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FACETS OF COMPETITIVENESS IN IMPROVING 
THE PROFESSIONAL SKILLS

Maria Piotrowska

Abstract
The goal of the study is to examine age- and gender-differences between employees in regards to 
motivation for training. Four facets of competitiveness and three types of orientation in extrin-
sic motivation are considered. In a Hayes conditional process analysis, the research uses the data 
from a questionnaire survey carried out in Poland in 2016 among higher-educated employees at 
mobile-working age. Our findings show that the competition in self-development is the most 
important facet of competitiveness for under 40-year-olds, while it is competing in terms of 
enjoying the job for employees of age 39-45. Competing in terms of financial compensation was 
shown to be the least important facet in each age group. In general within each age group, the 
participants were shown to be more strongly stimulated to improve their skills by less extrinsic 
forms of motivation. Higher-educated women and men are motivated to improve their profes-
sional skills by the same stimuli up to the end of their 40s, after which less extrinsic motivation 
(self-development and autonomy) become more important for men than women. The findings 
contribute to the literature on competitiveness and motivation, suggesting a number of recom-
mendations in terms of how to organize training for employees of different age groups, contrib-
uting to the overall growth of productivity within an economy. 
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1. INTRODUCTION
Competitiveness can be considered from both the economic and psychological point of view. In 
the Global Competitiveness Reports prepared by the World Economic Forum (2016) in 1979, 
economic competitiveness is defined as “the set of institutions, policies and factors that de-
termine the level of productivity of a country” (WEF webpage, What Is Competitiveness). As 
the World Economic Forum (2016) measures economic competitiveness, it breaks down com-
petitiveness among countries into 12 distinct areas, or pillars, which are grouped into three 
sub-indexes. The first of these, “basic requirements,” includes institutions, infrastructure, mac-
roeconomic environment, health and primary education. The second sub-index, “efficiency en-
hancers,” refers essentially to markets, but also considers higher education and training as well 
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as technological readiness, parameters which measure how well economies are prepared for the 
transition to a more advanced state. The third sub-index, “innovation and sophistication,” con-
sists of two pillars: business sophistication and innovation. The framework of economic com-
petitiveness points at job training as a key pillar which allows middle-income countries to move 
toward knowledge-based economies. The need to improve work-related skills links economic 
and psychological approaches to competitiveness in the workplace. 

Competitiveness can be examined not only in economic terms but also as a personality trait 
which drives people to compete. Individual differences in competitiveness, or the inclination to 
compete, can have critical effects on improving work-related skills in achievement situations. As 
an example, individuals lower in competitiveness, interpreted as a personality trait, decrease the 
value of training, which results in a lower performance in the competitive climate. 

The differences in competitiveness among employees do not come down merely to the essential 
(weaker or stronger) inclination to compete. Variances can result from differences in motivation.  
Ryan & Deci (2000) stress that people vary not only in the level of motivation (i.e. how much), 
but also in the orientation of that motivation (i.e. what type). The orientation of motivation is 
characterized by underlying attitudes and goals that cause or limit the advancement to action (i.e. 
why actions are undertaken). 

Employees can desire different outcomes as they improve their professional skills. In the present 
paper, it is presumed that employees will involve themselves more in job training when higher 
skills would result in one of four outcomes: increased wealth, prestige, self-development, or en-
joyment from the job. Achieving each of these four outcomes requires a different mechanism by 
which improving skills transmits to concrete effects. If the employee wants to increase wealth, 
higher skills are sought with the goal of higher earnings. If professional prestige is desired, the 
job training should lead to a promotion. If the person wants to self-develop, the job training 
should create such possibilities in the current job as well as in the future. If the employee seeks 
a job which would enhance enjoyment, higher skills should provide, e.g. greater autonomy in 
the job. The desire to achieve these four outcomes motivates employees to use improvement in 
work-related skills as a tool in the competition for higher earnings, promotions, possibilities to 
self-develop, or obtaining a high level of autonomy in the workplace. Knowledge of the mecha-
nisms by which improvement in professional skills influences outcomes desired by employees 
allows training developers to choose the suitable motivators of job training. As a consequence, 
more employees are interested in improving their skills and, therefore, the job training is more 
efficient and the overall economy obtains an “efficiency enhancer” which helps to facilitate its 
transition to a knowledge-based economy. 

The motivators of job training can vary for different groups of employees. Therefore, the aim of 
this research is to reveal age and gender differences in the mechanisms by which improvement in 
professional skills influences outcomes desired by employees with different dimensions (facets) 
of competitiveness.  These facets (dimensions) are here defined as competing to be well-off, 
competing to avoid relative professional deprivation, competing to self-develop, and competing 
to enjoy the job. 

