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ORIGINAL ARTICLE
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Abstract
Background Markers of executive functioning, such as
prudent planning for the future and impulse control, are
related to conscientiousness and may be central to both
occupational success and health outcomes.
Purpose The aim of the study was to examine relations
among conscientiousness, career success, and mortality risk
across a 65-year period.
Methods Using data derived from 693 male participants in
the Terman Life Cycle Study, we examined associations
among childhood personality, midlife objective career
success, and lifelong mortality risk through 2006.
Results Conscientiousness and career success each pre-
dicted lower mortality risk (N=693, relative hazard (rh)=
0.82 [95% confidence interval=0.74, 0.91] and rh=0.80
[0.71, 0.91], respectively), with both shared and unique
variance. Importantly, childhood personality moderated the
success–longevity link; conscientiousness was most rele-
vant for least successful individuals.
Conclusion Conscientiousness and career success pre-
dicted longevity, but not in a straightforward manner.
Findings highlight the importance of lifespan processes.

Keywords Career success . Conscientiousness .

Lifespan processes . Longevity . Personality

Introduction

Careers, partially rooted in developmental patterns, may have
long-lasting social and health consequences. Aside from the
obvious function of providing income, careers relate to social
roles, self-concept, ambition, and well-being. Success in
work may foster a sense of competence and lead to enhanced
well-being, especially if viewed as the result of motivated
and productive effort. Executive functioning—those mental
processes essential to planning for the future, organizing
priorities, and inhibiting impulsive actions—appears central
both to career success and to avoiding threats to one’s
long-term health. Relatedly, personality traits such as
conscientiousness and achievement motivation may repre-
sent behavioral correlates of the mental processes that
partially underlie both career success and longevity. For
example, conscientiousness is a key element of both job
performance and longevity [1, 2]. Yet predictors of work
success and of health and longevity are typically studied as
separate domains. Thus, the question of whether individual
differences in behavioral manifestations of executive func-
tioning (especially impulse control) partially underlie both
career success and longevity is intriguing. The present study
uses a lifespan perspective to examine the relations between
aspects of childhood personality, midlife career success, and
lifelong mortality risk.

Career Success

Career success is typically conceptualized along two dimen-
sions: extrinsic (objective) and intrinsic (subjective). Extrinsic
success refers to concrete, verifiable measures such as salary,
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promotion history, job knowledge and performance, and
quality of work, whereas intrinsic success refers to an
individual’s personal evaluation of and satisfaction with his
or her career [3–5]. Although subjective (intrinsic) career
satisfaction has been linked to better psychological out-
comes, more fulfilling relationships, and better work
performance [6–9], a focus on subjective elements inadver-
tently captures a host of correlated attributes and may
obscure our understanding of risks and benefits specifically
associated with more objective aspects of work achievement.
Thus, in the present study, we focus on objective (extrinsic)
career success, while recognizing that this is generally
associated with some aspects of subjective success.

Personality, Executive Functioning, and Success Outcomes

A successful career often relies heavily upon traits related to
executive functioning, behaviorally manifested as the ability
to get things done. Markers of executive functioning may
include aspects of planfulness, impulse control, organization,
and reasoning [10–12]; these traits overlap with facets of the
personality trait conscientiousness, as measured by the NEO-
PI-R [13]. Further, there is evidence that effortful control
correlates with and aids the development of impulse control,
self-regulation, and conscientiousness [14–18], and execu-
tive functioning has been shown to correlate with intelli-
gence [19] and, in certain cases, motivation [20].

In turn, facets of personality and executive functioning
may impact objective outcomes, such as career success and
longevity, and subjective outcomes, such as perceived well-
being [21–23]. For example, both the dependability and the
achievement orientation aspects of conscientiousness have
been shown to affect supervisory ratings of job perfor-
mance [24]. Conscientiousness, intelligence, and achieve-
ment motivation have each been associated with better
work performance [21, 25–32], and conscientiousness has
been linked to better self-rated health [33], health-
promoting behaviors [34, 35], and lower mortality risk [1,
36]. Other studies link socioeconomic status to health, but
the causal links are murky and it is unknown whether high
motivation and competence play a significant role [37].
Thus, focusing on individual characteristics may be
informative in understanding links between cognitive
control and success outcomes. To begin to untangle the
causal connections, studies are needed with very long-term,
objective outcomes like longevity, with examination of
factors that may moderate these associations.

The Terman Sample

To examine these matters across the lifespan, we derived
data from the Terman Life Cycle Study [38]. Starting in
1922, over 1,500 children were assessed and then followed

throughout their lives, completing various assessments
approximately every 5 to 10 years. In 1940, Terman and
his colleagues rated male participants on vocational
success. The 150 most successful and 150 least successful
men were classified based on “the extent to which the
subject made use of his superior intellectual ability” (39, p.
497). Terman compared the two groups on a large range of
child and young adult variables [39]. In childhood, few
variables distinguished the two groups, but by young
adulthood, different pathways were evident. Family back-
ground, parental marital stability, personality (including
drive to achieve), and marriage separated the successful
from the unsuccessful.

