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Academic Careers: The limits of the “boundaryless pproach” and the

power of promotion scripts

Abstract

Despite serious criticism, the boundaryless viewcarkeers still heavily influences research.
This paper aims to do more than just challengecthen that careers are becoming more
boundaryless: our goal is to make clear that caneeed to be thought of in alternative terms.
To this end, we build on an analysis of academieara to explain why regarding careers as
either bounded or boundaryless is too simple ang mvbre attention should be paid to the
scripts that influence career choices. We draw feamempirical study carried out in two
French universities which shows that promotion srioperate under three conditions -
credibility, legibility, and legitimacy of promotio models. We conclude that scripts are

potentially very useful in understanding a widegawofcareers.
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Academic Careers: The limits of the “boundaryless pproach” and the power of

promotion scripts

Introduction

The “boundaryless career” approach (Arthur, 1994h#& and Rousseau, 1996) - which
suggests that individuals have increasingly mogedom to create careers that are no longer
bounded by any predetermined pattern - has begaz=d for its lack of empirical data and
attention to context (Nicholson, 1996; Jacoby, 199&ny, 2003; Pringle and Mallon, 2003;
Duberley et al., 2006; O’Mahony and Bechky, 20Q%jt it still marks scholarly debates and
is utilized by authors trying to characterize new easeand the skills they require (Sullivan
and Baruch, 2009), as well as by those callingafonore bounded view of careers (Gunz et
al., 2000; Gunz et al2007; Ituma and Simpson, 2009; Rodrigues and G@64n). In this
article, we consider that the contrast between libended and boundaryless careers is
simplistic in its viewpoint regarding structurese(j environmental constraints) and individual
agency (i.e., individual choices) and overlooks tbhastant meshing of the two in shaping
actual careers (Evetts, 1992; Gunz, 1989). With ithimind, we call for a more nuanced view
of career, one that acknowledges individual agemitigout jumping to the false conclusion
that people’s current careers depend mainly orr tindividual choices Searching for an
alternative approach that accounts better for tihmeilsaneous influences of both individual
choices and environmental constraints on careezsexplorethe relevance of the notion of
“career scripts” (Barley, 1989; Duberley et al.,08D in the contemporary, allegedly

boundaryless environment.



More precisely, the study of academic careersvipusly suggested as archetypical examples
of boundaryless careers (Arthur and Rousseau, 1B@fich and Hall, 2004) - enables us to
highlight the limits of the notion of boundarylesss to characterize careers. We then show
that, although the idea of “weak environment” (Veit996; Bell and Staw, 1989) - at the
heart of the boundaryless careers approach - wastell attention from career scripts, the
notion of scripts is far from outdated. Our resuftdicate that, even when only weakly
institutionalized (Tolbert and Zucker, 1996gripts are still likely to play a critical roleitiv
regard to career-shaping, and that studying themhedp us better understand the career
orientations of individuals who might view promotigules as both constraining (Kanter,

1989) and protective (Karpik, 1996).

Our research relies on empirical data about theecarof biologists and historians in two
large French universities. The biology case isipadrly interesting, as life-sciences are
becoming the dominant model for French academieerar while history is a more traditional
discipline with different career pressures. We htpe studying careers in two dissimilar
disciplines will make our findings more compreheesand enable us to avoid the trap

referred to in the literature as “excessive retfad (Evetts, 1992).

Our article is structured as follows: first, we esffan analysis of the literature devoted to
academic careers, and we clarify how studying sachers can contribute to career theory in
general by highlighting problems of the boundaryleareer notion. Second, we define career
and promotion scripts. Third, we outline the cohtekthe study and explain the research
design we used to study the power of promotionptcrin contemporary academic career
environments. Finally, we present our main resaltsl discuss how they challenge the

boundaryless approach to careers, and we confiatnattedemic careers are still marked by



scripts that express environmental constraintsgabaith individual agency.

What can be learned from academic careers?

Academic careers have been studied for years ierora gain insights regarding the

conditions that contribute to scientific producti@eonomists, in particular, have explored the
relationship between tenure and productivity (Ssepland Levin, 1997). However, career

scholars have paid little attention to academieesr as of yet (Kaulisch and Enders, 2005),
although academia is going through dramatic chatigg<all into question how these careers
are structured (Harley et al., 2004). In this paperargue that academic careers are of much
interest to career theory in general, which ratses challenges: are careers becoming more

boundaryless? Is there such a thing as boundangsssper se?

Diversity in academic careers

In 1996, Arthur and Rousseau (1996) identify acdadetareers as boundaryless careers,
because such careers do not depend on any sirggeination, with academics supposedly
managing their careers by and for themselves, ngofrim one research project to another,
and searching for the best opportunities offeredifnyersities. Along the same line, Baruch
and Hall suggest that academic careers illustnagdworking across organizational borders”,
showing how individuals can decide on their conitidn, “with professional reference
serving for defining roles within teams rather tliammal position” (2004: 249). They call for
additional empirical studies of academic careerglifferent countries in order to further
enhance our understanding of the notion of bounessycareers. De Janaz and Sullivan

(2004) also contribute to this view of academiceeas by showing how academics can



benefit from the competency-based approach sughéstenanaging boundaryless careers.

Despite this tendency to think of an academic caaseboundaryless, recent research has
shown that not every career atademia is boundaryless. Dowd and Kaplan (20@5), f
instance, suggest a typology of U.S. academic cart®at reports experiences of both
boundaryless and bounded careers, while Musséiimdgngs (2009) confirm the diversity of
academic careers in the U.S., France, and Germaegpite national differences, she
identifies the existence of two generic modelspiatotypes, in these three countries: 1) the
“Top Researcher,” i.e., the academic who has beemited primarily for his or her scientific
reputation in the academic field, which gives saohindividual superior access to positions
in different universities; and 2) the “Good Citizene., the academic whose characteristic is

a high level of adaptability and dedication to dwiher university.

Other scholars go further than merely stressingdthersity of academic careers with regard
to boundarylessness, finding that, in Germany fstance, academic careers are becoming
even more bounded (Harley et al.,, 2004; Kauliscth Bnders, 2005). Thus, the allegedly
widespread evolution towards increasingly boundmylicareers (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996)
cannot be presupposed; further studies are needgdit a more complete view of careers

and a better understanding of the changes occusmigiwide.