People with the first dimension of competitiveness, competing to be well-off, want to feel supe-
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rior to their neighbors in terms of financial compensation. They must feel that are wealthier than 
others in order to feel good about themselves. People with the second facet of competitiveness, 
competing to avoid relative professional deprivation, compete in terms of professional prestige. 
They want to achieve at least the same working conditions as their workmates to avoid relative 
professional deprivation. Townsend (1979) defines relative deprivation as a lack of resources to 
sustain a certain lifestyle, activities and amenities that an individual or group are accustomed to, 
or that are widely encouraged or approved in the society to which they belong. Deprivation is 
relative when it comes to comparisons of social norms. Individuals with the first and the second 
facet of competitiveness feel the need to make social comparisons, as how they rank with others 
is relevant in defining their self- worth. 

The third facet of competitiveness, competing to self-develop, indicates a situation in which the 
main motivators are self-improvement and self-discovery, i.e. superiority is not a driving force. 
The fourth facet, competing to enjoy the job, refers to employees who are motivated by the abil-
ity to do what they like in their professional life. 

Employees with these four facets of competitiveness experience extrinsic motivations. In terms 
of Self-Determination Theory, Deci & Ryan (1985) have distinguished two types of motivation: 
intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Intrinsic motivation refers to doing something because it is 
inherently interesting or enjoyable, and extrinsic motivation refers to doing something because it 
leads to a separable outcome (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 55). In this paper, employees are assumed to 
be stimulated to improve their professional skills by three types of extrinsic motivations: intro-
jection, identification and integration, as defined by Ryan & Deci (2000, pp. 61-62).  

A classic form of introjection is ego involvement (Nichols, 1984; Ryan, 1982), in which a person 
does something in order to enhance or maintain self-esteem and the feeling of worth. Employees 
with the first and second facet of competitiveness, competing to be well-off and competing to 
avoid relative professional deprivation, are motivated to participate in continuing education by 
introjection. They expect that higher work-related skills will contribute to a salary rise and career 
promotion. These typical extrinsic rewards allow them to place themselves in higher positions in 
the rankings of wealth and professional prestige, or to enhance their self-worth.

A more self-determined form of extrinsic motivation is the regulation through identification. 
“Here, the person has identified himself/herself with the personal importance of behavior and 
has thus accepted its regulation as his or her own” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p.62). Employees with 
the third facet of competitiveness, competing to self-develop, are motivated to participate in 
training by identification. They continue learning not because it is interesting and enjoyable 
itself, but because they see it as relevant to their professional development, which they value as a 
life goal. They have identified themselves with the value of this learning activity. 

The most self-determined form of extrinsic motivation is integration. Employees who are moti-
vated by integrated regulation also see improving work-related skills as the instrument through 
which they can extend the opportunities of doing what they like to do. Higher professional skills 
allow them to move on to a position in an organization in which they can enjoy their job. 

There are predictable reasons for movement between the types of motivation over a life span. A 
shift has been suggested from the least autonomous form of extrinsic motivation to intrinsic mo-
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tivation, e.g. Inceoglu et al. (2012) proposed four groups of psychological processes that are likely 
to affect work motivation: 1) changes in personal resources; 2) changes in the perceived utility of 
specific work-related outcomes; 3) moving through different stages of the life cycle and 4) social 
comparisons and social pressures. The orientation of motivation can also vary by gender.

The present research deals with higher-educated employees who have attained at least a bach-
elor’s or master’s degree. Such a choice of participants allows the researchers to avoid a simple 
moderating impact of schooling on the relationship between age and continuing education, as 
adults with higher levels of education are more likely to pursue self-development (Warr & Birdi, 
1998). Moreover, with increased crystallized intelligence, older and higher-educated employees 
need to exert less effort in the area of their expertise to reach the same performance outcome as 
younger novices (Kanfer & Ackerman, 2004). 

This study contributes to the existing research by supporting developmental approaches to moti-
vation by examining the facets of competitiveness with extrinsic orientation. The research clari-
fies the nature of motivational processes which are involved with competition when employees 
improve their professional skills. 

The empirical research in the paper is based on data coming from the questionnaire survey 
carried out in Poland in 2016. Poland is a good case for such a study because of the transition 
process from a central planning economy to a market economy that the Polish society have ex-
perienced. The Social Diagnosis carried out by Czapiński & Panek (2003, 2007-2018) gives an 
insight into the process of system transformation. It is the diagnosis of the conditions and quality 
of life of the Poles as they report it. The reports provide detailed data derived from institutional 
indicators concerning households and the attitudes, mind-sets and behaviors. The data point 
that many opportunities to develop career paths have occurred, especially for younger genera-
tions (see also Turska (2017)), as well as many opportunities to improve material status. People 
have used social comparison to rank with others. Employees expect progress in development of 
their professional skills. Career has become a life goal in terms of either professional prestige and 
wealth or self-development. Those, who have not wanted or have not been able to move on to 
higher positions in the structures of their organizations, have moved to such teams where they 
could do what they like to do. A crucial instrument to reach the life goal, prestige, wealth, self-
development, or enjoyment, is training that allows to place on the suitable posts in organizations. 
According to the Polish Labour Code, employees could expect from employers to provide them 
with training that improved their professional skills in a desired direction. 

