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Abstract: Core Self-Evaluations are linked to career success, yet the person-environment factor mechanisms underlying
this relationship remain unclear. This meta-analysis (N = 135,809) synthesized the evidence on whether person task
performance and LMX environment mediate the effects of CSE on career success both objective (salary) and subjective
(job satisfaction) indicators. This study employed meta-analytic structural equation modeling (MASEM) to test direct
and indirect pathways. Results integrating tournament theory and LMX theory show that CSE positively relates to task
performance and LMX, both of which in turn relate to salary and job satisfaction. A significant sequential mediation
pathway was also supported (CSE — LMX — task performance — career success). These findings highlight the dual
importance of individual performance and social exchange with leaders in achieving career success and advance theory by

linking tournament and LMX perspectives.
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Introduction

People want to succeed in their career endeavors, and
by the actions they take, assume productive workplace
exchanges with team members. Workplace leaders are
critical to career success for good or bad. They may
influence how employees view themselves and the job
actions they engage in (Carasco-Saul et al., 2015). The
career success ladder is by how people self-evaluate and
whether they engage in mutually productive relationships
with workplace leaders, assuming supportive leadership
(Judge & Bono, 2001; Kuvaas et al., 2012). Career success
refers to individuals’ cumulative work achievements and
is strongly associated with CSE—a person’s appraisal of
self-worth and competence (Judge et al., 1998). While pre-
vious research confirms that CSE relates to both objective
(salary) and subjective (job satisfaction) career success
(Chang et al., 2011), how CSE leads to these career
success outcomes remains unclear. Yet, there is a sizable
amount of research evidence on these relationships to be
synthesized.

Core self-evaluations and career success

CSE, as a higher-order trait encompassing self-esteem,
generalized self-efficacy, emotional stability, and locus
of control (Judge et al., 2003), equips employees with
psychological resources that facilitate constructive leader—
member interactions. For example, individuals high in
CSE tend to approach challenges with confidence and
composure, exhibit resilience under stress, and convey
reliability—all qualities that leaders interpret as sig-
nals of competence and trustworthiness. These attributes
could make high-CSE employees more attractive exchange
partners and increase the likelihood that leaders will recip-
rocate with support and resources, thereby fostering the
development of high-quality LMX relationships.
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Task performance and leader-member exchange (LMX)
mediation

The CSE — performance link has been well-established
(Judge et al., 2003). To further justify the CSE — LMX
link, prior meta-analytic evidence shows that employee
individual differences are among the strongest antecedents
of LMX quality (Dulebohn et al., 2012). In particular,
member personality traits and self-evaluations may influ-
ence how leaders perceive and respond to them during the
exchange process.

Although prior research generally finds that CSE
relates positively to career success and performance,
results are not fully consistent. Some studies report strong
direct effects (e.g., Judge & Bono, 2001; Chang et al.,
2011), whereas others reveal weaker or nonsignificant
relationships (e.g., He et al., 2023). One likely reason is
that the mechanisms through which CSE influences career
success remain insufficiently understood. These inconsis-
tencies warrant a meta-analytic investigation to clarify the
overall magnitude of effects and to illuminate the processes
by which CSE contributes to employee outcomes.

Theoretical foundations
Tournament theory highlights performance as the basis for
advancement (Lazear & Rosen, 1981), while LMX theory
emphasizes the benefits of supportive leader relationships
(Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). Specifically, tournament theory
suggests that high performance leads to greater career
rewards, while LMX theory posits that strong leader
relationships provide access to valuable resources and
opportunities. These theories thus imply that task perfor-
mance and LMX can serve as key mediators between CSE
and career success.

