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Abstract We examine whether the experience of personal growth at work changes
over the course of one’s career. Interviews with 29 childcare providers revealed
that personal growth was felt after mastering challenges. The nature and content of
these challenges seemed to vary according to career phase. Early-career individuals
considered their daily work challenging. Professionals in the middle of their careers
focused more on social conflicts and their resolutions, while professionals at the
end of their careers were more likely to see unique, non-routine tasks as challenges.
This study suggests that personal growth cannot be fully understood independently
of career phase. Implications are discussed.
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Persönliches Wachstum in unterschiedlichen Karrierephasen: Eine
explorative Studie

Zusammenfassung Verändert sich das Erleben von persönlichem Wachstum bei
der Arbeit im Laufe der Karriere? Interviews mit 29 Erziehern/innen zeigten, dass
persönliches Wachstum nach der Bewältigung von Herausforderungen erlebt wurde.
Art und Inhalt dieser Herausforderungen schienen aber je nach Karrierephase zu
variieren. Personen am Anfang ihrer Karriere fanden ihre tägliche Arbeit heraus-
fordernd. In der Karrieremitte wurde oft von sozialen Konflikten und deren Lösung
berichtet, während am Karriereende eher besondere, nicht routinemäßige Aufgaben
als Herausforderungen galten. Dies zeigt, dass man persönliches Wachstum nicht
unabhängig vom Karrierestadium verstehen kann. Implikationen werden diskutiert.

Schlüsselwörter Persönliches Wachstum · Karriere · Herausforderung

1 Introduction

Work is a double-edged sword: It can be a source of hardship and stress, but also
a source of growth and well-being. Numerous studies have shown that personal
growth at work is an important issue for workers in that it is related to increased
health and well-being (e.g., Shirom et al. 2008), job performance (e.g., Carmeli
et al. 2009), and innovation (e.g., Carmeli and Spreitzer 2009). Thus, it is not only
important for organizations to promote their employees’ personal growth, but also
for employees to seek and create opportunities for development at work.

Although there are already several conceptualizations of personal growth at work,
such as thriving (e.g., Spreitzer et al. 2012, 2005) or flourishing at work (e.g., Dutton
et al. 2011), no studies focus on possible changes in how employees construe and
experience personal growth across the career span. This comes as a surprise given
demographic changes, that is, the aging of society in Germany and many other
countries (Hertel and Zacher 2015). Many of today’s employees will retire a few
years later than was previously common. Therefore, the question of how to develop
one’s potential at work into the late stages of one’s career is of strong relevance.
At the same time, there is increasing competition among organizations to attract
younger employees (McDonnell 2011); hence, it is just as relevant to understand
how people can develop and grow at work at the beginning or middle of their
careers. Consequently, this research aims to explore personal growth from a career
perspective. We ask whether and how workers differ in their experience of personal
growth at work over the course of their professional careers. Over the course of
a professional career, workers face different developmental tasks, social expectations,
and changing priorities in terms of work and private roles (Super 1980); hence, it is
likely that workers experience growth resulting from various events and actions over
the course of their careers. To address this question, we conducted grounded theory-
based interviews (Glaser and Strauss 1967) with childcare providers. Overall, this
exploratory study aims to take a first step towards integrating career and personal
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growth research. It further strives to develop recommendations for practitioners on
how to support employees’ personal growth at different career stages.

2 Theoretical Considerations

2.1 Personal growth (at work)

What is personal growth? The idea of personal growth has its roots in the concept of
hedonic-eudaimonic well-being, introduced by Aristotle in the 4th century B. C. E.
(Aristotle 2001). Hedonic well-being refers to pleasant experiences and positive
affect in the here and now, while eudaimonic well-being involves a focus on devel-
opment, meaning, and fulfilment, both in the present and in the future (Huta 2015).
Conceptualizations of personal growth often emphasize the eudaimonic aspect of
well-being. For example, Ryff (1995) developed a conceptualization of well-being
that includes personal growth, with the idea in mind that, for Aristotle, eudaimonia
was the highest of all goods achievable by human action (Ryff and Singer 2008).
She describes personal growth without mentioning hedonic terms like enjoyment,
pleasure, painlessness, satisfaction, or comfort. Instead, she emphasizes that the ex-
perience of personal growth involves feelings of continuous development, a sense of
the self as expanding and of having realized one’s potential, new experiences, and
heightened self-knowledge (Ryff 1995).