In a follow-up study, Robert Sears [40] examined
whether these success groupings were related to perceived
satisfaction with occupation in late life and found that
objective occupational success had little bearing on career
satisfaction. In another study with the Terman participants,
Pavalko, Elder, and Clipp [41] examined occupational
stability patterns in relation to mortality risk through
1990; those who moved through a series of unrelated jobs
were at increased mortality risk compared to those who
maintained a steady career pattern. That study did not look
at objective success; rather, the focus was on occupational
stability. However, it did suggest that careers are relevant to
long-term health outcomes.

Longevity, the ultimate endpoint in a temporal chain of
life events, is often used as the single best measure of health.
In our prior studies with the Terman sample, childhood
conscientiousness has been shown to predict lower mortality
risk [42], an effect that holds after controlling for adult
conscientiousness [43]. Conscientiousness as a predictor of
longevity has now been replicated in other studies, using
very diverse samples (for a review, see [1]). Nevertheless, it
remains unclear how conscientiousness, career success, and
health are related to each other across many years.

The Present Study

Longitudinal studies spanning multiple decades are invalu-
able in addressing causal hypotheses and moderating effects
[44]. Archival data are an underused resource—one that can
highlight processes and be useful in testing lifespan models.
Archival data are not without limitations, but by exercising
care (e.g., understanding the data in detail, establishing
scale validities, and recasting portions of the archive to
target specific questions), we can address lifespan issues in
a way that is impossible with cross-sectional and shorter-
term studies [45–47].

In the present study, we extend prior investigations of
the Terman participants by specifically examining the
relation between childhood personality (especially consci-
entiousness), objective adult career success, and mortality
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risk through 2006. We predict that (a) conscientiousness
(which contains some of the vital elements of executive
functioning) will relate to midlife career success and
longevity; (b) career success will predict longer life; and
(c) the career success–longevity link will be moderated by
childhood personality, suggesting the importance of indi-
vidual differences in linking career and health outcomes
across the entire lifespan.

Methods

Participants

Participants were drawn from the ongoing Terman Life
Cycle Study (see [48] for a complete description). In 1922,
teachers across California identified both the youngest and
most intelligent children in their classes; the children were
tested using the Stanford–Binet intelligence test and were
included in the study if they had an IQ of 135 or more.
Some children were added through 1928, yielding a total
sample of 1,528 participants (856 males, 672 females).
Participants were assessed throughout their lives, and our
research team has supplemented this information by
collecting death certificates and constructing and validating
new psychosocial indexes (e.g., [47]).

As noted, Terman and his colleagues rated the male
participants on how successful they became in their careers.
Women in this cohort were limited in career opportunities
and choices due to the sociocultural context of their lives;
therefore, Terman only included males in these ratings [39].
Following Terman’s work, the present study was limited to
male participants who received a vocational success rating
in 1940 (N=795). To be consistent with previous studies
and to have a relatively cohort-homogenous sample,
participants born prior to 1904 or after 1915 were excluded
(N=78). In addition, participants missing all childhood
personality data were excluded (N=24), leaving a final
sample of 693 male participants.

Measures

Measures throughout the lifespan were included to inform
the questions of interest, including the initial 1922
assessment, adulthood assessments (1940, 1950, and
1960), and mortality information through 2006. To increase
reliability, single item responses were combined to create
composite variables, as specified below.

Objective Career Success

Ratings of vocational success by Terman’s team in 1940
were used to indicate objective success. Terman’s criteria

included occupational classification (according to the then-
current census), job prestige, job performance, roles of
leadership in the workplace, honors and recognitions received,
and annual income [39, 49]. Less weight was given to earned
income, except for businessmen, who were expected to earn
a higher salary. Through consensual agreement, 150 men
were classified as most successful, 150 were classified as
least successful, and all others were classified as moderately
successful. In the present sample, there were 139 in the most
successful group, 412 in the moderately success group, and
142 in the least successful group.

Intelligence

At the baseline assessment (1922), participants completed
the Stanford–Binet intelligence exam. Additional tests were
administered to determine the reliability of these IQ scores.
From these different tests, Terman and his colleagues
determined an overall best-estimated childhood IQ level.
The participants were selected for their intelligence and
thus had the ability to succeed, yet there remained some
range in intelligence levels (ranging from 135 to 194) and a
much greater range on psychosocial variables [35, 50]. We
have used the Pearson–Lawley correction for multivariate
cases to examine potential selection effects on correlations
(that is, examining the potential impact of IQ selection on
relations among traits correlated with IQ) and have found
minimal to no effects of selection on health- and
personality-related variables.