The paradox of the boundarylessness of academeecsr

In another contribution, research on academic carskows that descriptions couched in
terms of boundarylessness are not fully satisfgctAlthough these careers — and more

specifically those of “top researchers” — fall adésof organizational boundaries, they are no



less bounded in other respects. Promotion systemeh @s “tenure” (U.S.) or “full
professorship” (France, UK) do not correspond ® ittea of the “self-guided” and “freely-
configured” career conveyed by the boundarylessetamodel (Feldman and Ng, 2007); an
academic is nad free agent who “can move his or her career andiresegenda fairly easily
from one university to another” (Baruch and HaD02: 249). In our view, academia is not
very different from more traditional bureaucraci®ben it comes to careers: as in many
professions (sometimes referred to as “professidnakaucracies”), strong rules affect
individuals’ career choices. The “publish or petighie, for instance, indicates that access to
certain positions is reserved for an elite grouartipularly at prestigious universities and
business schools. Stephan and Levin’s analysis/j1&ahe specifics of academic research in
the U.S. reveals further that, to succeed, academicst produce good scieraed must also

be able toobtain funding for their labs and research; theynctade that in addition to
individual skills, graduation from a well-known wetrsity is critical for young researchers
who must convince funding providers that they cangdod research. More generally, we
assume that careers also depend on the qualitiieofesources to which academics have
access (i.e., a rich data base, numerous confexewedi-known teams that know how to get
published, etc.). Because these factors can keatrib achieving high level recognition, we
suggest that career environment matters a greatrdaeademic career development and that
careers are therefore more predetermined than ggested by the boundaryless career

approach.

In this perspective, academics who move may blersgéo enhance their career possibilities
in academia, rather than moving “for the best opputies, rewards and quality of life”
(Baruch and Hall, 2004: 255). Thus, being “cosmitgo! rather than “local” (Gouldner,

1957) does not necessarily liberate academics éan@er rules, and the very fact that careers



can cross organizational boundaries, or that acedenan display agency to build their
careers, does not mean the end of normative pessgarremain in collectively defined
trajectories; economic, cognitive, and social “sbstontinue to sanction non-conformity

(Phillips et al., 2000).

But the bounded view of academic careers is nabtgrconvincing either. Indeed, although
the “good citizen” career model is developed witbiganizational boundaries, it undermines
other career boundaries. In particular, it exenggsdemics from rules that govern the “top
researcher” model. Therefore, while bounded, thaotgcitizen” career model nevertheless
tends to reduce career uniformity and predictabiBy showing individuals that there are
different paths to career development, it offerdaaactors the possibility of making selective
and strategic use of the multiple norms and rueseing careers (Glaser, 2001); and, thus,
(in keeping with the idea of greater career diwgysthe good citizen model actually
contributes to a more “boundaryless career worl¥thur and Rousseau, 1996). In other
words, the good citizen example (like that of tbp tesearcher) confirms that the variance
between bounded and boundaryless career notionsecansleading. While the boundaryless
career literature posits that intra-organizatiocateers, by definition, offer little freedom,

such careers do offer individuals greater creativitpursuing their career choices.

Thus, we argue that the complexity of academic erarepoints up the limits of
boundarylessness when seeking to account for cqaery careers and for individual
discretion to shape them. To obtain a better utaledeng of the ways in which individual
choices and environmental constraints mesh in dagleanic career sector, we propose to
study the role and power of scripts guiding care€ng reason for focusing on that particular

concept is that itavors an interactionist approach to understandargers (Evetts, 1992), as



opposed to the boundaryless view that emphasizesupremacy of the actor at the expense

of the environment, which is supposedly becomimgdasingly weakened.

Career and promotion scripts

Career scripts were initially developed in contextsere careers were reputed to follow clear
and predictable paths (Barley and Tolbert, 1997lega 1989). Before exploring whether
scripts still matter regarding career-shaping, wk define what “scripts” and “promotion

scripts” are.

What is a script?

The notion of scripts was proposed to describetbeesses that drive individual choices and
actions. It was initially defined as a schema “Whidescribes events or behaviors, or
sequences of events or behavioral patterns whiehappropriate in a particular context”
(Gioia and Pool, 1984: 450). For example, Shank Apelson (1977) say that “eating at a
restaurant” is a mental script made up of a setegfuences (i.e., entering the restaurant,
reading the menu, ordering, eating, etc.) whiclofla certain order, continue for a certain
amount of time, and imply specific interactions.r@esearch builds on the fact that scripts
apply to a larger set of class situations. FollgWlright and Snell (1998), we consider that
they enable individuals to associate a repertdiractons with singular situations and thus
provide guidelines for appropriate behavior indejgr of any specific prescription.

Individuals can compare new situations with simgast experiences in order to decide which



of their “held in memory” schema to adopt. Scriptay be strong (as in the restaurant
example) or weak (they provide a knowledge bastdaa help guide the interpretation of
information, actions, and expectations, but withprgscribing a detailed or fixed response).
Each one is essentially an “input to memory schethat helps individuals “understand

situations” and that “provides a guide to behaappropriate to those situations” (Gioia and

Poole, 1984: 450).

In a nutshell, the notion of script suggests thastftutions set bounds on rationality by
restricting the opportunities and alternatives wecpive and, thereby, increase the probability
of certain types of behavior” (Barley and Tolbdr®97: 94). Yet, this notion does not imply
what could be criticized as “an oversocialized vigiaction” (Battilana and D’Aunno 2009:
36). Authors using it recognize that “practices dmehavioral patterns are not equally
institutionalized” (Barley and Tolbert, 1997: 96)da since institutions may be more or less
visible and more or less widely and deeply accefpietbert and Zucker, 1996), individuals
are not reduced to acting simply as “institutioaalomatons” (Battilana and D’Aunno, 2009:
47). Awareness and purpose still exist for indigildy who can choose the script that best suits
them. However the notion of script carries the ag#ion that actors are knowledgeable, and
that action is, therefore, largely organized acemydio “widely held definitions of the

behavior and relationships appropriate for a seictdrs” (Barley and Tolbert, 1997: 112).

The promotion scripts

Our focus on the factors governing individual agsisegarding careers justifies our cognitive

approach toward the notion of scripts, rather tbantaking a behavioral approach. Indeed,



we are primarily interested in the representatiohappropriate behaviors regarding careers
as mobilized by individuals in given contexts, aleds interested in the study of “the
observable recurrent activities and patterns @radtion characteristic of a particular setting”

(Barley and Tolbert, 1997: 98).

More specifically, in this paper promotion scripiiesignate the rules and norms that
individuals have in mind when they think of theareers. Since they are derived from the
models governing academic promotions, scripts aucdar environmental rather than
individual career logic (Gunz, 1989). We posit, lewer, that promotion scripts can differ
from promotion models because of the irreduciblemant of individual agency that is
displayed when actors select and interpret the nsaieon which to build their career
decisions in their specific situations (Emirbayed aMische, 1998). Promotion scripts, in this
perspective, are defined as individuals’ intergirets and reconstructions of the promotion
rules and models applied by those in charge ofcgete and promoting academics. In our
view, promotion rules may be more or less formal #mus the same generic terms also

encompass promotion norms.

Before turning to our empirical analysis of the gowof promotion scripts to explain
contemporary academic cargeths, we need to state that our emphasis on pramsdtripts
rather than career scripts does not mean thateveeducing a career to a vertical progression.
We concentrate on the promotion scripts from wtachdemics elaborate when reflecting on
their career and their personal experiences of ptimm (or absence thereof) because of our
research question. We want to clarify whether thesrgoverning the promotion of academics
are still in force in the allegedly boundarylesstemporary environments, or are they

ignored? To show how individual agency and envirental constraints interact with regard
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to career-shaping, at a time when the rules thaemothem are reported to be growing

weaker, we analyze how promotion models and scaigsised by academics.