The two most prominent conceptualizations of personal growth in the work con-
text, thriving and flourishing, include both eudaimonic and hedonic components.
Thriving (Spreitzer et al. 2005) refers to a psychological state of learning and vi-
tality. Learning refers to the sense that one is acquiring new skills and knowledge
(Elliott and Dweck 1988), while vitality or vigor refers to the subjective experience
of liveliness and energy (Peterson and Seligman 2004; Ryan and Frederick 1997;
Shirom 2003). Thus, thriving involves both a cognitive-eudaimonic and an affec-
tive-hedonic dimension and predicts both performance and well-being at work (see
Spreitzer et al. 2005; for a short overview). It has been shown that the experience
of thriving depends on work characteristics (Prem et al. 2017) and individuals’ per-
sonal and social resources (e.g., Niessen et al. 2017, 2012; Paterson et al. 2014; for
a meta-analytic overview, see Kleine et al. 2019). Flourishing is a broader construct
than thriving and refers to a high level of mental health, which includes both emo-
tional-hedonic well-being (e.g., feeling satisfied and interested in life) and positive
functioning (e.g., feeling accepted and liked by others, feeling that one is making
important contributions to society; Diener et al. 2009; Keyes 2002). In the work
context, flourishing involves a sense of motivation, engagement, and learning for
both individuals and collectives within organizations (Dutton et al. 2011).

Other conceptualizations of personal growth at work relate only to the eudaimonic
aspect of well-being, thus emphasizing that growth can happen even when work is
not full of fun and joy. For example, individuals with a high growth need strength
want to learn and develop and focus strongly on opportunities and internal rewards
at work (Hackman and Oldham 1976, 1980). Moreover, resilience at work is defined
as a positive developmental progression after experiences of adversity at work (Caza
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and Milton 2012). It refers to the ability to cope with stressors and threatening cir-
cumstances and to use them as an impetus for further development and professional
growth (Caza and Milton 2012; Lamb and Cogan 2016). Similarly, posttraumatic
growth has been considered a form of personal growth that can be the consequence
of coping with traumatic experiences and crises (Tedeschi and Calhoun 2004). In
the work context, posttraumatic growth has been studied in occupations that involve
dealing with crisis situations on a daily basis (e.g., fire and rescue service; Paton
2014).

In our study, we ask interviewees how they experience and construe personal
growth. That is, we do not employ a specific conceptualization of growth, but focus
on the participants’ individual understandings of growth. Therefore, it was up to
the interviewees whether they wished to emphasize the hedonic and/or eudaimonic
aspect of personal growth.

2.2 A career perspective

Today’s work environment has been characterized as volatile, uncertain, complex,
and ambivalent (VUCA; Bennett and Lemoine 2014). Long-term careers in orga-
nizations are not as common as they used to be (Cappelli 1999); many individuals
change jobs at least once in their lifetime—as a personal choice or due to orga-
nizational changes. This has led to the development of new approaches in career
research (for an overview, see Nagy et al. 2019). For example, the term protean ca-
reer foregrounds the agency of the individual, who makes career decisions based on
personal values and defines career success in subjective terms (Hall 2004). However,
even in dynamic work environments, (developmental) tasks and demands still vary
for employees depending on their work experience and age. Therefore, in order to
explore how workers experience personal growth in different phases of their careers,
we referred to Super’s traditional career stage model (Super 1957, 1980), still one
of the most influential theories in career research (Nagy et al. 2019).

According to Super (1980, p. 282), a career is the “combination and sequence of
roles played by a person during the course of a lifetime.” He identifies four stages
over a professional career: exploration, establishment, maintenance, and decline (Su-
per 1957, 1980). Employees in the exploration stage are typically in contact with
the work context for the first time. They will try out different roles and activities to
find out what is important to them in their professional lives and generate interests
and skills. In the establishment stage, employees want to pursue a successful career
within their organization. The maintenance stage describes employees who are pro-
ductive at work but simultaneously dealing with developmental tasks in their private
lives. In the decline stage, employees also devote time and effort to planning their
lives after leaving work.