Childhood Personality

In the 1922 assessment, parents and teachers rated the
children on 25 different personality traits. Through factor
analysis, six different personality dimensions have previ-
ously been identified [42]. The present study included the
conscientiousness (four items, α=0.76) and motivation
(five items; α=0.71) dimensions. In this sample, conscien-
tiousness most clearly reflects the facet of self-discipline
and is most relevant to executive functioning [47]. The
motivation dimension reflects drive to succeed and origi-
nality and was included as a potential covariate of
conscientiousness and career success.

In addition, we examined retrospective reports of
ambition by both participants and their parents. Fewer
ratings were available and the reports were given retro-
spectively, so these variables are included to supplement the
other variables. In 1940, parents reported the degree to
which their son was characterized by “ambition, drive, and
willingness to work towards success” (N=350). In 1960,
participants reflected on how ambitious they believed they
had been between ages 30 and 40 (around the time that the
objective career success ratings were made; N=495).
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Physical Health and Adjustment

In 1950 and 1960, participants self-reported their general
physical health in recent years; most of the participants
were in good or very good health at both time periods.
Participants specified whether they had experienced any
nervousness, worry, or special difficulties in recent years,
and the nature of these difficulties. Based on these
responses, case histories, and personal correspondence,
Terman and his colleagues categorized the participants’
overall mental adjustment. Further, participants disclosed
their alcohol use, which may serve as a proxy for mental
maladjustment. Ratings and reports from the 1950 and 1960
reports on health, mental adjustment, and alcohol use were
averaged, and participants were then categorized on a four-
point physical health scale (1 = poor/very poor health, 4 =
very good health), a three-point mental adjustment scale
(1 = serious maladjustment, 2 = some maladjustment, 3 =
well-adjusted), and a four-point alcohol scale (1 = no
alcohol, 4 = alcohol is a serious problem). Physical health
and alcohol data were available for 638 participants, and
mental adjustment data were available for 637 participants.

Mortality

We have collected death certificates (from county and state
agencies around the country) through 2006 to ascertain and
verify the year and age of death. For some participants (N=
67), death certificates could not be located, but relatives
confirmed mortality status. Death information has been
collected for 632 participants (91.2% of those in the present
study; the remaining 8.8% are assumed to be alive or were
lost to follow-up and are censored in the analyses).

Data Analysis

The primary analyses relied on Cox proportional hazards
regression methods to predict all-cause mortality from 1940
through 2006. First, we tested whether career success alone
relates to mortality risk. Second, we tested whether
intelligence and childhood personality (conscientiousness
and motivation) relate individually to mortality risk. Third,
we tested the unique contribution of career success and
personality, by simultaneously including both in the model.
Fourth, we tested the possible moderating effect of
personality on career success by adding interaction terms
to the model. Finally, we included midlife physical health,
mental adjustment, and alcohol use to control for midlife
health status. Age was controlled in all analyses.

Analyses were performed using the SAS® software,
version 9.1. Because the personality scales lack a natural
metric, the beta coefficients were rescaled so that a one-
point change equals the interquartile range of that scale.

This scaling makes the coefficients in the proportional
regression equation estimate the difference in the log hazard
ratio between a person at the 25th and 75th percentiles of
the personality scales, holding the other variables in the
equation constant. For the other variables, the b parameters
refer to the expected change in the hazard function with a
one-point change on the scale, holding the other variables
in the equation constant.

Results

Descriptive and Bivariate Relations

Descriptive statistics are given in Table 1. In addition, the
last column indicates the Pearson r correlations between each
variable and career success. Childhood factors, including
intelligence, childhood conscientiousness, motivation, and
ambition, were related to more successful careers. Specifi-
cally, success was positively correlated with: (1) childhood
conscientiousness, r(691)=0.09, p=0.02; (2) childhood
motivation, as rated by parents and teachers, r(691)=0.12,
p=0.001; (3) ambition, rated retrospectively by parents in
1940, r(348)=0.17, p=0.002; and (4) ambition, rated
retrospectively by the participants in 1960, r(493)=0.15,
p=0.0006. In addition, objective career success was related
to better midlife mental adjustment (r(635)=0.13, p=0.002)
and to an older age at death (r(630)=0.13, p=0.001).

Mortality Risk

We next examined the relation of midlife career success to
mortality risk, with the potential moderating effects of
personality, through a series of Cox proportional regression
survival analyses. In each case, we present the relative
hazards (rh) and 95% confidence intervals (CI).

First, as predicted, career success was related to lower
mortality risk (rh(691)=0.80 [CI=0.71, 0.91]). Men who
were independently rated by Terman as most successful in
1940 were less likely to die at any given age than those
who were rated as least successful. Figure 1 illustrates the
relation between career success and mortality risk by
plotting a cumulative hazard function for each group.