Research method

Research context

Our research focuses on two academic disciplingbeasare practised in France - Biology
and History. Each has different traditions, patady in terms of the organization of work
(whether collective or individual), the resources ifesearch (the proportion of project-based
research contracts and of recurring university fingl] and the procedures for evaluation of
academic performance (criteria in use, degree aridstrdization). Yet, in both disciplines
promotion to the rank of professor follows a simitevo-stage formal process defined by

legislation.

The promotion process unfolds as follows. A can@idgpplies to the National University
Board (Conseil National des Universifgéso qualify as a full professor. Once qualified,
candidates can apply for open positions in anyermity; these positions are announced in an
official governmental publicatiorLé Journal Officiel. Since candidates for promotion to the
rank of full professor normally already hold perraancivil service positions in universities
or public research centers, they can simply rermatheir current position if their application
fails. At each university where positions are s, applications are examined by a
committee of peers whose only legal requirementoisassess candidates’ CVs and to
interview applicants. Each committee is free to ise@wn performance indicators, causing

the actual evaluation procedures to vary widelynflane recruitment to another.
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Research design

Between 2006 and 2009, we conducted 75 semi-stag;ttace-to-face interviews; 30 were
with members of promotion committees and 45 witheotacademics; all interviews were
recorded and transcribed. This research was caougdn two large French universities:

therefore our results may not apply at smallechesy-oriented universities.

The first round of 30 interviews, each of whichtéasabout an hour, aimed to identify the
promotion rules applied by the committee member§Qgromotions. Committee members
were asked to describe the practices and criteag tised to recruit full professors, and to
reflect on past practices that would enable ugdoktchanges that had occurred over the

previous decade or so.

In the second round, we interviewed 45 academioscentrating on identifying their
subjective attitudes and reactions towards promatiodels. Interviewees were first asked to
freely describe their career paths, starting witkirt graduate studies. We then asked them
about their past, present, and future career ch@oel experiences: 1) how they had made
their career choices; 2) which person, institutmmngircumstance guided or continues to guide
their choices; and 3) who or what had hindered thijects or promotion goals or might do
so in the future. In adopting this method, we fellother researchers (e.g., Cohen and
Mallon, 2001) who believe that recounting their ogxperiences leads individuals to provide
rich and nuanced insights regarding how they peectheir own role, that of their working
contexts, and the interactions between the twocddgparing and contrasting these subjective
perceptions with data collected from promotion cattee members, we aimed to verify
whether the descriptions obtained in this seconghdoof interviews reflected personal

opinions primarily or did they demonstrate a “truaiowledge of the specific promotion

12



practices in use. Moreover, studying both histaiaand biologists’ stories allowed us to
observe how the experience of different careerrenmients marks career interpretations and

decisions and, thus, reveals the influence of §pgmiomotion rules perceived by individuals.

We interviewed both assistant and full profes¢see Table 1) and focused on three profiles:
academics promoted to full professorship sincel®@0s; assistant professors in the 35- to
50-year age bracket (when almost all promotionsigc@and assistant professors older than
50, whose chances of promotion were diminishing.ddesidered the promotion experience
of newly recruited assistant professors under gfgecd 35 to have been too limited to include

them in this study.

Data analysis

Two of the authors carried out the interviews thate interpreted and analyzed by all three.
In the first round of interviews we found that, haltigh universities’ expectations about
candidates differed as did their promotion critetiimee models for key requirements in terms
of skills and achievements rapidly emerged. Totiflerf and how academicase promotion
scripts, we analyzed the arguments used by Rourdifigrviewees to explain their success
(or otherwise) in being promoted, and their cacemisions. Then, we checked whether these
arguments pertained to the promotion models destrity promotion committees’ members.
We also searched for any other criteria that Rolwd interviewees may have had in mind.
Two authors analyzed the promotion rules and motlels interviewees referred to when
commenting on their careers and explaining why thepglied for promotion (or not) to full

professorship. The transcripts were first code@pshdently by the two researchers, and then
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compared and crosschecked until both authors cmalch an agreement. A discussion with
the third author aimed to check the relevance dedcbnsistency of the coding rules. It
rapidly appeared that Round Two interviewees maiefgrred to two of the three promotion
models described in Round One, but in a very digsinway. Thus, some described
promotion rules as easy to decipher, while otheesgnted them as uncertain and believed
that luck mattered a great deal; differences gigeared regarding the compelling dimension
of the rules. We then chose to focus on three munsstwhat are the main rules people have in
mind and to what promotion model do they refer? theerules easy or not to decipher and do
they pertain to strong or weak promotion scriptsPimierviewees agree or not to follow the
script they have in mind? Although simplifying tbareer stories, this analysis enabled us to
illuminate the influence of both environmental dpamts and individual choices regarding
career-shaping. It provided answer to two critigakstions: What are the conditions for a

promotion model to be used as a script? What @&eyhamics around promotion scripts?

Results

The first round of interviews — with committee mesnd— indicated that the recruitment of
full professors increasingly depends on the prodess criteria of excellence regarding
research and teaching activities; but universitetain a degree of latitude and define their
recruitment criteria in relation to their specifitandards (for instance, the priority they place
on research vs. teaching). Likewise, the seleatmmmittee has full autonomy to evaluate
and classify the candidates, and although committembers tried to use objective criteria,
they tended to make judgments on a case-by-casedrascompared candidates against each

other. As a result, the originally specified prefimay well evolve during the selection

14



process, and a university wanting to recruit a “tepearcher” may change its focus if an
appropriate candidate fails to appear and may &ha@os/ery good pedagogue instead.
Therefore, the first round of interviews highligtitdthat academic careers in France develop in
a complex environment in which models for promotam exist, but they are more or less
structured and lack systematic application. Morecsdally, three generic models were
identified by committee members, which we labell&tar Scientist,” “Ambidextrous
Professional,” and “Local Manager”. In the followisections, we explain those models and
the differences we noticed regarding the way theglyain different career contexts (i.e.,
biology and history). Then, we explain how thesenpotion models can be turned into

promotion scripts under certain conditions.

Three promotion models

Star scientistsare recruited according to two criteria: their atifec excellence, measured
particularly by their publications, and their “cogpolitanism” (Gouldner, 1957), i.e. their
involvement in national and international acadenetworks. Star scientists have high levels
of reputational capital, they are “well known irethmilieu,” and their works arauthoritative

in their scientific field. Geographic mobility isohroutinely required but is appreciated by
promotion committees, as it gives academics adoeb® most prestigious teams and projects
and facilitates network building. Previous eduaadioand administrative responsibilities are
not key requirements for star scientists, who aengt by most universities from “wasting

their time and talent on non-scientific chores.”