Although this traditional conceptualization of a career as a defined sequence
might not correspond to some of today’s dynamic and flexible careers (Nagy et al.
2019), we have opted for this career model because we want to focus on develop-
ments and tasks over the career span and not on individual career design. Thus, we
consider Super’s stages a heuristic to help interviewees describe the current phase
and developments in their careers. That being said, we wish to note that our research
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proceeds from the assumption that personal growth is both possible and desirable at
all stages of professional careers. The term “decline” (Super 1980) masks the fact
that development and growth are also possible in later stages of professional careers
(Taneva et al. 2016).

3 Method

3.1 Design and participants

To explore personal growth from a career perspective, we used the grounded the-
ory approach (Glaser and Strauss 1967), a qualitative methodology for phenomena
that are not yet well researched. A core principle of this approach is that data col-
lection and analysis are closely interrelated and inform one another. That is, after
each interview, we analyzed the data and discussed whether to adjust the interview
questions (Corbin and Strauss 2015; Glaser and Strauss 1967). A further principle
of this methodology is to stop data collection and analysis when no new concepts
or information can be extracted from the data. We reached this so-called theoretical
saturation after 29 interviews.

Thus, our final sample consisted of 29 childcare providers (89.7% female;
M= 38.72 years old, SD= 11.97 years, range 21–62 years old) from different institu-
tions in Germany (e.g., pre-kindergarten, nursery schools). Their average amount of
job experience was 14.09 years (SD= 12.96 years, range 0.10–45 years), and their
average organizational tenure was 6.16 years (SD= 6.82 years, range 0.10–22 years).
On average, they worked 35.12h per week (SD= 5.28h, range 20–40h). Approxi-
mately half of participants (48.3%) had children of their own.

We selected this professional group for three reasons:

1. Childcare providers have a broad social network and many social interactions
on a daily basis (e.g., with children, parents, colleagues, and supervisors)—that
is, they are embedded in a rich social context, which facilitates personal growth
(Spreitzer et al. 2005).

2. Childcare providers support small children in their development and therefore of-
ten deal with the topics of development and growth in general.

3. Finally, we focused on a single professional group because we wanted to analyze
differences over the career span and not differences across professions.

3.2 Materials, procedure, and analysis

Semi-structured interviews were conducted between March and September 2017
(Mey and Mruck 2010). In these interviews, the respondents were asked to describe
how they construe and perceive personal growth at work. In particular, they were
asked to describe specific work experiences or events after which they experienced
a sense of personal growth or, in contrast, stagnation. Sentence completion tasks
were also employed. To assign the interviewees to the different career phases (Super
1980), we presented a brief description of each career stage in the form of several
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statements (e.g., “My professional future is full of opportunities and I have the feeling
that I can develop in many directions” for the exploration phase; “I am pursuing my
professional career and want to be successful in it” for the establishment phase;
“I have to be able to manage work and private life in such a way that I do justice to
both areas” for the maintenance phase; “Sometimes I think more about my future life
outside work (e.g., my retirement), even if it still takes a while” for the decline phase).
Seven respondents assigned themselves to Career Stage 1 (24.1%, exploration),
seven to Career Stage 2 (24.1%, establishment), nine to Career Stage 3 (31.0%,
maintenance), and six to Career Stage 4 (20.8%, decline).

The interviews were transcribed verbatim and coded with the help of the
MAXQDA 12 software. In line with the core principles of grounded theory (Glaser
and Strauss 1967), the second author coded all themes from the first interview and
used them as the basis for coding the next interview. In a stepwise and emergent
process, the second author formed abstract codes and categories by grouping similar
topics together. After the second author had completed this primary coding process,
interrater agreement was determined. That is, an independent coder also coded
10% of the material (i.e., 199 interview passages out of a total of 1990 passages).
Agreement between raters was 94%. Cohen’s κ was 0.92, suggesting high agreement
(Bakeman and Gottman 1986).