Focusing on only one of these perspectives would
provide an incomplete view of career success: performance
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alone overlooks the relational context of leader support,
while relationships alone overlook the competitive reality
of advancement. Considering them together offers a more
comprehensive framework, as tournament and LMX theo-
ries capture complementary aspects of how CSE translates
into career success. We selected task performance and
LMX because they directly reflect the two theoretical
perspectives we integrate. Tournament theory emphasizes
performance as the basis for rewards (Lazear & Rosen,
1981), whereas LMX theory highlights relational access
to resources and support (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995).
These mechanisms are theory-proximal, complementary,
and consistently represented in the available evidence.
In contrast, other candidates are less suitable: proactive
personality is highly correlated with CSE (e.g., Valls
et al., 2020), OCB is not directly captured in organiza-
tional reporting systems and its link to career success
is weaker than that of job performance (Organ, 2018),
and networking represents another relational pathway that
overlaps with LMX. Integrating both perspectives, this
meta-analysis employed MASEM to test mediating path-
ways using a large, cross-national sample, providing a
more comprehensive understanding of the CSE—career
success relationship.

Goal of the study

The goal of this study is to clarify how CSE contributes to
career success by testing the mediating roles of task perfor-
mance and LMX. Drawing on tournament theory (Lazear
& Rosen, 1981) and LMX theory (Graen & Uhl-Bien,
1995), the author proposes that CSE fosters career success
by enhancing task performance and building high-quality
relationships with leaders.

We hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 1. Task performance mediates the positive
relationship between CSE and both objective career suc-
cess (salary; Hypothesis 1a) and subjective career success
(job satisfaction; Hypothesis 1b).

Hypothesis 2. Leader-member exchange (LMX) medi-
ates the effects of CSE on salary (Hypothesis 2a) and job
satisfaction (Hypothesis 2b).

Hypothesis 3. CSE influences career success through a
sequential pathway involving LMX and task performance,
affecting both salary (Hypothesis 3a) and job satisfaction
(Hypothesis 3b).

Methods

Research design

MASEM includes two steps (Bergh et al., 2016; Viswes-
varan & Ones, 1995). The first one is to build a full
meta-analytic correlation matrix. The second step is to
conduct an Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) analy-
sis drawing on the established meta-analytic correlation
matrix (Ogunfowora et al., 2021; Young et al., 2021).
This methodology is widely used in recently published
meta-analyses.

Search strategy

To construct a comprehensive meta-analytic correlation
matrix, the author reviewed both primary studies and exist-
ing meta-analyses. In line with previous work (Lee et al.,
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2020; Young et al., 2021), the author directly used true
score correlations (p) provided by earlier meta-analyses.
For correlations not available, the author conducted an
original meta-analysis to estimate them. Literature was
searched using Web of Science, Scopus, PsycINFO,
and Google Scholar with keywords such as core self-
evaluations, task performance, leader-member exchange,
salary, career success, job satisfaction, and career sat-
isfaction. This search yielded several relevant p values.
However, the author could not find a p for CSE and LMX,
so the author performed an original meta-analysis using
the keywords “LMX”, “leader-member exchange”, and
“CSE” to evaluate the correlation between CSE and LMX.

Inclusion criteria

To be included in the current study, the following inclusion
criteria were made: First, for p values of interest in the
correlation matrix, they should be estimated utilizing the
random-effect model. Second, p values should be located
at the individual level rather than the group or team level.
Third, for r values between CSE and LMX, they should
(a) include effect sizes, (b) be located at an individual
level rather than a group or team level, and (c) be sampled
from the workplace rather than school or physical context.
Studies were excluded if they did not meet these criteria,
lacked usable effect sizes, were not reported in English,
or fell outside the publication year range covered by
our search.

Coding

To ensure coding accuracy, each p or r was coded by two
persons (Greco et al., 2022; Lee et al., 2020; Ogunfowora
et al., 2021; Young et al., 2021). The author invited a
research assistant to assist with this process. Any coding
discrepancies were discussed and resolved collaboratively.
This studyadhered to PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items
for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) guidelines
throughout the research process (Page et al., 2021). The
procedures for literature search, inclusion, and coding
are illustrated in Figure 1. In our sample, for the CSE—
LMX relationship, 43% were conducted in non-Western
contexts, indicating cross-cultural coverage; for other
relationships drawn from prior meta-analyses, cultural
information was not consistently available. See Supple-
mentary Materials for details.