Peer recognition is viewed differently for biologisand historians. Biologists are expected to

15



publish in leading international journals primarivhile a more varied array of publications is
taken into account in judging historians, whoseutapons stand just as much on honorary
rewards (prizes, grants awarded by prestigious dations, etc.). Since many prestigious
institutions are located in Paris, time spent Baasian university helps historians to build up
a stronger reputation. Participation in internagionetworks is valuable for both historians
and biologists, but more so for the latter. Anotkatking observation is that age is an
important selection criterion for promotion as ar cientist in biology; this is generally not
the case in history, although certain universitis appreciate indications of precocious
excellence, such as graduation fronGende Ecole or having a prestigious publisher for
one’s doctoral dissertation. Finally, star scidstisy biology also manage large scientific
projects and coordinate national or internatiomaslearch networks, and foreign researchers

are frequently recruited for these positions.

The star scientist model accounts for approximatelp thirds of the 60 professorial
recruitments described by committee members in shusly. Thus, although universities’
recruitment policies change over time, star scsstave, a priori, little to worry about: they
benefit from high legitimacy in academia and nurasrpromotion opportunities that make
their careers boundaryless to some extent; onttier dand, however, these academics have

to satisfy strong promotion rules to succeed.

Ambidextrous professionalsmust meet two criteria. First, while expectatioegarding their
scientific excellence and international reputatawa lower than for star scientists, they must
demonstrate additional capabilities in educatiomagament and administrative activities.
Second, they should combine a moderately “cosmigmdlorientation (i.e., being involved in

local and national networks) with a strong “locafientation (i.e., a strong involvement in

16



their university’s projects - setting up new degreseveloping industrial partnerships, sitting

on university boards, etc.). Geographical mobibtyot a critical criterion.

In biology, project management and research castr@ae essential selection criteria, while
they are marginal in history. On the other handchéng skills are of prime importance for
“ambidextrous professionals” in history, where pssors must be capable of teaching a wide
selection of courses and preparing students fastigireus and competitive exams (like the

French ‘agregation).

This ambidextrous model — which represented aboettbird of the 60 promotions discussed
with the committee members — opens promotion oppdrés to those who are not star
scientists. Because the promotion criteria of “atakirous professionals” are somewhat
vague (especially in contrast to the “star sci€éhtreodel) and are adjusted on a case-by-case
basis, the legitimacy of “ambidextrous professishals sometimes “questioned” by
academics outside the promotion committees — aggktdiscussions may well continue after
recruitment. In other words, the model conformshi® notion of a bounded career model in
the sense that promotion is clearly linked with tleeds and priorities of the employing
organization; but it is nevertheless a weak modélh career paths that are not easily
predictable and are still subject to negotiatiorherefore, contrary to the dominant
representations of an organizational career sugdesy the boundaryless approach, this

model does not pertain to careers bounded by straregr patterns.

The third promotion model, local managersrefers to academics who devote themselves to
the smooth functioning of their university. They arsually close to retirement and have been
heavily involved in collective interest tasks atlbaniversity and departmental levels (course

management, staff management, health and secetGty,and have often been released from
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some teaching duties to address these tasks. Margy &lso given up all research activity
(and thus, too, any “cosmopolitan” orientation).eyhare promoted according to specific
internal promotion procedures, where rewards fat parvice count more in the decision than
expectations regarding their future academic couations. This model is rarely used, and

concerned only one of the 60 promotions discusgembimmittee members.

From promotion models to promotion scripts.

The academics encountered during the second rod@indterviews had fairly intimate
knowledge of promotion rules, both because theytlieir colleagues) had participated in
promotion committees and because of their perserpériences as promotion candidates
and, second-hand, their colleagues’ experiencesn Ewough interviewees knew that criteria
for the recruitment of full professors can and tiargye from one recruitment to another, the
general feeling was that the requirements for ptamohave increased over the last few
decades. Opportunities for promotion have also tecdess certain, with departments
running the risk of losing positions if the univiégygeallocates resources to new fields that are
considered more promising or relevant. Thus, desthe notion of promotion models
introduced in this paper, interviewees of the sdomund saw the promotion process as very
demanding and its outcome as uncertain: they kinatvdnly a minority could expect to be
promoted as star scientists, and they describedathBidextrous professional model as

weakly institutionalized.

Although promotion can not be presupposed (excephgps for a few star scientists),

interviewees are very sensitive to the rules tbatrsto govern it and — by the same token —

18



careers. Concerned about their future, they tendtiiocture their day-to-day activity in

response to the performance demands they pereagidesven those with little or no chance of
future promotion refer to promotion models whenleging on their careers and making
related decisions: they stress for instance tledirsal to organize their life around publishing,
emphasizing their desire to work at their own pawesubjects they like. While such claims
may seem to be about “saving face” (Brown et aQi08 and justifying failure, they

nevertheless show the importance of promotion rafesmodels for interviewees who are 41

out of 45 to use them to account for their indigtoareer paths and choices.

Before exploring in more depth how intervieweediazegd promotion models and scripts, we
note that 26 of the 45 interviewees referred todfiae scientist model when explaining their
careers. Even though their views of this modeledétl, depending on the examples they
chose, interviewees with this model in mind emptesgihow they managed (or why they
failed) to build their scientific reputation and lhave prestigious publications. Fifteen of the
45 referred to the ambidextrous professional modatjrgj that they knew that promotion is
possible (albeit uncertain) for those who can destrate other capabilities than the scientific
ones, but they expressed insecurity almyamotion criteria. The model of the local manager
was not evoked by any of the interviewees as a dtanto guide cognitive schema for
decision-making. Finally, four interviewees repdrt&cting without referring to any of the

promotion models.

Interviews show that the promotion models thatvitials use to make sense of their careers
can change over time, according to their experigrcm particular when individuals have to
give up their dreams of being star scientists apda develop themselves as ambidextrous

professionals instead. In this paper, we mentidy thre last promotion models to which these
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interviewees referred (cf. Table 1).

Conditions that turn a promotion model into a prdioo script

Interviews analysis shows that promotion modelstrfulBll three conditions if they are to be

used as scripts that inform individual career dens credibility, legibility and legitimacy.

Condition One: Credibility . While some interviewees knew the “local managedmotion
model, none referred to it when reflecting on thegireer. This model seemed to be applied
too rarely and too randomly to serve as a basisnftividual promotion strategies, even for
those who were aware of it. Contrary to the staergist and ambidextrous professional
models, the local manager model lacks credibilgyappropriate knowledge (Barley and
Tolbert, 1997) on which to build career decisiofserefore, this model does not function as a
script for academics, since they cannot use it ai@rsense of their career situations and act

according to the information it conveys (Gioia d&wble, 1984).