4 Results

The interviewed childcare providers offered a wide range of ideas and definitions
of personal growth at work. Based on their notions, we suggest defining personal
growth at work as a continuous process or discrete event that involves the experience
of positive affect (i.e., a hedonic aspect) as well as personal, cognitive, and social
development (i.e., a eudaimonic aspect). People grow in response to challenging
events as well as due to their active search for or initiation of challenging demands.

Some differences and accentuations in the interviewees’ responses emerged de-
pending on career stage (also see Fig. 1 for a summary and overview). Overall, the
interviewees differed depending on career stage in conceptualizing growth as con-
tinuous or discontinuous, in how they defined a challenge at work, and in focusing
on developments at either the personal, cognitive, or social level.

4.1 Continuous growth and discrete (challenging) events

Some of the interviewees described their experience of personal growth at work as
a continuous process, meaning that they felt they grew regularly and constantly while
interacting with their environment. In contrast, some childcare providers experienced
personal growth as a result of discrete events. For example, some childcare providers
reported that after a period without growth, they started experiencing personal growth
again due to a challenging event. This sense of growth then lasted for a while, until
they once again entered a period of non-growth:
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Fig. 1 Childcare providers’ experience of personal growth: Similarities and differences depending on the
career stage

At some point, it [personal growth] ends up in the fullness that you may have
experienced in the past. Now they are phases that are more isolated. (Female
childcare provider, 58 years old, 39 years of job experience, Career Stage 4)

It became apparent that childcare providers in the first two career stages expe-
rienced personal growth as continuous, because they viewed their daily work as
full of challenges. That is, many daily tasks were still new and unknown for them,
resulting in a feeling of constantly mastering challenging demands at work:

I am growing in every little situation at work. Because of the nature of the
work—everything is new—you have to reflect very often and deal intensively
with many different topics... It’s a perpetual process that does not stop; you
cannot say “I have reached point X”. (Female childcare provider, 22 years old,
0.4 years of job experience, Career Stage 1)
There is no such thing as a finished, all-knowing person, so it goes on and
on. It’s a constant learning process. (Female childcare provider, 29 years old,
10 years of job experience, Career Stage 2)

In contrast, their colleagues in the last two career stages tended to describe
personal growth based on discrete events.

So, I think there are times when you grow and there are times when you don’t.
If you are a beginner, it is very intense. But now it depends on what you are
confronted with ... you maybe have to deal with a difficult topic ... and then
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there are other days that flow quite calmly along. (Female childcare provider,
53 years old, 35 years of job experience, Career Stage 4)
As a beginner, I had the impression that I was growing exponentially ... which
has now become less so ... now there are only selected moments in which you
grow ... I also note that it may be more valuable to actively and selectively pick
out topics that you personally work on. (Male childcare provider, 37 years old,
12 years of job experience, Career Stage 3)

In Career Stages 2 and 3, the description of challenging demands that stimulate
personal growth became more specific. Interviewees often reported conflict-laden
social interactions and their resolutions as challenging. That is, they spoke of crit-
ical discussions with parents, disputes with colleagues and supervisors, or leading
difficult trainees.

I am the tutor of my trainee, so I have to deal with what is not going so well.
It’s not easy for me. It’s a conflict with this person you want to solve. (Female
childcare provider, 29 years old, 10 years of job experience, Career Stage 2)
And then finally I told her [supervisor] that I did not like that. I had to struggle
very hard to address that. I am not a person who likes to argue, but I had to
address that to move forward. (Female childcare provider, 37 years old, 18 years
of job experience, Career Stage 3)

Finally, in the last career stage, interviewees reported that challenging demands
occurred outside of their daily job tasks. For example, they might take the form of
a public speech on an educational topic or participating in a pedagogical committee.
Interestingly, these challenges were often self-initiated and not imposed by others.
That is, in the later stages of their careers, childcare providers seemed to be more
proactive in finding new challenges.