Analysis

To start, this study employed the random-effect meta-
analysis to evaluate the true score correlation between
LMX and CSE. In particular, this analysis is conducted uti-
lizing the psychmeta (Dahlke & Wiernik, 2019) package
in R. Measurement error is corrected utilizing reliabili-
ties (Schmidt & Hunter, 2015). The overall correlations
used in the mediation analysis are provided in Table 1.
Heterogeneity indices (e.g., [?) were not reported because
many correlations were drawn from prior meta-analyses
(see Table 1). Given the large cumulative sample sizes
and the use of random-effects models, the influence of
heterogeneity on the results is likely to be minimal.
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Figure 1. PRISMA flowchart
Table 1. Meta-analytic correlations matrix
Variable k n r P SDp 95% CI

CSE-task performance ! 38 9553 0.16  0.19 0.15 -
CSE-LMX° 7 4983 0.2 0.24 0.14 [0.10, 0.38]
CSE-objective career success ! 5 8826 0.28 0.33 0.01 -
CSE-subjective career success ! 86 28,058  0.31 0.36 0.16 -
LMX-objective career success > 12 2317 0.14  0.15 0.11 [0.11, 0.20]
LMX-subjective career success * 3 747 0.28 0.31 0.16 [0.25, 0.38]
LMX-task performance * 155 43,913 0.27 0.3 - [0.27, 0.33]
task performance-subjective career success * 217 12,192 0.15  0.17 - -
task performance-objective career success > 43 25,220 - 0.19 - -

Note. k = number of studies; n = total sample size in the meta-analysis; r = uncorrected effect size;
p = corrected effect size; SDp = standard deviation of the corrected effect size; CI = confidence interval,
0, the current study; 1, Chang et al. (2011); 2, Liao and Hui (2019); 3, Young et al. (2021); 4, laffaldano

and Muchinsky (1985); 5, Ng and Feldman (2010).

Then, to test our model examining task performance
and LMX as mediators of the CSE—career success link-
age, this study applied MASEM analysis (Bergh et al.,
2016; Viswesvaran & Ones, 1995) using Mplus version
8.03 software (Muthén & Muthén, 2017). Specifically,
a meta-analytic correlation matrix was input into the
MPLUS software. Then, the maximum likelihood method
is applied to conduct path analysis. This study utilized the
harmonic mean as the sample size for the model. We used
the harmonic mean, rather than the total sample size or
a simple arithmetic mean, because it provides a balanced

estimate when combining correlations based on different
sample sizes across paths, although it may underestimate
the effective sample size and should therefore be inter-
preted with caution. The results of the path analysis are
provided in Tables 2 and 3.

Publication bias

For relationships where meta-analytic results were drawn
from previous studies, publication bias had already been
assessed and found to be low. For relationships estimated
in our own meta-analyses, we conducted Egger’s test and
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Table 2. Path analysis between CSE and objective career success

Path Estimate SE 95% CI p value
CSE — TP 0.125 0.01 [0.102,0.149] <0.001
CSE — LMX 0.240 0.01 [0.218,0.262] <0.001
CSE — OCS 0.297 0.01 [0.275,0.319] <0.001
LMX — OCS 0.042 0.01 [0.018,0.067] 0.001
TP — OCS 0.121 0.01 [0.097,0.145] <0.001
LMX — TP 0.270 0.01 [0.247,0.293] <0.001

indirect effect

CSE — TP — OCS 0.015 0.01 [0.011,0.019] <0.001
CSE — LMX — OCS 0.010 0.01 [0.004,0.016] 0.001
CSE — LMX — TP — OCS 0.008 0.01 [0.006,0.010] <0.001

Note. N = 6574 (harmonic mean); TP = Task Performance; OCS = Objective
Career Success. In the current study, objective career success is operational-

ized as salary.

Table 3. Path analysis between CSE and subjective career success

Path Estimate SE 95% CI p value
CSE — TP 0.125 0.02 [0.092,0.158] <0.001
CSE — LMX 0.24 0.02 [0.208,0.272] <0.001
CSE — SCS 0.297 0.02 [0.267,0.328] <0.001
LMX — SCS 0.225 0.01 [0.193,0.257] 0.001
TP — SCS 0.046 0.02 [0.014,0.078]  0.005
LMX — TP 0.27 0.02 [0.238,0.302] <0.001

indirect effect

CSE — TP — SCS 0.006 0.01 [0.001,0.010] 0.009
CSE — LMX — SCS 0.054 0.01 [0.043,0.064] <0.001
CSE — LMX — TP — SCS 0.003 0.01 [0.001,0.005] 0.007

Note. N = 3362 (harmonic mean); TP = Task Performance; SCS = Sub-
jective Career Success. In the current study, subjective career success is

operationalized as job satisfaction.

found a low risk of publication bias (p > 0.050). We
also performed trim-and-fill analyses, which provide a
more powerful check, and these similarly suggested that
publication bias was unlikely to affect the results.