This paper is structured as follows. The second section presents the background providing the 
theoretical foundations and empirical evidence included in the literature. The third section de-
scribes the data, method and research objectives. The fourth section covers the results and 
discussion on them as well as the contribution of this paper to the literature. The fifth section 
points at the research limitation and further studies. Finally, the sixth section presents the con-
clusions.  



2. BACKGROUND
This paper is based on three keystones: an approach to competitiveness, as a personality trait 
developed by Griffin-Pierson (1990) and Kayhan (2003), the taxonomy of types of motivation 
proposed by Ryan & Deci (2000) and empirical evidence on age-and gender-related changes in 
adult development which affect work motivation prepared by Inceoglu et al., 2012.

In research presented in the literature, the first facet of competitiveness is usually related to the 
strong desire of winning, dominating or being superior to others, while the second one refers to 
the desire for excellence, obtaining a goal, bringing out the best one can do, mastering the task, 
and developing oneself (Orosz et al., 2018). As an example, Hibbard & Buhrmester (2010) called 
these two types of competitiveness as competing to win (to dominate others) and competing to 
excel (to surpass personal goal). 

In Self-Determination Theory, Deci & Ryan (1985) developed a sub-theory, called Organismic 
Integration Theory, to introduce the different forms of extrinsic motivation. They proposed the 
taxonomy of types of motivation arranged in terms of the extent to which the motivation for 
one’s behavior emanates from oneself (Ryan & Deci, 2000, Figure 1, p.61). The first type of ex-
trinsic motivation is a category, labeled external regulation, that represents the least autonomous 
forms of extrinsic motivation. It is characterized by salience of extrinsic rewards and punish-
ments. The second type of extrinsic motivation is interjected regulation focused on approval 
from self or others. The third form of extrinsic motivation, regulation through identification, is 
a more autonomous, or self-determined. The fourth type of extrinsic motivation, labeled inte-
grated regulation, is the most autonomous form of extrinsic motivation. Integration occurs when 
regulations have been fully assimilated to the self. 

The taxonomy through four extrinsic motivations “is not a developmental continuum, per se” 
(Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 62). A person does not have to progress through each type of motiva-
tion. There is no necessary “sequence”, however, psychological processes are likely to affect 
work motivation and to generate a shift in people’s motives over time: older employees are less 
motivated by extrinsically but more intrinsically-rewarding features (Inceoglu et al., 2012). Age-
related changes in adult development may affect work motivation in three ways (see the summary 
prepared by Inceoglu et al., 2012, pp. 4-5).

Firstly, people experience a decline in fluid intelligence (e.g. working memory, processing of new 
information) with older age (Cavanaugh & Blanchard-Fields, 2006; Lee et al., 2005; Schaie, 2005) 
and an increase in crystallized intelligence (educational or experimental knowledge (Kanfer & 
Ackerman, 2004). Warr & Fay (2001) found that older adults were less likely to engage in educa-
tion initiatives (e.g. participating in continuing education, future self-development intentions). 
Education can, however, moderate the relationship between age and continuing education, as 
adults with higher levels of education are more likely to pursue self-development (Warrr & Birdi, 
1998).

Secondly, over the life span, employees can differently perceive the importance of job feature 
and performance outcomes. If age is associated with less opportunities for external rewards (e.g. 
pay rises) and career progression (e.g. promotion), older employees tend to perceive the extrinsic 
instrumentality (e.g. salary increase, professional advancement) of training activities to be lower 
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(Guerrero & Sire, 2001) and are less likely to see the need to improve work-related skills (Maurer 
et al., 2003, Inceoglu et al., 2012). 

Thirdly, there is a shift in motives because of changes in life-goals and self-concept. More extrin-
sic, competitive patterns of achievement are replaced with age by more intrinsic, task-oriented 
patterns (Maehr & Kleiber, 1981). Kanfer and Ackerman (2000) found mean scores of under 
30-year-olds to be higher on achievement and competitive excellence-oriented scales compared 
to over 30-year-olds. Inceoglu et al. (2012) revealed that extrinsically rewarding job futures such 
as material rewards, career progression and status were less motivating in older age groups.  

Nnambooze & Parumasur (2016) confirmed that generational differences exist in terms of an 
interesting and motivating work environment, a flexible and efficient work environment and, 
opportunities for learning and diversity.

