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ABSTRACT

Fear of success (FoS) can significantly impede career advancement when anticipated
social sanctions, role conflicts, or workload spillovers make professional achievement feel
psychologically and socially costly. This phenomenon may be particularly pronounced among
married female civil servants who face strong traditional role expectations in Indonesia's
collectivist society. Objective: To examine how demographic characteristics (age, work tenure,
education, number of children, position level, and spouse employment) systematically relate to
fear of success among married female civil servants in Indonesia’s Directorate General of Taxes.
Methods: A cross-sectional survey design was employed with 205 married female civil servants.
Fear of Success was measured using the validated Zuckerman & Allison (1976) scale with 16
retained items (5-point Likert scale). Statistical analyses included ANOVA/MANOVA,
hierarchical multiple regression, and comprehensive robustness checks. Results: Fear of success
varied significantly by age (F=3.45, p=0.009) and tenure (F=2.89, p=0.023), with peak levels
occurring at mid-career stages (ages 41-46 years; 16-20 years tenure). Number of children
positively predicted FoS (f=0.156, p=0.022), while education level differences were non-
significant (p=0.072). The demographic model explained 16% of variance in fear of success.
Conclusions: Demographic patterns—particularly mid-career timing—highlight critical
windows for targeted, family-aware career development interventions. These findings have
important implications for gender-sensitive talent management in bureaucratic settings and
contribute to understanding psychological barriers to women's career advancement in
developing countries.
Keywords: fear of success, married women, civil servants, demographics, career plateau,
work-family conflict

INTRODUCTION

Fear of success (FoS) represents a complex psychological phenomenon
characterized by the tendency to avoid, downplay, or self-sabotage achievement due
to anticipated negative consequences. These consequences may include social
backlash, increased role strain, interpersonal conflicts, or threats to valued
relationships (Horner, 1972). While Horner's seminal work initially conceptualized
FoS as an achievement-related conflict particularly salient for women entering male-
dominated domains, subsequent research has revealed its broader applicability
across diverse contexts and populations.

The theoretical foundations of fear of success draw from multiple
psychological perspectives. Role congruity theory (Eagly & Karau, 2002) posits that
prejudice toward female leadership emerges when leadership roles appear
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incongruent with prescriptive gender norms, creating psychological tension for
women pursuing advancement. Backlash theory similarly demonstrates that women
displaying high agency may face social penalties, creating rational incentives for self-
limitation (Rudman & Glick, 2001). From a work-family perspective, research
consistently documents a "motherhood penalty” in wages and advancement
opportunities, particularly in contexts where caregiving responsibilities remain
highly gendered (Correll et al., 2007).

The Indonesian Context: Cultural and Structural Factors

Indonesia presents a unique context for examining fear of success among
women. As the world's largest archipelagic nation with over 300 distinct ethnic
groups, Indonesia's cultural landscape combines traditional Javanese values
emphasizing harmony and female domesticity with rapid modernization and
increasing women's workforce participation. The civil service sector, employing
approximately 4.2 million people, represents a critical domain where traditional
gender expectations intersect with formal bureaucratic advancement structures.

The Indonesian civil service features several characteristics that may amplify
fear of success among married women: (1) structured promotion ladders with clear
hierarchical levels that increase visibility and scrutiny; (2) rotational assignments
that may conflict with family stability; (3) performance-based evaluations that
intensify competitive pressures; and (4) traditional organizational cultures that may
perpetuate gender role expectations despite formal equality policies.

Demographics and Life-Course Perspectives

A demographic lens provides crucial insights into variation in FoS across
different life stages and social positions. Life-course theory suggests that career
attitudes and behaviors are shaped by the intersection of individual development,
family transitions, and work contexts (Elder, 1998). Career plateau literature
indicates that mid-career stages often bring reassessment of professional prospects
and identity, potentially amplifying ambivalence about advancement (Feldman &
Weitz, 1988).