Condition Two: Legibility. Another element that explains the role of promotioodels for
individuals is their legibility, i.e. the possiliifito derive them from the “signs” individuals
may find in their environment. Thirty-three of td& interviewees stated that the promotion
models were intelligible and that they had no diffiy in deciphering what would be
expected of them if they were to be promoted. Thelse related to the star scientist model

(26 of the 33) were all particularly clear aboutawivas expected of them:

“What is crucial for promotion is the number of pished books, the number of

articles published in peer-reviewed journals, dd& co-published with foreign

20



colleagues, chapters in edited volumes, editoeaponsibilities, also communications
at conferences and organization of colloquia. | gider that | have more or less the
range of activities that is needed. | organizediternational symposium two years
ago and that is what is required. One thing | hae¢ done, and which is expected, is
to manage a large research contracflihterview 18, star scientist, assistant professor,

History)

The expectations for ambidextrous professionalsyelver, were clear to only about half of

the interviewees who referred to this model (7 aut5):

“It's true that while papers from my PhD aren't oits still a bit early. [...] My aim is
to optimize my career a bit more every year. [..gld0 try to give a few hours of

lectures.” (Interview 14, ambidextrous, assistant professaiogy)

The other eight interviewees who referred to thdidextrous professional model expressed
concerns about the actual rules that governed pionsy and they questioned what

achievements could increase their likelihood ohpotion as an ambidextrous professional.

“I am in charge of the new PhD program and so nove Igot PhD students. It's not
bad, | do have benefits. But it's true that frommaaeer point of view, it's not that easy.
| don't really know if I'll manage to get a full gfiessorship. [...] I'll see how things
turn out but, in any case, | can't speculate toacimu (Interview 37, ambidextrous,

assistant professor, Biology)

They lacked strong clues about publication starsladd about the appropriate level of
managerial involvement. The sense of doubt expdelsgeambidextrous candidates is all the

more remarkable given that the legitimacy of thenpotion of academics with this profile is
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sometimes questioned and that ambidextrous camdidah a high risk of being eliminated

from the running if a star scientist applies fog ggost they had sought.

Finally, four out of the 45 interviewees blamed thek of legibility of promotion rules in
explaining why they could not build on any of themotion models to make sensible career

decisions.

“Being promoted to professor is very confusing. Omeeds excellent scientific
achievements and to be extremely capable [...]. Beh¢hat isnt enough. Contacts

also matter and maybe luck(Interview 45, assistant professor, no script, dfigt

So promotion models do not turn into scripts foirgkrviewees; and when they do, the script
may be strong (the promotion rules were quite cfear33 out of the 45 interviewees), or

weak (for eight, promotion rules were difficultdecipher).

Condition 3: Legitimacy. The last difference we found in the way individuas® promotion
models pertains to the fact that of the 41 academito referred to a promotion model, 23
sought to follow the perceived promotion rules wHhiB explained their refusal (or inability)
to do so. Yet, the latter interviewees admitted,tha a consequence of their refusal, they had
to give up any hope of promotion and craft cardermatives (e.g., focusing on other
interesting activities) that compensated for nangpgromoted. Therefore, those who seek
promotion and those who do not both corroborateleggimacy of promotion models, and

strengthen them through enacting them.

Thus, our research suggests that while committeenbaes’ practices influenced the
credibility of promotion models, academics were enooncerned with theilegibility and

legitimacy.
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To sum up, while three promotion models emergedftbe first round of interviews (that

applied differently for historians and biologist#)e second round indicates that only two of
them (the star scientist and the ambidextrous psideal) were used as promotion scripts.
Indeed, our results indicate that promotion moduelsst be deemed sufficiently credible,

legible, and legitimate if they are to be usedagpts that guide career decisions.

The next section explores in greater depth the p@ii@romotion scripts to shape careers,
and it identifies four specific dynamics that fugthilluminate the interplay of individual

agency and environmental constraints.

Dynamics around promotion scripts

There are many explanations for the differencesdividuals’ perceptions of the credibility,

legibility, and legitimacy of promotion models. Wl not detail them here because our
priority is to explore how promotion scripts (i.einterviewees’ interpretations and
reconstructions of promotion models) orient careboices, even when interviewees
understand that the perceived promotion rules daoedaken for granted or if they refuse to

comply with the rules of a given promotion script.

We describe four dynamics around promotion scrights:first two characterize interviewees
who have strong promotion scripts in mind; thedriharacterizes those with weak scripts;

the fourth concerns those with no script to actupo

Following the script, and being actively compliant. For eight biologists and seven

historians promotion models were sufficiently cleej legible and legitimate to provide them
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with the clues needed to make career decisionsleneir careers followed a strong script,
they still emphasized their individual agency, iimkthe likelihood of promotion to their pro-
activity and reducing environmental influences tatalysers” that can facilitate individual
projects. Thus, careers are seen to depend mamhye individual's actions, i.e. it is the
individual’'s responsibility to access the resourcesessary for promotion. Only three
interviewees referred to the ambidextrous profesdinodel, the other 12 to the star scientist

model; nine out of these 15 have been promotedltprofessorship.

Specifically, the biologists stressed the need @¢opbo-active in searching for premises,

contractual funding, PhD students, positions, amdirig prestigious research subjects.

“When | was 35, | wanted to be more independenttaritave my own team, but that
was very difficult in ParisThere were more opportunities in other regionsame

here in order to be autonomous and | wanted totstad develop something myself. It
wasn' possible to find available space the Pastastitute. | came here to develop my
own scientific project, and | finally chose Smakpmecause it had not been studied

extensively.(Interview 11, full professor, star scientist, Bigl)

The historians, on the other hand, stressed thdityato obtain grants, to access archives, to
free up time from their teaching schedules forrésearch that could build up their personal

reputations, and (like the biologists) they empegitheir role in networking.

“l went to conferences and remained in touch wité brganizers, and all of a sudden
| found | had enlarged my networks, notably in Gamgn | also had a very large
Erasmus network, and so | had contacts in ItalgigpPortugal, and, Belgium. Yes, it

has counted to develop my research. | could relyhemetworks | created when | did
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my doctoral dissertation or when | did a lot of \wan the history of the car industry.”

(Interview 6, full professor, star scientist, Histp

Regardless of the promotion script they may utilinelividuals falling into this category do
not see promotion rules as constraints; rathey, describe them as frameworks for individual
action. Thus, strong scripts pertaining to deepstiiutionalized promotion rules (such as the
need to publish at a rapid pace, to develop intenmal networks, and to benefit from
international mobility) are not seen as hinderindividual agency in their academic careers.
Quite the contrary! They are regarded as enabloaglemics to take the initiatives necessary
to fulfill their promotion criteria, to organize eémselves and make choices in their

professional and personal lives.