Second, we examined whether intelligence and person-
ality were related to longer life. As previously found with
this sample, childhood conscientiousness was significantly
related to lower mortality risk (rh(691)=0.82 [CI=0.74,
0.91]). Motivation and intelligence were not significant
predictors of mortality risk (rhmotivation=1.01 [CI=0.91,
1.12]; rhiq=1.00 [CI=1.00, 1.01]).

Third, we examined the degree of overlapping variance
predicted by career success and conscientiousness by
simultaneously including the two. This model estimates
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the unique effect of career success on longevity after
controlling for conscientiousness and the unique effect of
conscientiousness after controlling for career success. As
demonstrated in the top section of Table 2, both variables
remained strong, significant predictors of mortality risk
(rhcareer success=0.80 [CI=0.71, 0.90]; rhconscientiousness=0.82
[CI=0.74, 0.91]), indicating that although the two are
related, conscientiousness and career success are indepen-
dently relevant to longevity. Childhood motivation and
intelligence remained non-significant predictors and did not
alter the success–longevity relation.

Fourth, we examined whether personality moderated the
career–longevity link by including interaction terms be-

tween career success and the childhood conscientiousness,
motivation, and IQ variables. As shown in the middle
section of Table 2, the interactions between career success
and both childhood conscientiousness and motivation were
significant predictors of mortality risk (rhconscientiousness=
1.03 [CI=1.00, 1.05]; rhmotivation=1.03, [CI=1.00, 1.05]).
Figure 2 graphically displays the mortality risk for an
individual at the first, second, and third quartiles (on the
personality variables) for each group (most successful,
moderately successful, and least successful). As can be seen
in the first graph, conscientiousness was most important, in
terms of mortality risk, for those in the least successful group.
Although the least successful individuals were at the highest

Table 1 Descriptive r correlations with objective career success

Variable N Mean SD Min Max Correlation (r)
with successa

Year of birth 693 1910 2.92 1904 1915 −0.00
Objective career success 693 2.00 0.64 1 3 –

Childhood characteristics

Intelligence (IQ) 693 149 10.31 135 194 0.10**

Conscientiousness 693 20.63 4.99 4.00 31.00 0.09*

Motivation 693 20.82 5.34 6.00 35.00 0.12**

Parent-rated ambition 350 2.44 0.58 1 3 0.17**

Retrospective ambition 495 3.97 0.79 1 5 0.15***

Midlife characteristics

Self-rated health 638 3.29 0.68 1 4 0.06

Mental adjustment 637 2.59 0.64 1 3 0.13**

Alcohol use 638 2.21 0.89 1 4 0.00

Age at death 632 79.47b 14.30 30.54 100.82 0.13**

Different sample sizes indicate missing data. Age is given in years. Higher scores indicate a larger amount or higher level.

*p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001
a Pearson r correlations with objective career success (measured on a three-point scale)
bMedian age of death, using the Kaplan–Meier estimate

0.00

0.10

0.20

0.30

0.40

0.50

0.60

0.70

0.80

0.90

1.00

50 55 60 65 70 75 80 85 90 95

Age

Most successful 

Moderate success 

Least successful 

Fig. 1 Probability of dying at a
given age by career success
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mortality risk, this risk was moderated by their level of
conscientiousness, with high conscientiousness attenuating
the risk associated with low success. Further analyses
(scatterplots not shown) suggest that those who were both
unconscientious and unsuccessful were especially likely to
die before age 60. Similarly, for individuals with low
childhood motivation, unsuccessful individuals were at a
much greater mortality risk than very and moderately
successful individuals.

It is possible that the relations between career success and
longevity, and the moderating effects of personality, simply

extend from health and adjustment (i.e., the healthy are more
successful and live longer). To examine this possibility, we
examined the relation of midlife physical health, mental
adjustment, and alcohol use on mortality risk, and then
included these with the other significant variables (career
success, conscientiousness, motivation, and the interaction
terms). Individually, self-reported physical health and mental
adjustment were marginally related to decreased mortality
risk (N=637; rhhealth=0.91 [CI=0.80, 1.03]; rhadjustment=0.94
[CI=0.82, 1.08]). Alcohol use was related to increased
mortality risk (rhalcohol=1.23 [CI=1.11, 1.36]). As shown in

Model b Relative hazard p 95% confidence interval

Main effects, simultaneous entry (N=693)

Objective career success −0.23 0.80 0.0004 0.71, 0.90

Conscientiousness −0.20 0.82 0.0002 0.74, 0.91

Objective career success −0.23 0.80 0.0004 0.71, 0.90

Motivation 0.02 1.02 0.72 0.92, 1.13

Objective career success −0.23 0.80 0.0003 0.70, 0.90

Intelligence (IQ) 0.004 1.00 0.28 1.00, 1.01

Interaction effects (N=693)