Results

As shown in Table 2, the model fit is excellent: Compara-
tive Fit Index (CFI) = 1, Tucker—Lewis Index (TLI) = 1,
Chi-Square = 2012.71, Degrees of Freedom (df) = 6. The
model is just identified, so this study retained all paths to
avoid altering the fit index.

Task performance medication. H1(a) tested the medi-
ation of task performance in the CSE-salary relationship.
Results show significant path coefficients: (a) CSE — task
performance (8 = 0.125, p < 0.001), (b) task performance
— salary (8 = 0.121, p < 0.001), and (c) the indirect
path CSE — task performance — salary (8 = 0.015,
p < 0.001), supporting H1(a). This suggests that CSE
contributes to salary partly by enhancing employees’ per-
formance, consistent with tournament theory’s emphasis
on performance as a basis for advancement.

LMX mediation. H2(a) tested LMX as a mediator in
the CSE-salary relation. Significant results were found: (a)
CSE — LMX (8 = 0.240, p < 0.001), (b) LMX — salary
(B = 0.042, p = 0.001), and (c) the indirect path CSE

— LMX — salary (8 = 0.010, p = 0.001), supporting
H2(a). This indicates that CSE also translates into salary
gains through stronger leader relationships, consistent with
LMX theory.

Task performance-LMX chain mediation. H3(a) pro-
posed a sequential mediation (CSE — LMX — task
performance — salary). The indirect path was significant
(B = 0.008, p < 0.001), confirming H3(a). Figure 2
illustrates the CSE-salary linkage. This sequential pathway
highlights how leader support can facilitate performance
improvements, which then drive career advancement.

HI1(b) tested the mediation of task performance in
the CSE-subjective career success relationship. As shown
in Table 3, significant path coefficients were found: (a)
CSE — task performance (8 = 0.125, p < 0.001), (b)
task performance — subjective career success (8 = 0.046,
p = 0.005), and (c) the indirect path CSE — task
performance — subjective career success (8 = 0.000,
p = 0.009), supporting H1(b). This implies that CSE
enhances job satisfaction partly by enabling higher
performance.

H2(b) tested LMX as a mediator in the CSE-subjective
career success linkage. Significant results were: (a) CSE
— LMX (8 = 0.240, p < 0.001), (b) LMX — subjective
career success (8 = 0.225, p = 0.001), and (c) the
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Figure 3. Results of path analysis between CSE and subjective career success. Note. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

indirect path CSE — LMX — subjective career success
(B8 =0.054, p < 0.001), supporting H2(b). This shows that
CSE improves job satisfaction mainly through building
stronger leader relationships, consistent with the relational
perspective.

H3(b) proposed a sequential mediation (CSE — LMX
— task performance — subjective career success). The
indirect path was significant (8 = 0.003, p = 0.007),
confirming H3(b). Figure 3 illustrates the CSE-subjective
career success linkage. This sequential effect underscores
the interplay of relationships and performance in shaping
subjective career success.

Discussion

The results of this meta-analysis confirm that CSE is a
robust predictor of both salary and job satisfaction, consis-
tent with prior evidence that a positive self-concept fosters
long-term career outcomes (Judge & Hurst, 2008; Chang
etal., 2011). By identifying task performance and LMX as
key mediators, this study extends earlier work that empha-
sized human capital (Ng & Feldman, 2010) as pathways
to career success. Notably, the stronger mediating role of

LMX in predicting subjective career success underscores
the centrality of relational resources in shaping employees’
satisfaction and well-being at work (Graen & Uhl-Bien,
1995). Furthermore, the indirect effect of LMX on job
satisfaction is substantially larger than that of task per-
formance, highlighting the unique value of high-quality
workplace relationships (Liden & Maslyn, 1998). Finally,
this meta-analysis reveals a sequential pathway in which
CSE enhances LMX, which subsequently boosts task per-
formance and ultimately career success—a mechanism
largely overlooked in earlier research. Together, these find-
ings illuminate the dynamic interplay between personality,
leader relationships, and individual performance, offering
a more integrated understanding of how career success
unfolds over time.