Renouncing promotion and searching for alternativecareer development opportunities.
Eighteen out of the 45 interviewees (11 biologestsl seven historians) explained that they
could not follow the rules of a promotion scripathdid not correspond to their values, or for
which they do not have the necessary resourcegtdesureferred specifically to the star
scientist model and four to the ambidextrous ptesl. Even if the promotion model they
had in mind was credible, legible, and legitimdtesy considered it “not worth it” in their
personal case. Costs judged to be too high incltiteske linked to the intense effort required
to meet the selection criteria. Some academicsraisated the demands which weigh upon
full professors. Requirements such as mobility,reased workload, having to give up
benchwork (biologists) or the archives (historiams)d the need to devote a great deal of time
to administrative work, were put forward to explawy interviewees renounced promotion
(or failed to be promoted). In the case of staerstists, one may add refusal to publish in

English; and for the ambidextrous candidate, tfigsed to engage in numerous administrative
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and educational tasks. Interviewees in this catedescribed the perceived promotion rules
as constraints. Faced with strong scripts, intevges portrayed themselves as arbiters,
evaluating the pros and cons of each career optwm ranking their personal and
professional priorities. However they put much lesaphasis on their agency around

resources and network building than did those vahg the active compliance dynamic.

“I never really tried to get promoted for a veryngile reason: it's that | couldnt
imagine doing ecology far from the countryside aethg far from the mountains [...].
When you’re here on Sundays... You see what | meén®rview 26, assistant

professor, star scientist, Biology)

Whereas some interviewees reported normative pessgar assistant professors to become
full professors, others considered that the inangasumber of non-promoted makes their
situation easier to live with. A few also stressiealt the incentives to become a full professor

are not very compelling.

“I'm not in a hurry, particularly as there is no & difference in remuneration to
justify trying to progress quickly. Promotion meattending more responsibilities and
also having less time to look after the childre(iriterview 16, assistant professor, star

scientist, History)

Thirteen of the 18 people in this dynamic had thile be promoted, or they predicted that
they will not be promoted, and they linked theimmmromotion to their rejection of the
promotion scripts. However, despite their initi@fusal to comply with certain script
requirements, five were promoted, which they maimlgributed to changes in their

environment.
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“In order to become a professor | had to join amnathresearch group. | could not,
because | didnt want to leave Paris. My husbandvjgted the answer in the end
because he was transferred to another part of thentry. And that's how | applied for
this position here. | just followed my husbandliiterview 22, full professor, star

scientist, Biology)

Our data indicate that, even when individuals do ecamply with promotion rules, strong
promotion scripts still influence their career des. Once individuals have given up hope of
being promoted, they may decide to adjust theirkdlite balance accordingly (or engage in
projects like writing a book, etc.) in order to den the cost of refusing the promotion script
acceptable. As they reject some of the promotioiptsiules, they generate new discourses to
justify careers without promotion, i.e. careerd tth@ not have to meet the same performance
criteria. Some deny interest in becoming a professa the majority emphasizes the benefits
of remaining at the rank of assistant professoalftuof life, the chance to focus on chosen
activities, etc.). Those discourses generated spaese to strong promotion scripts provide
additional information about appropriate behavewailable, particularly to those who do not
have the inclination or the resources to comphhwilite rules of strong promotion scripts and
who have to imagine a future without a professgrshhus, academics renouncing promotion
can find in the discourses on strong promotionpsgrithe clues they need to make career

choices.

Following a weak script and dealing with missing iformation. Eight out of the 45
interviewees (five biologists and three historiatit®dd to adapt to a weak promotion script,
drawing from the ambidextrous professional modelinkrease their likelihood of promotion

despite the lack of legibility of the promotion es| they tried to take advantage of any
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opportunity the organization might offer and invastmuch as possible in research, teaching,
and administrative tasks. Uncertainty motivatedrthe gather together as many strong cards
as they could in order to respond to the widessiptesrange of requests and opportunities for

promaotion.

“If a post becomes vacant, I'm ready.... | am awdrat tthere are posts which are
already ear-marked for a particular person, but hare other posts that are more
open. It's up to me to keep track of events andavkwben and how to go after them.”

(Interview 35, assistant professor, ambidextroaggssional, History)

While interviewees in this category showed a certaillingness to act, they still felt very
vulnerable and dependent upon their environmentkimda decisions regarding which
responsibilities to accept in order to increasepbssibility of promotion was difficult. For
them, a weak script did not mean more freedomhercontrary, they felt obliged to seize any

opportunity that showed up.

Many of these people had refused geographic mgbidiit they still hoped to be promoted.
Such interviewees - like those who refused to cgmyth the perceived promotion rules -
show that career choices are, in fact, possibley o not have to conform to rules as strong
as those governing the career of a star sciemist.the influence of individuals is still
limited: they have to live with the opportunitiesepented by the environment, and even a

weak promotion script can require tough trade-effisions.

Ignoring promotion models and relying on individual choices.A script’'s weakness or the
lack of a script can prompt some to ignore promotmodels and opt for a laissez-faire

attitude. With only four members (two historiangldwo biologists), this last group is a tiny
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minority. Without roadmarks that would help “constt” their promotion, even the three who
were promoted thought it was all a matter of Iu€kis attitude has various explanations,
including the fact thgbromotion rules were less well-defined in the past also the belief in

the current rarity of posts in their domain. Depdvof any knowledge about appropriate
behavior regarding promotions, interviewees in ttagegory considered that it is up to each
academic to determine the content and the timingiobr her activities. In this case, it was
the strong feeling of a lack of control over thefrances of promotion (rather than its cost)

which led them to dispense with promotion rules.

“I prefer to tell myself that | wont be promoted professor. That way | wont be
disappointed. You need luck. Lots of it. A lot o$tp are disappearing, but if | am
lucky enough {to be promoted} I'll be more than pg...} As a result, I'm doing my
“habilitation” [The French diploma one should geb supervise students preparing a
doctorate] at my own pace. There are no posts ghtshere so I'm in no hurry. I'm
going to write a book on a subject | find passi@hatinteresting.” (Interview 45,

assistant professor, no script, History)

These individuals feel totally dependent on theivienment and believe that promotions
open up, at a given moment, in response to a spe@eaéd of the university, which could not
have been anticipated. Some academics may sudi#filljthat need, becoming “the man or
woman of the moment”, but it is still their extrerdependence that acts as their ultimate
liberating factor and allows them to dispense with idea of using a promotion script to

make career decisions.
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Discussion

Our results confirm that the variance between bednand boundaryless careers does not
properly account for the complexity of academieeas that can be viewed as simultaneously
bounded and boundaryless. Therefore, rather thaousking the boundarylessness of
academics’ careers (Harley et al., 2004; Kaulisuh Bnders, 2005), we highlight the benefits
of a theoretical framework that accounts for thaliy (Gunz, 1989; Evetts, 1992) of
academic careers, recognizing both environmentabtcaints and individual choices and
creativity. More specifically, we show the powerpsbmotion scripts even when careers are
not totally predictable and promotion rules are enor less deeply institutionalized. The
following paragraphs consider in greater detail¢hallenges that our research raises for the
boundaryless career literature and provide thexaesirguments to support our findings about

the power of promotion scripts in contemporary emvinents.