Objective career success −0.23 0.79 0.0002 0.70, 0.90

Conscientiousness −0.19 0.83 0.0006 0.75, 0.93

Career–conscientiousness interaction 0.03 1.03 0.02 1.00, 1.05

Objective career success −0.24 0.79 0.0002 0.70, 0.90

Motivation 0.04 1.04 0.53 0.93, 1.15

Career–motivation interaction 0.03 1.03 0.04 1.00, 1.05

Objective career success −0.22 0.80 0.0004 0.71, 0.90

Intelligence 0.004 1.00 0.31 1.00, 1.01

Career–IQ interaction 0.005 1.00 0.42 0.99, 1.02

Controlling for midlife health and adjustment (N=637)

Objective career success −0.19 0.83 0.005 0.73, 0.95

Conscientiousness −0.16 0.85 0.007 0.76, 0.96

Career–conscientiousness interaction 0.02 1.02 0.05 1.00, 1.05

Physical health −0.10 0.90 0.13 0.79, 1.03

Mental adjustment −0.03 0.97 0.69 0.83, 1.12

Alcohol use 0.17 1.19 0.0009 1.07, 1.32

Objective career success −0.20 0.82 0.004 0.72, 0.94

Motivation 0.05 1.06 0.36 0.94, 1.18

Career–motivation interaction 0.03 1.03 0.04 1.00, 1.05

Physical health −0.10 0.90 0.13 0.79, 1.03

Mental adjustment −0.04 0.96 0.60 0.84, 1.11

Alcohol use 0.21 1.24 <0.0001 1.12, 1.37

Table 2 Cox proportional
hazard analyses, including
interaction effects

All analyses control for age.
Conscientiousness and motiva-
tion estimates are interquartile
relative hazards
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the bottom section of Table 2, career success, conscientious-
ness, and the interactions remained significant after control-
ling for these health-related factors.

Prior studies with the Terman sample found that unstable
marital history, alcohol use, smoking, and poor mental
health predicted increased mortality risk [35, 51, 52]. In a
supplemental analysis, we examined these variables as
potential mediators that might explain the main effects and
interactions. Confirming results from our prior studies, now
predicting mortality risk through 2006, experiencing di-
vorce, alcohol use, or being a smoker predicted increased
mortality risk (rh(620)divorce=1.30, [CI=1.07, 1.58]; rh(638)al-
cohol=1.24 [CI=1.12, 1.37]; rh(356)smoking=1.31 [CI=1.11, 1.55]).
Higher conscientiousness or more success was related to
more stable marriages and less smoking and drinking.
Including these predictors in the model with conscientious-
ness, career success, and the interactions slightly reduced the
effect of career success on mortality, but did not alter the
effects of conscientiousness or the interactions.

Discussion

The present study used a rich, longitudinal, archival dataset
to explore the associations among childhood personality,
adult career success, and longevity across the lifespan.
Whereas prior research has linked career success with better
psychosocial and short-term health outcomes, previous
studies have not examined very long-term health sequelae
of career success. Furthermore, studies focusing on socio-
economic status have typically ignored the broader range of
psychosocial factors. Our findings indicate that career
success is indeed relevant to longer life across six decades,
but this appears moderated by childhood variables likely
relevant to executive functioning.

As previously found in this sample [42], this study
confirmed that childhood conscientiousness was related to
longevity. Although conscientiousness and career success
were also related (i.e., individuals rated higher on consci-
entiousness are more likely to go on to successful careers
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than individuals rated lower on conscientiousness), the two
factors independently predicted mortality risk. Thus, it is
not simply the case that some men are more dependable and
in control of their impulses and therefore go on to more
successful careers and longer lives. Rather, more complex
processes are leading to higher or lower mortality risk,
likely involving psychosocial factors across the lifespan.

We uncovered some indication of the complex ways in
which the individual characteristics of conscientiousness
and motivation are important in the success–longevity link.
For successful individuals, conscientiousness made little
difference—both career success and conscientiousness were
related to decreased mortality risk. For unsuccessful individ-
uals, however, conscientiousness attenuated the negative
effects of low success. Similarly, for unsuccessful individuals,
motivation played a moderating role; low success combined
with low motivation was associated with the greatest risk,
whereas low success coupled with higher motivation was less
hazardous. These latter individuals may have been motivated
in areas that were not captured in the ratings of success, and
this motivation may have produced success in other areas of
life. Indeed, career success does play an important role in
long-term outcomes, but the larger psychosocial context of the
individual’s life needs to be considered [7, 21, 23, 53, 54].