And I stood up there and saw all the people and thought: “I just can’t do this!”
... and then I started to talk. At some point, I realized that everyone was listening
carefully ... I also ran for the works council and was elected, that’s another
aspect, where you deal again with new topics, that’s nice, and you don’t get
rusty. (Female childcare provider, 53 years old, 35 years of job experience,
Career Stage 4)

4.2 Dimensions of development

While respondents in Career Stage 1 emphasized the realm of personal and cognitive
development (i.e., development of attitudes, values, skills, and abilities they can also
use in other life domains), interviewees in Career Stages 2 and 3 addressed topics
in the social sphere (i.e., development through differentiation from others; social
conflicts viewed as learning opportunities). In the final career stage, interviewees
described growth following selected, discrete events and emphasized that the domain
of private life gains importance in terms of opportunities for growth:
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Personal growth means that someone evolves in work that strengthens the per-
sonality. (Female childcare provider, 36 years old, 12 years of job experience,
Career Stage 1)
I have to develop clear points of view and patience, because the children always
test how far they can go. I can really use everything I learn here in my life.
(Female childcare provider, 30 years old, 0.1 years of job experience, Career
Stage 1)
I think that’s one of the sticking points, team development and conflict man-
agement ... They are tackled quite differently in one’s younger years than now
with some work experience. (Female childcare provider, 26 years old, 5.5 years
of job experience, Career Stage 2)
At this moment in my life, there is more personal growth in the private sphere.
It is not so much about work-related topics. For example, I have to take care
of my parents at home. Of course, you can always learn something in your job.
But the private life now gains importance. (Female childcare provider, 53 years
old, 35 years of job experience, Career Stage 4)
I am having fun with the kids at work ... in the past, I was under the pressure
of expectations, I felt that I had to perform. Now I enjoy it ... I like to go to
work ... I still have free time where I can also grow. (Female childcare provider,
59 years old, 40 years of job experience, Career Stage 4)

5 Discussion

The aim of our study was to explore personal growth at work from a career perspec-
tive. In grounded theory-based interviews with 29 childcare providers, we found
some similarities in how respondents from different career stages construed per-
sonal growth at work; however, there were also differences depending on career
stage. Childcare providers’ notions of personal growth at work were united by the
fact that they involved both positive affect and an upward developmental trajectory
in response to mastering challenging demands at work. That is, in line with existing
conceptualizations of personal growth (Dutton et al. 2011; Spreitzer et al. 2005),
the interviewees mentioned both hedonic and eudaimonic aspects when reflecting
on personal growth. Growth comprises pleasant feelings—however, challenges must
be mastered before they arise. Thus, it seems that personal growth at work is only
possible when challenges are tackled, that is, when workers leave their comfort zone.

Apart from these similarities, however, there were also three notable differences
in the interviewees’ views of personal growth at work. First, the respondents differed
in how they defined a challenge depending on career stage. For beginners in the ex-
ploration phase of their careers, daily tasks and routines were themselves already
challenging. Professionals in the middle of their careers, in the establishment and
maintenance stages, focused more on social conflicts and their resolutions, while in-
terviewees at the end of their careers were more likely to consider self-selected, non-
routine tasks as challenges. Secondly, the respondents differed in how continuous
they considered growth to be. In the first half of their careers, childcare providers
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experienced personal growth as an ongoing, continuous process, whereas in the sec-
ond half of their careers, childcare providers tended to describe personal growth as
resulting from discrete events. Finally, the respondents also differed in the sphere
of development they considered most important. Beginners in the exploration phase
emphasized their personal and cognitive development (e.g., development of skills,
abilities, and values), while professionals in the middle of their careers pointed to
developments in the social sphere (e.g., social conflicts regarded as learning oppor-
tunities). In the last career stage, respondents described growth following selected
events and noted that the private domain gains weight in terms of opportunities for
growth.