Three challenges to the boundaryless career litesat

First, we find that environmental weakness shouwt me overestimated. Only four of our

interviewees could not rely on a promotion scripiew making their career decisions.

Second, we show that the absence of widely ingiitatized rules governing promotions do
not necessarily transform academics into “free rattgPink, 2001). Thus, while they
portrayed themselves as being driven by their iddia choices, the four interviewees who
ignored promotion models nevertheless emphasizatl ttiey felt almost no control over
critical events (such as their promotion). Theylaxm@d that they must adapt to university

decisions, with no possibility of making crediblims for their future. Even in these cases,
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interviewees considered external factors (suchuak),| rather than individual choices, as
being decisive in their promotions. In the sameythe eight interviewees striving to follow
a weak script admitted that they made individuaiogs (e.g., declining geographic mobility,
refusing to follow the demanding star scientist gidbut they still described promotion as
constraining and emphasized the need to comply ithironmental requirements, feeling
that they must seize any opportunity to increae@ tthances of promotion. Their experiences
confirm that managing a career can be much moreaddmg than the boundaryless
perspective suggests, especially for those peopialering what criteria would eventually be

used by recruitment committees.

Third, besides highlighting how environmental coaisits persist in limiting individual
choices (Gunz et al., 2007; Ituma and Simpson, 2a@®ahony and Bechky, 2006), our
research challenges the way the boundaryless agptoacareers contrasts strong and weak
environments and sees individual agency as chaistateof weak environments (Arthur and
Rousseau, 1996; Kanter, 1989; Baruch and Hall, 2d@deed, we do more than show that
individual choices are limited for academics withwaak promotion script - we find that
strong scripts facilitate individual choices to sorextent. Thus, interviewees seeking to
comply with clear and strong performance requireaitso stressed that they had to act as
agents in organizing their work and personal liveeey behaved compliantly but also
presented themselves as having autonomy and rekpity)sthus portraying themselves in
terms quite similar to the free actor of the bouyldss career theory. In a similar vein, we
show that strong promotion scripts can actuallyeettse creation of alternative career
strategies that aim to compensate for the non-ptiomaf those who refuse to comply with
promotion rules. More generally, we conclude froor cesults that strong and demanding

scripts - like that of the star scientist - genemttions (such as organizing one’s professional
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and private life, and creating justifications fareer “choices”), both from those who agree to
follow them and from those who do not. Therefore, aontend that such scripts do suppose
individual agency. In other words, our data dem@stthat individual agency does exist in
both strong and weak environments because academaies to fill in the gaps (or
incompleteness) in both weak and strong promotaripts that may be difficult to decipher,
that do not articulate how to meet performance irequents, or do not specify careers for the

non-promoted.

To sum up, we find that individual agency does texmgardless of the strength of
environments, but it is oriented and restrainedirmividual perception of environmental
constraints (promotion rules and models) and oppities (the chances to compensate for
non-promotion by working at one’s own pace, fortamee) Thus, while individual choices
about careers do exist, our study shows that thepetter understood in conjunction with the
scripts that shape how individuals project themeselwwards becoming a professor (or not)
and how, in their situation, they analyse the pgmoksés and potential benefits of following

certain rules. Scripts indicate how to play witk ffromotion models in a given environment.

While our results are necessarily marked by conteleiments supporting the argument that
promotion scripts and the rules behind them retaimsiderable power are developed in the

following paragraphs.

The persistent influence of promotion rules

In contrast to the boundaryless approach, whick He opening up of organizational career

boundaries as creating more room for career choreesind that the ending of organizational
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careers can result in the strengthening of promatites and the creation of new boundaries.
Indeed, if the possibility of moving from one unisgy to another permits access to new
posts (in particular for star scientists), it allsmplies tougher competition between candidates
for each position. We can expect this to lead w f@ms of segmentation of the academic
labour market, containing some very rewarding aigtlin coveted posts, and others that are
more accessible but lack the same career develdpropportunities. Thus, inter-
organizational careers and career developmentamiy ®btained by star scientists with high
legitimacy, but less so for those who do not comply refusal or failure) with the widely
recognized promotion rules of strong scripts. Iis therspective, we argue that career path
diversification - at the heart of the boundarylegsproach to careers - parallels the

maintenance - or even the reinforcement - of infdroareer boundaries (Gunz et al., 2000).

Promotion rules are both constraints and resources

Our results also challenge the boundaryless céditeesture for a theoretical reason: that it
builds on a too-negative view of rules (Kanter, 998More specifically, our interviews
illustrate that career rules are not solely comsisafor individuals. Although certain
promotion rules (like “publish or perish”) are demced, clear rules also have their benefits.
That is particularly evident to those striving wldéw a weak promotion script: they must
redouble their efforts to be aware of opportunitiesd accept numerous forms of
responsibility, but without knowing if their hardowk will be profitable in the long run. In
other words, the restrictive side of the rules must obscure the fact that, without them,
people find themselves in situations of heavy ddpane, with no clues for making career

choices.
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Considering career rules as resources that helpidogls decide the steps to take and
behaviors to adopt, rather than as mere restrstiennot new (Giddens, 1984; Abel, 1996;
Gunz, 1989), but it nevertheless contravenes thaderyless career literature which suggests
that individuals themselves will contribute to theeakening of their career environment
(Arthur et al., 1993; Arthur and Rousseau, 1996)dbyng personal initiatives based primarily
on individual career orientations. More precisalg, agree that “agents are capable of putting
their structurally formed capacities to work inatige or innovative ways” (Sewell, 1992: 4);
with their discourses and decisions, academicsfitasut the incompleteness of promotion
models and may provide complementary knowledge evheeded. However, in our research
we observed that individuals usually preferreddap to those existing career rules that they
could decipher, and they reproduced “appropriataters” rather than relying on individual
choices that could jeopardize their chances fompteon and their careers (Wajcman and
Martin, 2001; Dany, 2003). Although several intewees mentioned the absence of
incentives for becoming a professor in France,nstiising pressures were also evoked.
Actually, most of the academics considered thammtton gave access to certain resources
(e.g., budget, time) and the possibility of realgzicertain projects, which made indifference
to promotion rules and scripts unlikely. At the wéeast, academics need to understand the
price of certain choices, such as refusing to acocepv responsibilities. Therefore, and
contrary to the boundaryless career literaturesuggest that only the absence of credibility,
legibility, or legitimacy of promotion models indeg individuals to make career decisions
based solely on their personal desires, and torégrbe guidelines they find in their
environment that indicate how to play with the péred promotion rules. In other words, our
research shows that interviewees cannot apply promecripts automaticall\As suggested

by Emirbayer and Mische’s analysis (1998)y have to assess a script’s relevance according
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to their own current situation and expectations tfeg future. Yet, in our view, promotion
scripts are all the more important to individuakcéuse, like any rules (Karpik, 1996) or
domination systems (Willmott, 1993), they fulfilbth a facilitating and a protective role for

those who agree to submit to them.