We examined several potential mechanisms for explaining
the observed linkages, including midlife health and mental
adjustment, but failed to uncover definitive answers. Neverthe-
less, stress regulation may play an important role [55]; the
methods used for collecting the data used here may have been
unable to identify this mechanism. Future research should ex-
amine potential mechanisms linking these processes, focusing
more explicitly on physiological and cognitive processes.

Limitations and Future Directions

The criteria used to determine objective success may be open
to refinement, but the ratings created by Terman and his
colleagues in 1940 were advanced for the time, reflecting
modern notions of objective success [3, 22]. Our use of these
ratings precludes retrospective biases. Also, the focus in the
present study was on objective success; although subjective
success may be relevant, it is intrinsically interesting to
examine the effects of objective success itself [56].

Childhood conscientiousness is relevant to executive
control processes [15], but is not a direct measure. Aspects
of conscientiousness overlap with the markers of executive
functioning, including aspects of impulse control, planful-
ness, drive, and ambition [10–12, 20]. When using archival
data, the exact questions of interest are rarely directly
testable, as is the case here; however, such data are
invaluable in highlighting lifelong processes. Further,
previous findings uncovered in this sample concerning
personality and longevity have proven replicable in a

nationally representative sample [57] and in research in
other cohorts [1]. This demonstrates that, when carefully
refined and thoughtfully constructed, archival measures can
be reliable, valid, and yield replicable results.

With a longitudinal study of a single cohort, care should be
taken in generalizing to different times and places. Our study
only included male participants; at the time that the success
ratings were done, many women were not in the workforce or
had minimal opportunities, regardless of ability. Further, the
sample is highly intelligent, and most were Anglo-American
and came from an upper middle class background. While this
homogeneity does limit the generalizability of the results,
there are also some important benefits. Comparisons can be
made within the sample without being confounded by other
variables such as access to and understanding of basic health
care and other needs. Prior studies with this sample have
found an important set of psychosocial characteristics, path-
ways, and outcomes (e.g., [35, 50, 58]). The sample is not
representative of the general US population, but the findings
do support other shorter-term studies linking career success
to beneficial outcomes. Future research should examine other
populations including women, more long-term outcomes
associated with success, and the moderating and mediating
factors linking occupation and health.

In sum, in this archival prospective cohort study of
intelligent men, conscientiousness and objective career
success predicted mortality risk across subsequent decades,
but not in a straightforward manner. The link between
success and mortality risk depended in part on early
childhood personality traits, assessed decades prior, and
suggests that aspects of executive functioning early in life
may be quite important moderators of the relationships
between life experiences and health outcomes in later life.
Precise prediction will require a more nuanced understanding
of the correlates and consequences of specific life pathways;
these findings offer intriguing suggestions for further study.

Acknowledgments This project was funded by National Institute of
Aging grants AG08825 (H. S. Friedman, PI) and AG027001 (C. A.
Reynolds, PI). The data are derived from the Terman Life Cycle Study,
begun by Lewis M. Terman. This paper is one of a series developed
from a large-scale, multiyear, multidisciplinary project on lifespan
predictors of health and longevity. Reviews or meta-analyses using these
findings should consult our related papers, dating from 1993.

Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the
Creative Commons Attribution Noncommercial License which per-
mits any noncommercial use, distribution, and reproduction in any
medium, provided the original author(s) and source are credited.

References

1. Kern ML, Friedman HS. Do conscientious individuals live longer?
A quantitative review. Health Psychol. 2008; 27: 505–512.

ann. behav. med. (2009) 37:154–163 161



2. Viswesvaren C, Schmidt FL, Ones DS. Is there a general factor in
ratings of job performance? A meta-analytic framework for
disentangling substantive and error influences. J Appl Psychol.
2005; 90: 108–131.

3. Day R, Allen TD. The relationship between career motivation and
self-efficacy with protégé career success. J Vocat Behav. 2004; 64:
72–91.

4. Eby L, Butts M, Lockwood A. Predictors of success in the era of
the boundaryless career. J Organ Behav. 2003; 24: 689–708.

5. Greenhaus JH, Parasuraman S, Wormley WM. Effects of race on
organizational experiences, job performance evaluations, and
career outcomes. Acad Manage J. 1990; 33: 64–86.

6. Jex SM, Adams GA, Elacqua TC, Bachrach DG. Type A as a
moderator of stressors and job complexity: A comparison of
achievement strivings and impatience-irritability. J Soc Psychol.
2002; 32: 977–996.

7. Parasuraman S, Purohit YS, Godshalk VM. Work and family
variables, entrepreneurial career success, and psychological well-
being. J Vocat Behav. 1996; 48: 275–300.

8. Toppinen-Tanner S, Kalimo R, Mutanen P. The process of burnout
in white-collar and blue-collar jobs: Eight-year prospective study
of exhaustion. J Organ Behav. 2002; 23: 555–570.