Finally, gender differences may explain the differentiation and the movement in motivation. It 
has been found that achievement (Kanfer & Ackerman, 2000; Warr, 2008), power, the oppor-
tunity to use initiative, a responsible job, and good chance to promotion are important motiva-
tion for men, while women are stimulated by working with pleasant people, meeting people and 
having flexible hours of work (Warr, 2008). Inceoglu et al. (2012) found that the extent to which 
status motives men is stable over age, but not in the case of women.  For women, status became 
slightly less important until the age of 46 to 55 years, after which it was valued more. The litera-
ture survey on gender differences in competitiveness is presented by Böheim et al. (2017).

This study focuses on competitiveness defined as a personality trait or the inclination to com-
pete. Four facets of competitiveness considered in the paper vary in the orientation of motiva-
tion. They are determined by different forms of extrinsic motivation.  

3. SAMPLE, METHOD AND RESEARCH OBJECTIVES
A source of data is a questionnaire survey carried out in Poland in November of 2016. Respond-
ents have attained a tertiary educational level. They were in 25-45-year age; it is in their mobile 
working age (in Poland, students graduate from universities when they are 24). The employees of 
age up to 45 are included in the research to avoid two issues which can influence motivation to 
participating in continuing education. Firstly, the decline in fluid ability of older employees (e.g. 
beyond middle age) can result in less engaging in education initiatives because of learning diffi-
culties and a lower self-confidence (self-efficacy) in learning. It is assumed that the attractiveness 
of job features that require a lot of personal resources is likely to decline considerably not earlier 
then when workers reach middle age (Kanfer & Ackerman, 2004). Secondly, older employees are 
less likely to experience prospects for progression in later career life.  

In November of 2016, interviews were carried out with respondents using CAPI (Computer-assist-
ed personal interviewing) method, on a nationwide, random-quota sample with a conscious choice 
of the respondent. Because of the criteria used for selecting the participants (age range, higher 
education), the appropriate sub-groups are representative for the respective sub-populations (with 
respect to marginal distributions) due to age and gender, as well as a voivodship (Poland is divided 
into 16 administrative units called voivodships) and a place of residence (towns, village). 
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The official Polish system of household records (TERYT) was used to draw the sample. The 
same system is used for representative surveys conducted by the Central Statistical Office (but 
the study was conducted by an independent, reputable research agency). This allows the gener-
alization of the results on considered parts of the population. 

The sample of respondents is divided into three age-groups of employees: 1) the young, 25-31, 
(272 respondents, 2) the younger in middle age, 32-38, (271 respondents); 3) the older in mid-
dle age 39-45, (283 respondents). The percentage of women is increasing across the age groups 
(51%, 57% and 69%, respectively). There is no difference in the place of residence between the 
age groups. The fraction of participants lives in a big city (more than 200 thousand habitants) 
is 33%, 34% and 35%, respectively; in a medium-size town (50-200 thousand habitants) 19%, 
18% and 19%, respectively; and in a small town (up to 50 thousand habitants) 24%, 23. And 
23% respectively. The mean income after tax increases, but slightly, across the age groups (580 
EUR, 613 EUR and 619 EUR, respectively), while the median income remains the same (576 
EUR), what points at a small enhancement of income inequality. The older in the middle age 
(39-45 years), who studied at universities in the 90s, or during the first stage of social-economic 
transition, evaluated the quality of education attained lower than two other groups. In general, 
more or less 40 percent (50 percent) of the participants perceived the quality of teaching at their 
universities (secondary schools) as not high.  The quality of learning is measured by the items: 
Your university (secondary school) has maintained a high level of teaching and obtained a high 
position in a ranking of universities (secondary schools), at a five-point scale; 1= strongly disa-
gree, 5=strongly agree. 

The purpose of this research is to reveal the age and gender differences in the mechanisms by 
which improvement in professional skills influences outcomes desired by employees with differ-
ent dimensions (facets) of competitiveness. The method chosen in the paper allows to achieve 
this goal.

The research is based on the conditional process analysis. Hayes (2013) determines this method 
as a modeling strategy undertaken with the goal of describing the conditional or contingent 
nature of the mechanism(s) by which a variable transmits its effect on another, and testing hy-
potheses about such contingent effects. The method covers two ideas: mediation analysis and 
moderation analysis. Mediation analysis is used to quantify and examine the direct and indirect 
pathways through which an antecedent variable X transmits its effect on a consequent variable Y 
through an intermediary M: X→M→Y is a causal chain of event. 

The variables are constructed on a base of items in the questionnaire survey. The response scale     
consists of a 5-point rating scale with the following response options: 1= strongly disagree; 2= 
slightly disagree; 3=neither agree or disagree; 4=slightly agree; 5= strongly agree. 

The measures of the antecedent variable X and the consequent variables Ys are patterned on the 
items used in the index of person-environment fit (see for example Chuang et al. (2016)) as well 
as on the items which arise from relative deprivation theory (see for example Crosby (1984)).    