In summary, this research contributes to the literature on personal growth by in-
tegrating personal growth and career research (Super 1957, 1980). On the one hand,
this new perspective demonstrates a common understanding of personal growth
among professionals in terms of involving hedonic and eudaimonic aspects (Dut-
ton et al. 2011; Spreitzer et al., 2005). On the other hand, this perspective points
out several differences in professionals’ views of personal growth depending on
career stage. Interestingly, some of these differences resonate with existing aging
research and theories (e.g., Baltes 1997; Carstensen 2006; Taneva et al. 2016). In
line with Taneva et al. (2016), our data also show that development and growth
still occurs in the late stages of professional careers. It even seems that older work-
ers are more proactive in seeking out opportunities for growth (sometimes outside
the work domain). In line with socio-emotional selectivity theory (SST, Carstensen
2006; Carstensen et al. 1999), which proposes motivational shifts from knowledge
gain to emotional well-being when (life)time is running out, our interviews show
that childcare providers in the exploration phase of their careers emphasize their de-
velopment in terms of learning new skills and abilities. In contrast, several childcare
providers at the end of their careers reported having more fun with the children,
free of pressure from parents or supervisors. That is, in line with SST, workers at
the end of their careers seem to focus more on emotional well-being and savoring
the present. It further seems that childcare is a work context in which it is possible
to compensate for the age-related loss of certain skills (e.g., speed of action and
information processing) through experience and knowledge (i.e., crystallized cogni-
tive pragmatics; Baltes 1997). That is, childcare providers at the end of their careers
seemed to be experts to whom others turned to for advice (e.g., they gave speeches
on topics of expertise).

5.1 Limitations and future research

Our study is exploratory in nature, that is, it is based on a relatively small sam-
ple—from an occupational group in which significantly more women than men
work. Although we reached theoretical saturation (Glaser and Strauss 1967) after
29 interviews, it would be desirable to corroborate our findings in a larger, longitu-
dinal study and in different work contexts.

It would also be interesting for future research to include modern career research
frameworks (e.g., the idea of protean careers; Hall 2004). Moreover, quantitative
longitudinal research on personal growth should consider that the frequency, in-
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tensity, and continuity of personal growth differs across the lifespan. In addition,
other individual factors (e.g., personality) and contextual factors (e.g., industry)
should be included in future research to gain deeper insight into antecedents of per-
sonal growth across the career- and lifespan. With respect to the topic of mastering
challenges, it could be interesting to examine specific emotions more closely, such
as pride (Williams and DeSteno 2009). Moreover, it could be worthwhile to ask
whether respondents distinguish between personal growth and personality develop-
ment at work. Some researchers have suggested that personal growth is intended
and personality development is unintended and just happens (Bauer and McAdams
2004)—however, in our study, we gained the impression that the interviewees did
not differentiate between these two forms of development.

5.2 Practical recommendations

Although our findings stem from an exploratory study, we have also attempted to
formulate some practical recommendations on how to support employees’ personal
growth at different career stages (see Fig. 2 for an overview). To facilitate personal
growth on a general level, practitioners should help to establish an organizational
climate of learning and development (Elliott and Dweck 1988). That is, they should
encourage the mindset that challenges are something positive to embrace and seek
out. If challenges are considered an opportunity to learn and grow rather than a po-
tential source of failure and stress, workers might leave their comfort zones more
frequently, look upon conflicts more positively, and seek out challenging tasks them-
selves.

Fig. 2 Practical recommendations: Encouraging personal growth at different career stages
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Managers should also differentiate their support depending on employees’ career
stage: They should develop careful onboarding and mentoring schemes for early-
career workers, keeping in mind that daily routines are already challenging for
them. To support workers in the middle of their careers, managers should provide
further training on social development topics (e.g., conflict management, leadership,
and team building). They should also place value on fostering positive workplace
relationships. That is, they should ensure an environment characterized by civility
and collegiality (Leiter et al. 2011). Finally, managers should give as much leeway
and autonomy as possible to professionals in the later stages of their careers so
that they can find and select tasks and challenges that will allow them to grow.
Nevertheless, supervisors can also promote personal growth in later career stages by
providing a stimulating work environment, for example, offering new roles, ideas,
and perspectives on late-career workers’ tasks and responsibilities.

In conclusion, our study has shown that the experience of personal growth dif-
fers both quantitatively and qualitatively across workers’ careers—with important
implications not only for researchers but also for practitioners. We hope that this
first, exploratory study stimulates more research in this field, making it possible to
provide more detailed practical recommendations.
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