9. Wickrama K, Conger RD, Lorenz FO, Matthews L. Role identity,
role satisfaction, and perceived physical health. Soc Psychol Q.
1995; 58: 270–283.

10. Baker SF, Ireland JL. The link between dyslexic traits, executive
functioning, impulsivity, and social self-esteem among an offender
and non-offender sample. Int J Law Psychiatry. 2007; 30: 492–503.

11. Mattson SN, Goodman AM, Caine C, Delis DC, Riley MP.
Executive functioning in children with heavy prenatal alcohol
exposure. Alcohol Clin Exp Res. 1999; 23: 1808–1815.

12. Welsh MC, Pennington BF, Groisser DB. A normative-
developmental study of executive function: Awindow on prefrontal
function in children. Dev Neuropsychol. 1991; 7: 131–149.

13. Costa PT, McCrae RR. The Revised NEO Personality Inventory
Professional Manual. Odessa, FL: Psychological Assessment
Resources; 1992.

14. Evans DE, Rothbart MK. Developing a model for adult
temperament. J Res Pers. 2007; 41: 868–888.

15. Rothbart MK. Temperament, development, and personality. Curr
Dir Psychol Sci. 2007; 17: 207–212.

16. Rothbart MK, Ahadi SA, Evans DE. Temperament and personal-
ity: Origins and outcomes. J Pers Soc Psychol. 2000; 78: 122–
135.

17. Rueda MR, Posner MI, Rothbart MK. The development of
executive attention: Contributions to the emergence of self-
regulation. Dev Neuropsychol. 2005; 28: 573–594.

18. Williams PG, Thayer JF. Executive function and health: Introduc-
tion to the special series. Ann Behav Med. 2009.

19. Ardila A, Pineda D, Rosselli M. Correlation between intelligence
test scores and executive function measures. Arch Clin Neuro-
psychol. 2000; 15: 31–36.

20. Taylor SF, Welsh RC, Wager TD, Phan KL, Fitzgerald KD,
Gehring WJ. A functional neuroimaging study of motivation and
executive function. NeuroImage. 2003; 21: 1045–1054.

21. Gelissen J, de Graaf PM. Personality, social background, and
occupational career success. Soc Sci Res. 2006; 35: 702–726.

22. Ng TWH, Eby LT, Sorensen KL, Feldman DC. Predictors of
objective and subjective career success: A meta-analysis. Person-
nel Dev. 2005; 58: 367–408.

23. Turban DB, Doughtery TW. Role of protégé personality in receipt
of mentoring and career success. Acad Manage J. 1994; 37: 688–
702.

24. Schmidt FL, Hunter JE. Development of a causal model of
processes determining job performance. Curr Dir Psychol Sci.
1992; 1: 89–92.

25. Aronsson G, Klas G, Dallner M. Work environment and health in
different types of temporary jobs. Eur J Work Organ Psychol.
2002; 11: 151–175.

26. Barrick MR, Mount MK. The Big Five personality dimensions and
job performance: A meta analysis. Pers Psychol. 1991; 44: 1–26.

27. Farmer HS. Model of career and achievement motivation for
women and men. J Couns Psychol. 1985; 32: 363–390.

28. Judge TA, Erez A, Bono JE. The power of being positive: The
relation between positive self-concept and job performance. Hum
Perform. 1998; 11: 167–187.

29. London M. Toward a theory of career motivation. Acad Manage
Rev. 1983; 8: 620–630.

30. Ozer DJ, Benet-Martinez V. Personality and the prediction of
consequential outcomes. Ann Rev Psychol. 2006; 57: 401–421.

31. Ree MJ, Earles JA. Intelligence is the best predictor of job
performance. Curr Dir Psychol Sci. 1992; 1: 86–89.

32. Roberts BW, Kuncel NR, Shiner R, Caspi A, Goldberg LR. The
power of personality: The comparative validity of personality
traits, socioeconomic status, and cognitive ability for predicting
important life outcomes. Perspect Psychol Sci. 2007; 2: 313–345.

33. Hampson SE, Goldberg LR, Vogt TM, Dubanoski JP. Mecha-
nisms by which childhood personality traits influence adult health
status: Educational attainment and healthy behaviors. Health
Psychol. 2007; 26: 121–125.

34. Bogg T, Roberts BW. Conscientiousness and health-related
behaviors: A meta-analysis of the leading behavioral contributors
to mortality. Psychol Bull. 2004; 130: 887–919.

35. Friedman HS, Tucker JS, Schwartz JE, et al. Childhood
conscientiousness and longevity: Health behaviors and cause of
death. J Pers Social Psychol. 1995; 68: 696–703.

36. Friedman HS. Personality, disease, and self-healing. In: Friedman
HS, Silver RC, eds. Foundations of Health Psychology. New
York: Oxford University Press; 2007: 172–199.