The antecedent variable X, Improving professional skills, is measured by the item: The present 
job meets your expectations and needs for improving skills. 
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There are four consequent variables Ys, corresponding to four goals which motivate employees 
to improve their skills. Employees with the facet of competitiveness named competing to be 
well-off, are motivated by a raise in relative wealth.   The Relative wealth, the first consequent 
variable Y, is reflected by relative well-being, or self-comparison between employee’s wealth and 
the wealth of the others who live in the same area (wealth of neighbors) and measured by the 
item: Please, evaluate your material situation in comparison to the others who live in the same 
area on a scale from 1=your material situation is much worse to 5= your material situation is 
much better. 

Employees with the facet of competitiveness, named competing to avoid relative professional 
deprivation, are motivated by professional prestige. Professional prestige, the second consequent 
variable Y, is measured by the item: Your working conditions (e.g. tasks, responsibility, promo-
tion opportunity, earnings and benefits) are like working conditions of your university mates (or 
persons with the same skills in other organizations). It is assumed that a minimum goal of com-
petition between mates is to avoid relative deprivation, or to achieve at least the same standard 
of working conditions.

The third consequent variable Y, labeled Opportunity of professional development in the future 
outside the current organization, for employees with the facet of competitiveness named com-
peting to self-development, is measured by the item: In the future you have many opportunities 
for professional development in other organizations. 

The fourth consequent variable Y refers to employees with the facet of competitiveness named 
competing to enjoy job. This variable is labeled Job enjoyment and measured by the item: In your 
present job you do what you like to do. 

The indirect pathway through which an antecedent variable X transmits its effect on a conse-
quent variable Y through an intermediary M is a causal chain of event: X→M→Y (see Figure 1). 

Fig. 1 – The statistical model 4 in the Hayes Process. Source:  Darlington & Hayes (2016)

Indirect effect of X on Y through M = ab

Direct effect of X on Y = c’

The first step in this research is to identify the causal chain of event for each of the competitive-
ness facets. The following causal chains of events are expected to be significant:

For competing to be well-off, e.g. the facet of competitiveness with regulation through 
introjection improving the professional skills → earnings → relative wealth
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For competing to avoid relative professional deprivation, e.g. the facet of competitiveness 
with regulation also through introjection improving the professional skills → promotions 
→ professional prestige

For competing to self-develop, e.g. the facet of competitiveness with regulation through 
identification improving the skills → ability of professional development in the current 
organization → opportunity of professional development in the future outside the current 
organization 

For competing to enjoy the job, e.g. the facet of competitiveness with regulation through 
integration improving the professional skills → autonomy in the current organization → 
job enjoyment

The employees who compete to be well-off or to avoid relative professional deprivation pur-
sue their ends (wealth and/or prestige) through pay rise and promotion. The employees, who 
compete to self-develop, improve their work-related skills to raise their ability of professional 
development in their current organizations, finally to broaden their professional opportunities 
in the future outside their organizations. Employees who compete to enjoy job must enhance 
their autonomy to do what they like to do. Therefore, earnings, promotions, the ability of profes-
sional development in the current organization and autonomy are expected to be mediators and 
they are measured by the following items on a five-point scale; 1= strongly disagree, 5=strongly 
agree:  

Promotion: The present job meets your expectations and needs for promotions and progress 
in your career plans. 

Earnings: The present job satisfies you with earnings. 

Ability of professional development in the current organization: You have the ability of 
professional development in the current organization.

Autonomy: The present job meets your expectations and needs for autonomy.

The second step in this study is to find out the age and gender differences in the causal chains 
of the events described above. The mediation analysis is carried out for three age samples of the 
participants. The moderation analysis is used to examine gender differences in each age group. 
Gender can be a moderator, W, that strengthens or weakens the effect of the variable X on the 
mediator, M, e.g. X→M  (the model 7 in the Hayes process analysis, Darlington & Hayes, (2016)), 
and/or the effect of the mediator, M, on the variable Y, e.g. M→Y  (the model 14 in the Hayes 
process analysis, Darlington & Hayes, (2016)). The importance of gender differences is con-
firmed in four steps by the significance of: (1) the test of highest order unconditional interaction, 
(2) conditional effects of the focal predictor at values of the moderator (gender), (3) conditional 
indirect effects of X on Y, and finally (4) the index of moderated mediation (the difference be-
tween conditional indirect effects).

Almost all variables   used in the study are Likert data (except Gender variable; the consequent 
variable Y1: Relative wealth measured by the item: Evaluate your material situation in compari-
son to the others who live in the same area which is not based on the typical Likert responses, 
but it is measured on a 5-point scale; Age which is an interval variable). 

2.

3.

4.