Implications for theory, research, and practice

This study makes three main contributions to the liter-
ature on CSE and career success. First, it shows that
task performance mediates the CSE—career success link,
extending human capital theory by clarifying how per-
sonality resources translate into outcomes. Second, it
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highlights LMX as a stronger mediator, advancing social
exchange theory by underscoring the value of leader—
member relationships for subjective career success. Third,
it identifies a sequential pathway from CSE to LMX to
task performance and career success, integrating human
capital and social exchange perspectives to offer a more
comprehensive view of how career success unfolds.

A research implication is that while our model speci-
fied the pathway CSE — LMX — task performance —
career success, we acknowledge that the reverse ordering
(CSE — task performance — LMX — career success)
is also theoretically plausible. CSE may enhance task
performance, which then facilitates the development of
high-quality leader—-member relationships, consistent with
tournament theory and performance-based views of LMX
development. Moreover, signaling theory (Spence, 1978)
suggests that leaders may interpret strong performance as
a reliable signal of competence, attribute it to enduring
personal qualities, and reciprocate by investing in higher-
quality exchanges.

Practice implications of the findings include the
fact that individuals should recognize the importance of
both CSE and LMX in pursuing career success. While
CSE may be relatively stable, self-confidence can be
enhanced through targeted interventions (Selmi et al.,
2018). Employees are also advised to proactively cultivate
constructive relationships with supervisors, as high-quality
exchanges provide greater access to resources, sup-
port, and developmental opportunities (Liden & Maslyn,
1998; Gerstner & Day, 1997).

For organizations, these findings highlight the value of
considering CSE in recruitment and selection, given its
long-term implications for performance and satisfaction
(Judge & Hurst, 2008). Beyond selection, organizations
can design interventions that bolster self-efficacy and
resilience, while also training leaders to build and main-
tain high-quality LMX relationships (Graen & Uhl-Bien,
1995). Such practices not only foster employee career
success but also benefit organizations through enhanced
engagement, retention, and overall performance.

Limitations and future directions

First, as the underlying primary studies mostly relied
on self-report measures, common method bias may be
present (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Future research could use
objective measures, such as expert observations to reduce
this bias. Second, this study relied on job satisfaction as
the sole indicator of subjective career success due to data
limitations. Although job satisfaction is a well-established
proxy (Judge & Hurst, 2008), other indicators such as
career satisfaction (Greenhaus et al., 1990) may also be
important, and future studies should consider them to
provide a fuller picture. Third, the study relied mainly
on cross-sectional data, which limits our ability to make
strong causal inferences, and the outcome measures were
restricted in scope. Future research could employ longi-
tudinal designs and include a broader range of indicators
of career success. Future longitudinal and cross-lagged
studies are needed to directly compare these competing
sequences and establish the most likely causal ordering.

Finally, because part of our data was drawn from prior
meta-analyses that did not distinguish cultural contexts, we
were unable to examine cultural contingencies of LMX in
our integrative analysis. Future research could test whether
cultural values (e.g., individualism—collectivism) moderate
the relative importance of performance- vs. relationship-
based pathways.

Conclusions

Career success is crucial for every employee, and much
research has focused on identifying its antecedents. This
study applied MASEM to synthesize evidence from
135,809 employees and clarify how CSE translates into
career success. We found that task performance and LMX
act as complementary and sequential mediators, linking
CSE to both salary and job satisfaction. These results
advance theory by integrating tournament and LMX per-
spectives, showing that career success is achieved not only
through performance but also through leader relationships.
Practically, the findings highlight the importance of foster-
ing both self-confidence and supportive leader exchanges
to promote sustainable career success.
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