37. Adler NE, Snibbe AC. The role of psychosocial processes in
explaining the gradient between socioeconomic status and health.
Curr Dir Psychol Sci. 2003; 12: 119–123.

38. Terman LM, Baldwin BT, DeVoss JC, et al. Genetic Studies of
Genius: Vol. 1. Mental and Physical Traits of a Thousand Gifted
Children. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press; 1925.

39. Terman LM. The vocational successes of intellectually gifted
individuals. Occupations. 1942; 20: 493–498.

40. Sears RR. Sources of life satisfaction in the Terman gifted men.
Am Psychol. 1977; 32: 119–128.

41. Pavalko EK, Elder GH, Clipp EC. Worklives and longevity:
Insights from a life course perspective. J Health Soc Behav. 1993;
34: 363–380.

42. Friedman HS, Tucker JS, Tomlinson-Keasey C, Schwartz JE,
Wingard DL, Criqui MH. Does childhood personality predict
longevity? J Pers Soc Psychol. 1993; 65: 176–185.

43. Martin LR, Friedman HS, Schwartz JE. Personality and mortality
risk across the lifespan: The importance of conscientiousness as a
biopsychosocial attribute. Health Psychol. 2007; 26: 428–436.

44. Smith TW, Spiro A. Personality, health, and aging: Prolegomenon
for the next generation. J Res Pers. 2002; 36: 363–394.

45. Elder GH, Pavalko EK, Clipp EC. Working with Archival Data:
Studying Lives. Quantitative Applications in the Social Sciences.
Newbury Park, CA: Sage; 1993.

46. Funder DC, Parke RD, Tomlinson-Keasey C, Widaman K, eds.
Studying Lives Through Time: Personality and Development.
Washington, DC: American Psychological Association; 1993.

47. Martin LR, Friedman HS. Comparing personality scales across
time: An illustrative study of validity and consistency in life-span
archival data. J Pers. 2000; 68: 85–110.

48. Friedman HS. Long-term relations of personality and health:
Dynamisms, mechanisms, and tropisms. J Pers. 2000; 68: 1089–
1107.

162 ann. behav. med. (2009) 37:154–163



49. Oden MH. The fulfillment of promise: 40-year follow-up of the
Terman gifted group. Genet Psychol Monogr. 1968; 77: 3–93.

50. Schwartz JE, Friedman HS, Tucker JS, Tomlinson-Keasey C,
Wingard DL, Criqui MH. Sociodemographic and psychosocial
factors in childhood as predictors of adult mortality. Am J Public
Health. 1995; 85: 1237–1245.

51. Martin LR, Friedman HS, Tucker JS, et al. An archival
prospective study of mental health and longevity. Health Psychol.
1995; 14: 381–387.

52. Tucker JS, Friedman HS, Wingard DL, Schwartz JE. Marital
history at mid-life as a predictor of longevity: Alternative
explanations to the protective effect of marriage. Health Psychol.
1996; 15: 94–101.

53. Gardner J, Oswald A. How is mortality affected by money,
marriage, and stress? J Health Econ. 2004; 23: 1181–1207.

54. Gattiker UE, Larwood L. Subjective career success: A study
of managers and support personnel. J Bus Psychol. 1986; 1: 78–
94.

55. Williams PG, Suchy Y, Rau HK. Individual differences in
executive functioning: Implications for stress regulation. Ann
Behav Med. 2009.

56. Nicholson N, de Waal-Andrews W. Playing to win: Biological
imperatives, self-regulation, and trade-offs in the game of career
success. J Organ Behav. 2005; 26: 137–154.

57. Goodwin RG, Friedman HS. Health status and the five factor
personality traits in a nationally representative sample. J Health
Psychol. 2006; 11: 643–654.

58. Tucker JS, Friedman HS, Schwartz JE, et al. Parental divorce:
Effects on individual behavior and longevity. J Pers Soc Psychol.
1997; 73: 381–391.

ann. behav. med. (2009) 37:154–163 163


	Conscientiousness, Career Success, and Longevity: A Lifespan Analysis
	Abstract
	Abstract
	Abstract
	Abstract
	Abstract
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Career Success
	Personality, Executive Functioning, and Success Outcomes
	The Terman Sample
	The Present Study

	Methods
	Participants
	Measures
	Objective Career Success
	Intelligence
	Childhood Personality
	Physical Health and Adjustment
	Mortality

	Data Analysis

	Results
	Descriptive and Bivariate Relations
	Mortality Risk

	Discussion
	Limitations and Future Directions

	References



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (ISO Coated v2 300% \050ECI\051)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Perceptual
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org?)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
  /Description <<
    /ENU <>
    /DEU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [5952.756 8418.897]
>> setpagedevice