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
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The usage of Likert data requires considering the controversy on the ability to apply the mean, 
standard deviation and correlation, and to run t-tests and use the variables based on this type 
of the data as predictors in a regression. In general, there are two contrary standpoints in the 
discussion on this problem. Some researchers follow the Jamieson (2004)  argument that the re-
sponse categories have a rank order but the intervals between values cannot be presumed equal. 
The consequence is that the appropriate descriptive and inferential statistics differ for ordinal 
and interval variables and if the wrong statistical technique is used, the researcher increases 
the chance of coming to the wrong conclusion. However, other experts accept Carifio & Perla 
(2008) opinion that if the data are normally distributed (or nearly normal), parametric tests can 
be used with the Likert scale ordinal data. 

Many researches have been convinced by findings from empirical literature dating back nearly 
80 years, carried out by Norman (2010), one of world’s leaders in medical education research 
methodology. Reviewing this controversy on Likert data, Norman did not focus on assump-
tions but he directly addressed the issue of robustness. He pointed that Pearson (1931, 1932a, b), 
Dunlap (1931) and Havlicek & Peterson (1976) have all shown, using theoretical distributions, 
that Pearson correlation is robust with respect to skewness and non-normality. Norman (2010) 
confirmed these results with some real scale data. Summarizing the empirical literature survey 
Norman (2010) concluded that parametric statistics can be used with Likert data, with small 
sample sizes, with unequal variances, and with non-normal distributions with no fear of coming 
to the wrong conclusion.

In general, this paper accepts Norman’s findings that parametric statistics can be used with Lik-
ert data with no fear of coming to wrong conclusion (Norman, 2010), however, it also takes into 
account Carifio & Perla’s opinion (2008) that if the data distribution is nearly normal, parametric 
tests can be used with the Likert scale ordinal data. 

None of the variable used in this research has the perfectly normal distribution. It means that 
no distribution has the skewness equal to 0 and the kurtosis (measured as an excess kurtosis) 
equal to 0. However, all variables are only moderately skewed. Their skewness is between -1 and 
– 0.5 or between 0.5 and 1. Two variables, Relative wealth and Prestige are even fairly symmetric 
(skewness, by the age groups, is equal to -0.119; -0.209; -0.171 and -,.0313; -0.357; -0.331 respec-
tively). The distributions of almost all variables have the excess kurtosis between 0 and 0.5 or 
between 0 and -0.5 (except three variables for the age group named older in the middle age: Im-
proving skills, kurtosis = 1.159; Autonomy, kurtosis=1.227 and Job enjoyment, kurtosis=0.695). 
It means that the extreme values of the distribution for all variables are moderately similar to 
that of the normal distribution characteristic. The values of skewness and kurtosis suggest that 
the distributions of all variables used in this research are at least moderately normal. This find-
ing together with Norman’s conclusion (Norman, 2010) allows to use the mediation analysis in 
the research.

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Table 1 covers the values of the indirect effects, it means, the effects of improving the skills 
related to each of four goals (the variables Y) through the respective mediator by the age groups. 
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All four expected causal chains of events occur to be statistically significant at the level of 5%. 

Tab. 1 – The indirect effects of improving the professional skills. Source: Own calculation on a 
base of the model 4 in the Process Hayes in SPSS

Facet of 
competi-
tion

Y Age

Mediator (M)

Earn-
ings

Promo-
tions

Ability of 
professional 
development 
in the current 
organization

Autonomy in 
the current 
organization

Indirect effect of X on Y through the mediator (M)

Compet-
ing to be 
well-off

Relative wealth
25-31 0.0644**    
32-38 0.0677**    
39-45 0.1246**    

 Compet-
ing to 
avoid rela-
tive profes-
sional 
deprivation

Professional 
prestige

25-31  0.1405**   
32-38  0.1096**   

39-45  0.1594**   

Competing 
to self-de-
velop

Opportunity 
of professional 
development in 
the future out-
side the current 
organization 

25-31   0.2290**  
32-38   0.2803**  

39-45   0.2150**  

Competing 
to enjoy 
the job

Job enjoyment
25-31    0.1779**
32-38    0.2099**
39-45     0.2948**

Note: X: improving the skills; M (Mediator): earnings/promotions/ability of professional development in the 
current organization/autonomy in the current organization; Y: relative wealth/professional prestige/ability of 
professional development outside the current organization in the future/job enjoyment.

The presentation of the findings starts with the most and least important facets of competitive-
ness. Comparison of the values of the indirect effects of improving the professional skills show 
that competing to self-develop is the most important facet of competitiveness for under 40-year-
olds (the values of the indirect effects: 0.2290 and 0.2803, respectively for age of 25-31 and 32-
38). The employees in this range of age are motivated to improve their work-related skills mainly 
by abilities to grow in their organizations and opportunities of professional development in the 
future outside the current organizations. They believe that broadening their skills is valuable 
for their chosen career. The employees at age of 39-45 also appreciate this motivation, however, 
competing to enjoy the job is the most important facet of competitiveness for them (the value of 
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the indirect effect: 0.2948). The older ones at their middle age (39-45) perceive improving their 
professional skills as an instrument to broaden their autonomy in their organizations. Independ-
ency, in turn, allows them to do what they like to do. 

