization is associated with faster 
progression to the top complements prior evidence from Big Four firms showing that 
loyalty increases the likelihood of making partner (Downar et al., 2021).

Practical implications

Our findings have implications for individuals navigating early-career decisions, for career 
counselors, and for organizations designing talent-management systems. For individuals, 
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the results highlight that early points of entry can have lasting consequences. In our study 
context, beginning a career outside the focal organizational field is associated with slower 
progression to top roles, suggesting value in proactively targeting entry opportunities 
within the field when advancement within it is a key goal. At the same time, the identified 
career patterns indicate that there is no single optimal mobility strategy: some executives 
progress through stable organizational careers, while others reach senior roles via selective 
moves that are well-timed and aligned with the field’s evaluative criteria.

For career counselors and higher education providers, these findings suggest the 
importance of helping graduates clarify their vocational interests and develop a coherent 
vocational identity early, so they can identify and pursue entry pathways that match their 
intended field and occupation. Support that improves the fit between graduates’ interests, 
skills, and target field, alongside realistic information about entry routes and mobility 
consequences, may help reduce costly misalignment at career start. For organizations 
and HR managers, the findings underscore that internal development and retention can 
be mutually beneficial: in this setting, greater organizational stability is associated with 
faster progression to senior roles, whereas frequent employer changes, especially when 
they involve entry across the external field boundary, tend to slow advancement. This 
suggests that investments in structured development, sponsorship, and transparent pro-
motion pathways can pay off for both employers and employees, and that talent strate-
gies should not assume that mobility and “boundaryless” career narratives necessarily 
translate into faster progression within highly institutionalized fields.

Limitations and avenues for future research

The interpretation of our findings is tempered by some limitations. First, due to the nature 
of the objective career data, we could not disentangle the exact mechanisms through 
which career mobility affects career advancement. Acquisition or signaling of human 
and social capital, homophily, conforming to field norms, individuals’ career prefer-
ences, or their work performance are probably all important and interdependent, and 
there might not exist a single mechanism that drives the relationships between career 
mobility and career advancement. However, it is important to note that our theoretical 
rationale does not directly depend on which of these factors is more important. Instead, 
it is based on the notion that transitioning to or from organizations situated within a par-
ticular position in the organizational field shapes executives’ career advancement, 
regardless of the specific source driving that advancement.

Second, we could not determine whether inter-organizational mobility was voluntary 
or involuntary. However, we sampled only those individuals who reached the top of 
PSFs, which, in the Big Four organizations, is accomplished by only the 2–3% highest-
performing individuals (Carter and Spence, 2014). We therefore assume that inter-organ-
izational mobility of individuals in our sample would have been mostly voluntary rather 
than due to insufficient individual performance. Also, since our focus was on individuals 
who reached top positions, our analysis excluded those who either did not pursue career 
advancement or did not achieve it. Future research could explore whether the career 
trajectories of these individuals differ significantly from those who succeeded in making 
it to top positions.



26	 Human Relations 00(0)

Third, while the high degree of institutionalization in the organizational field of pro-
fessional services enabled us to study career mobility across contextual boundaries, this 
high degree of institutionalization might also mean that social norms may be more 
important here than in other fields. Studies using different samples and organizational 
fields are thus important for triangulating our findings. In addition, it is important to note 
that careers are shaped by various boundaries that differ in nature and type (e.g., per-
sonal, social, organizational, etc.). Future research can expand our work and consider the 
role of a range of additional boundaries in facilitating or hindering career outcomes. 
Fourth, while we focused on careers of individuals for whom advancement to top posi-
tions may be relatively scripted, typical career paths might look different among other 
types of individuals or workers with less human capital or from lower social class origins 
(Campbell and Kish-Gephart, 2024).

Fifth, a further limitation is that our sample includes executives promoted to partner 
in one of the 25 leading PSFs in German-speaking countries, rather than across the full 
population of firms in the field. This design focuses the analysis on the most visible and 
influential segment of the field and improves comparability across career systems. At 
the same time, it may not capture pathways culminating in smaller niche or boutique 
PSFs. The endpoint restriction is especially important because, even within the present 
sample, career histories already span about 870 additional peripheral PSFs. Future 
research could therefore examine a broader range of peripheral organizations to extend 
the scope of our findings.

Sixth, firm size, status, or reputation partially overlap with organizational field posi-
tion in the center or the periphery. Future research could incorporate measures of these 
attributes to disentangle their relationship with field position and career outcomes. 
Lastly, to expand our understanding of boundaries and their impact on executive careers, 
it would be valuable for future research to explore why executives choose specific career 
moves and whether and how they subjectively perceive the existence of boundaries and 
their impact on their career paths.

To conclude, our study highlights the importance of considering the boundaries set by 
institutional forces when seeking to understand the mechanisms that link career mobility 
and career advancement. Our findings extend the body of literature on career boundaries 
and executive career advancement, both by providing evidence on patterns of career 
mobility and by examining the influence of different types of inter-organizational moves 
on career advancement.
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Notes

1	 In the field of PSFs, several peripheral organizations such as Rothschild & Co or Frank, 
Rimerman + Co. rank among the most prestigious. Similarly, in other fields, peripheral 
organizations like Koenigsegg, renowned for high-performance sports cars, are no less pres-
tigious than central organizations such as BMW or Mercedes. This illustrates that structural 
centrality and evaluative status/reputation are related but distinct: some peripheral organiza-
tions are highly prestigious even though they occupy peripheral positions in the organiza-
tional field.

2	 In a post hoc test, there was no significant difference in time to the top depending on whether 
individuals spent their entire career in one central or one peripheral organization.

3	 In a post hoc test, there was no significant difference in Model 2 in time to the top between 
those who started their career in the periphery versus in the center.

4	 In a post hoc test, top executive in the center was included in Model 2 as a moderator of the 
relationship between the organization where individual’s career started and time to the top. 
However, the results did not show significant interactions.
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