The power of promotion scripts

Our perspective admits to a great diversity ofvidlial experiences in career matters; and it
also acknowledges that not all academics will cgnwath the perceived promotion rules, in
particular since some may lack the resources teadd\evertheless, our findings suggest a
strong environmental influence on careers due ¢oadtitention academics pay to promotion
scripts in order to manage their careers in a patighand risk-free manner, and to benefit
from a greater understanding of what needs to Ioe @do order to succeed - or to limit the
“damages”. Where possible, individuals who are wigg their career and the most
appropriate actions to undertake will follow thettpens they see succeeding around them
(Gioia and Poole, 1984). Our research confirmsyghothat the influence of the environment
IS not total: academics’ selection, appreciatiodjustment, and application of career
information (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998), as walltlheir discourses to justify day-to-day
career decisions actually contribute to knowledgeaton. Thus, academics both shape
promotion scripts and increase their influence, imgkthem more legible and legitimate and
simultaneously providing guidelines about how t@aanthem. Therefore, while individuals
tend to believe that institutions exist indepenfjersnd are the basis of their actions
(Duberley et al., 2006), our research shows thidras and structures are interlinked; and we

suggest that it is the very fact that scripts artn lbhe basisindthe result of individual action
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that largely explains their power - even in thegdldly boundaryless environments. Indeed,
we argue that promotion scripts are all the monegstul and better regarded by academics
because they are likely to adapt to the new sdnatacademics face. From this perspective,
we consider that environmental weakness would havee very severe before individuals

should dispense with promotion rules and promaosianpts.

Conclusion

This paper concentrates on academic careers inm twdehallenge the boundaryless career
approach and show the power of promotion scriptenen allegedly weak environments.
First, we underline that the boundarylessness ginsenisleading, since inter-organizational
careers - like those of star scientists - are bednsh some respects, while the intra-
organizational and allegedly bounded careers ofidembrous professionals may provide
more freedom for those academics who do not fitstiae scientist model. Second, we study
how scripts mark careers in contemporary environmeWe do this to overcome the
ambiguity and limitations of the boundaryless carapproach, which does not properly
account for the way environmental constraints (mtom rules) and individual choices
(agency) interplay in shaping careers. We show ¢lat individuals with weak promotion
scripts often feel constrained, while those usitrgng promotion scripts emphasize their
agency, pointing out that they must invent the messs(e.g. organizing their own time) that
allow them to attain the required levels of perfanoe for being promoted. We further
contend that the influence of environment actingulgh promotion scripts does not hinder
individual agency, and we highlight four dynamiesuand scripts that account for individual

agency: following a strong script and being actyivebmpliant; renouncing promotion and
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searching for alternative career opportunitiesjofeing a weak script and dealing with

missing information; and ignoring the promotion raba@ltogether and relying solely on

individual choice. Third, we define scripts as wduals’ reconstructions of promotion

models, derived from both their interpretation @méctment of promotion rules. Rather than
detailing the content of every script, we identif\e conditions that turn promotion models
into promotion scripts and we highlight how acadenthemselves foster promotion scripts
through their discourses and actions. Fourth, wivdeacknowledge that people are wary of
inconsistent promotion rules, we suggest that takes related to careers and promotion
moves are so high that few individuals are capabbietaching themselves from decipherable
promotion scripts. In our perspective, individualso are faced with environmental weakness
must find new clues - and while they may have &t their own rules, we observe that they
usually build on the examples they know and thealisses they have heard in order to make
better-informed career choices. Accordingly, wetead that the power of scripts relies on the
fact that scripts are not just constraining - tlaeg also resources, which are all the more

valued when they ease difficult career shapingsi@as.

Our demonstration of the relevance of promotionpserfor understanding careers even in
boundaryless and weak contexts (Arthur and Rous4€&86; Baruch et al., 2004) opens new
roads for research. We need to know more abowcberacy of those scripts that individuals
mobilize in contexts where promotion rules are Ipeiog blurred, and to explore why a given
script is followed or rejected. Addressing thesués would enhance those analyses that are
carried out solely in terms of personal choice;wibuld also permit identification of
inadequatecareer representations that might hinder certagjepts. It might also indicate
where forms of discrimination actually explain axibn. We also suggest further

investigation into the range of environments, egdgccontemporary environments, where
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the notion of promotion scripts could usefully bgpked. The goal then would be to help
move career literature beyond a simple discussfamhegrees of boundarylessness, and into
the realm of research that can embrace wider isegpgcially concerning the constraints that

continue to weigh on individual career choices.
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Table 1. The sample

Inter- Age at ggir\s’i?eeg Date é‘?oemvgt]:g Dominant
view Sex Time of Status as Assist of as Eull Script Form of
Number Interview " | Promotion Dynamic
Prof. Professor
History 1 male 45 Full prof. 30 2001 39 star scientist
History 2 male 59 Full prof. 32 1985 36 star scientist
History 3 male 53 Full prof. 39 1998 44 star scientist
History 4, female 35 'A;)Sr?)']gst' 32 star scientist
History 5 female 49 Full prof. 36 2008 48 star scientist
History 6 female 49 Full prof. 35 2007 47 star scientist
History 7 female 42 Assist. prof. 31 star scientist .
Following the
: Assist. N script and
Biology 8 male 38 prof, 28 star scientist being
) | compliant
Biology 9 male 44 Full prof. 36 1998 36 star scientist
Biology 10 female 51 Assist. prof. 30 star scientist
Biology 11 female 54 Full prof. 28 1987 35 star scientist
Biology 12 male 57 Full prof. 31 1999 50 star scientist
Biology 13 female 35 Assist. prof. 33 ambidextrous
Biology 14 female 39 Assist. prof. 29 ambidextrous
Biology 15 male 40 Full prof. 34 2003 37 ambidextrous
History 16/ female 39 Assist. prof. 32 star scientist
History 17 female 38 Assist. prof. 31 star scientist
History 18 female 43 Assist. prof. 37 star scientist
History 19 female 58 Full prof. 37 2000 49 star scientist
History 20 female 54 Full prof. 41 1998 43 star scientist
History 21 female 48 Assist. prof. 35 star scientist
Biology 22 female 59 Full prof. 23 2006 59 star scientist Renouncing
. . o promotion anc
Biology 23 female 35 Assist. prof. 28 star scientist searching for
. . _ alternative
Biology 24 female 40 Assist. prof. 29 star scientist career
Biology 25 female 56 Full prof. 36 1998 48 star scientist developnj(_ent
opportunities
Biology 26/ male 56 ApSr%IfSt. 28 star scientist
Biology 27 male 58 Assist. prof. 29 star scientist
Biology 28 female 61 Assist. prof. 26 star scientist
Biology 29 female 64 Full prof. 32 1993 51 star scientist
Biology 30 male 39 Assist. prof. 33 ambidextrous
Biology 31 male 40 Assist. prof. 31 ambidextrous
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No script
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Striving to
follow a script
and dealing
with missing
information
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relying on
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