Competing to be well-off was shown to be the least important facet of competitiveness in each 
age group. Considering all four goals, working towards high relative wealth is the weakest mo-
tivator which stimulates employees to improve their professional skills among those included in 
the study. 

Looking for further differentiation in the facets of competitiveness across the age groups, four 
considerable differences in the values of the indirect effects across the groups can be found. 
Firstly, the effect of improving the skills on relative wealth through earnings is almost twice 
as strong for the older employees in middle age (39-45) in comparison to two other groups (the 
indirect effects: 0.0644; 0.0677; 0.1246 respectively for the age groups: 25-31; 32-38 and 39-45). 
Secondly, regarding competing to avoid professional deprivation, the effect of improving skills 
on professional prestige through promotion decreases in the group of 32-38 in comparison to 
two other groups (the indirect effects: 0.1405; 0.1096; 1594 respectively for 25-31; 32-38 and 39-
45). Thirdly, a reverse tendency can be found in reference to competing in terms of self-develop-
ment. The effect of improving skills on the opportunity for development in the future outside 
the current organization is the strongest only for the age group of 32-38 (the indirect effects: 
0.2290; 0.2803; 0.2150 respectively for the age groups: 25-31; 32-38; 39-45). Fourthly, there is 
a visibly increasing tendency in these age groups in the importance of competing to enjoy the 
job (the indirect effects: 0.1779; 0.2099; 0.2948 respectively for the age groups: 25-31; 32-38; 
39-45). 

These findings contribute to the literature on competitiveness and motivation in three ways. 
Firstly, this research confirms the Warr & Birdi proposition (1998) that education can moder-
ate the relationship between age and continuing education. Contrary to the findings of Warr & 
Fay (2001) that older adults are less likely to engage in the future self-development intentions, 
this study shows that higher-educated employees pursue self-development to the largest extent 
in their 30s, and in the first half of their 40s; they devote attention to self-development more 
or less at the same level as higher-educated people under 30. This research relates such a high 
importance of self-development among the employees above 30 (up to 45) not only with the 
level of education, like Warr & Birdi (2001), but also in terms of the quality of education. Up to 
40% of the participants evaluated the quality of teaching at their universities as not high. This 
factor induces them to perceive improving their professional skills as an instrument that can 
provide them with the opportunity to progress in their career. Secondly, the findings from this 
study suggest that the strongest shift in the importance of two goals – professional prestige and 
self-development – appears at the age of 32-38, when the importance of professional prestige 
visibly declines, whereas the importance of self-development considerably increases (the indirect 
effects: 0.1096 and 0.2803 respectively). Thirdly, this research reveals that there is no one-way 
shift in motivation over time. Inceoglu et al. (2012), for example, suggest that older employees 
are less motivated by extrinsically-rewarding, but by more intrinsically-rewarding features. In 
this study, two results do not confirm this suggestion. In each age group, the participants were 
more strongly stimulated to improve their skills by less extrinsic forms of motivation. Moreover, 
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it should be stressed that the effect of improving professional skills on relative wealth through 
earnings visibly increases just at the age of 39-45; the value of this indirect effect in this age 
group is twice higher than in two other groups (the indirect effects: 0.1246 and 0.677; 0.0644 
respectively in 39-45; 32-38; 25-31).   

Finally, the gender effects of improving skills were found only for the age group of 39-45 in 
reference to two causal events: firstly, improving the skills → development in the organization 
→ development in the future, secondly, improving the skills → autonomy → job enjoyment (see 
Table 2). In both cases, gender is statistically significant as a moderator (W), which influences 
the relationship between the variable X (improving the skills) and the mediator M (ability of 
professional development in the current organization, and autonomy in the current organiza-
tion, respectively). Improving skills affects the capacity for professional development in the 
current organization at a rate of 55 percent more strongly in the case of men than with women 
(the conditional effects of the focal predictor (X: improving the skills) at values of the moderator 
(gender): 0.3752; 0.6805 for women and men, respectively). The impact of improving skills on 
autonomy in the current organization is stronger for men than women by 61 percent. Conse-
quently, in both casual events, the conditional indirect effects of X (Improving the skills) on Y 
(development in the future, and job enjoyment, respectively) are stronger for men than women 
(for the first casual event: 0.1675 and 0.3038; for the second casual event: 0.2398 and 0.3950 for 
women and men respectively). 

Similarly to the results shown by Kanfer & Ackerman (2000) as well as Warr (2008), these find-
ings also point at the capacity for development and autonomy as more important motivators for 
men than women, however, only in the age range of 39-45. There is no such the gender differ-
entiation in motivation up to the age of 40 in reference to higher-educated employees. Contrary 
to the results presented by Inceoglu et al. (2012), the present research shows no gender differ-
ences in the importance of professional prestige nor material status. In general, higher-educated 
women and men are motivated to improve their professional skills by the same motivators up 
to the end of their 40s, after which less extrinsic motivation (self-development and autonomy) 
become more important for men than women. 

Tab. 2 – The significance of gender as a moderator, found only for employees of age 39-45. 
Source: Own calculation on a base of the models 7 and 14 in the Process Hayes in SPSS 

Outcomes 
from Process 
Hayes in   
SPSS 

improving the skills → development in the organization → 
development in the future  
Age: 39-45

improving the skills → autonomy → 
job enjoyment  
Age: 39-45

Model 7 
X:improving the skills 
Y:development in the future 
M:development in the organiza-
tion 
W: gender

Model 14 
X:improving the  skills 
Y:development in the 
future 
M:development in the 
organization 
W: gender

Model 7 
X:improving the 
skills 
Y:job enjoymentM:
autonomy 
W: gender

Model 14 
X:improving the 
skills 
Y:job enjoyment 
M:autonomyW: 
gender
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Test of high-
est order 
unconditional 
interaction

X*W;  
R2-chng=0.0148**

M*W;  
R2-chng=0.0015 
Insignificant

X*W;  
R2-chng=0.0220**

M*W;  
R2-chng=0.0018 
Insignificant

Conditional 
effects of the 
focal predictor 
at values of 
the moderator 
(gender)

 Focal predictor: X Focal predictor: M Focal predictor: X Focal predic-
tor: M

Gender Effect Gender Effect Gender Effect Gender Ef-
fect

Women 0.3752** Women insig. Women 0.4798** Women insig.

Men 0.6805** Men insig. Men 0.7901** Men insig.

Conditional 
indirect  ef-
fects of X 
on Y

Gender Effect Gender Effect Gender Effect Gender Ef-
fect

Women 0.1675** Women insig. Women 0.2398** Women insig.

Men 0.3038** Men insig. Men 0.3950** Men insig.

Index of 
moderated 
mediation

Gender:  
In-
dex=0.1363**

Gender: 
Index=0.0381 
Insignificant

Gender:  
Index 
=0.1552**

Gender:In-
dex=0.0570 
Insignificant

Note: M=mediator; W=moderator; Index of moderated mediation is the difference between conditional indi-
rect effects. insig.: statistically insignificant effect; ** significance at 5%.     

5. LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER STUDIES
This research uses cross-sectional data, i.e. findings which are not able to investigate changes 
over time, for which longitudinal data are usually recommended. Taking into account that a per-
son does not necessarily progress through each type of motivation, investigating the age groups 
on a basis of cross-sectional data does not seem to be an important limitation. 

Although including only well-educated participants in mobile-working age was intentional, such 
a choice limits the interpretation of the findings to this group. Further studies could cover the 
overall adult population. 

6. CONCLUSIONS 
This study empirically investigated age- and gender-differences between employees in terms of 
the motivation toward training. Our examination considers four facets of competitiveness and 
three types of orientation in terms of extrinsic motivation. An empirical analysis was carried out 
among the higher-educated employees in Poland.

A comparison of the values of the indirect effects in terms of improving professional skills 
showed that competing with the goal of self-development was the most important facet of com-
petitiveness for under 40-year-olds, while competing to enjoy the job was shown to be the case 
for employees of age 39-45.

Competing to be well-off was indicated to be the least important facet of competitiveness for 
each age group. Working towards higher relative wealth was the weakest motivator which stimu-
lated employees to improve their professional skills among those included in the study. 

Higher-educated women and men were motivated to improve their professional skills by the 
same motivators up to the end of their 40s, after which less extrinsic motivation (self-develop-
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ment and autonomy) became more important for men than women. 

A number of recommendations can be extrapolated from our findings for employers in regards 
to how important particular motivators and goals can stimulate employees to improve their pro-
fessional skills. Firstly, considering higher-educated people at mobile-working age (25-45), there 
is no declining tendency in the importance of self-development. Employers should differentiate 
training in such a way as to perceptibly broaden the professional skills at every age and to create 
the ability to grow in every career stage. Considering employees above 40, this recommendation 
holds much stronger in reference to men than to women. Secondly, taking into account the in-
creasing importance of job enjoyment with age, employers should offer experienced employees 
with higher skills more autonomy. Improving skills must lead to more independence within the 
organization with increased age, especially considering men above 40. Thirdly, employees above 
40 years expected a pay rise resulting from skills improvement, a result which was notably larger 
compared with those below 40. 

Although our findings result from research based on competitiveness as a personality trait, 
the recommendations following from these results should prove useful to increase economic 
competitiveness. Taking into account these parameters will allow employers to adjust the moti-
vators of job training to expectations of specific age and gender groups of employees. Well-mo-
tivated employees make training more efficient, i.e. augmenting human capital contributes to a 
growth in productivity within the larger economy. A productive economy means a competitive 
economy. 
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