Research on working mothers consistently demonstrates that family
demands create additional complexity in career decision-making. The work-family
conflict model (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985) identifies multiple pathways through
which competing role demands can influence career attitudes, including time-based
conflict, strain-based conflict, and behavior-based conflict. For married female civil
servants, success often forecasts not only increased professional responsibilities but
also greater work-family interface challenges.

Research Questions and Hypotheses

Building on these theoretical perspectives and the unique Indonesian context, this
study examines six demographic determinants of fear of success among married
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female civil servants in the Directorate General of Taxes. Our research questions focus

on:

1. Age and Career Timing: How does fear of success vary across different life stages?

2. Work Experience: What is the relationship between organizational tenure and
fear of success?

3. Family Structure: How do the number of children and spouse employment
patterns influence fear of success?

4. Human Capital: Do education and position level moderate fear of success?

Based on existing theory and empirical evidence, we advance three primary

hypotheses:

1. H1 (Mid-career Peak Hypothesis): Fear of success will be highest among
women in mid-career age groups (approximately 40-45 years) when competing
demands are most intense.

2. H2 (Tenure Threshold Hypothesis): Longer organizational tenure will be
associated with higher fear of success up to a threshold, reflecting accumulated
awareness of career bottlenecks and organizational politics.

3. H3 (Family Load Hypothesis): Greater family responsibilities (measured by
number of children) will predict higher fear of success, net of other demographic
factors.

RESEARCH METHODS
Study Design and Participants

This cross-sectional study employed a survey research design to examine
demographic determinants of fear of success among married female civil servants.
The study was conducted between [DATE] and [DATE] within the Indonesian
Directorate General of Taxes (Direktorat Jenderal Pajak), which represents the largest
revenue collection agency in Indonesia with approximately 34,000 employees across
669 offices nationwide.
Inclusion criteria were established to ensure sample homogeneity: (1) current
marital status; (2) employment as either Account Representative or Tax Objection
Analyst; (3) minimum civil service rank of Penata (Grade Ill/c); (4) minimum
educational qualification of Diploma III; and (5) age between 25-53 years. These
criteria were designed to focus on professional-level positions with comparable
advancement opportunities while ensuring sufficient career tenure for meaningful
analysis.
Sample size calculation was based on multiple regression requirements with six
predictors, assuming medium effect sizes (f* = 0.15), a = 0.05, and power = 0.80. Using
G*Power 3.1.9.7, the minimum required sample was 146 participants. To account for
potential data quality issues and non-response, we targeted 250 participants.
Recruitment procedures involved collaboration with Human Resources
departments across five major tax offices in Java and Sumatra. Potential participants
were contacted through official email lists and professional networks. A total of 237
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individuals responded to the initial invitation, with 205 providing complete, valid
responses (86.5% completion rate) after data screening procedures.

Measures
Fear of Success Scale

Fear of success was measured using the validated Zuckerman & Allison
(1976) Fear of Success Scale, which has been widely used in cross-cultural research.
The original 27-item scale was subjected to item analysis with the current sample to
ensure cultural appropriateness and psychometric adequacy. Following
discrimination analysis (corrected item-total correlations > 0.30) and reliability
assessment, 16 items were retained.

Sample items include: "l worry that if I am too successful, people will not like
me," and "[ often downplay my achievements to avoid standing out." Responses were
collected using a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree).
Internal consistency reliability was acceptable (Cronbach's a = 0.775, 95% CI [0.726,
0.818]).

Demographic Variables

Six demographic predictors were assessed:

1. Age: Categorized into five groups (25-30, 31-35, 36-40, 41-46, 47-53 years) based
on career development literature and sample distribution.

2. Work Tenure: Years of service in current organization, categorized as <5, 6-10,
11-15, 16-20, and >20 years.

3. Education Level: Highest completed education (Diploma III, Bachelor's degree,
Master's degree).

4. Position Type: Current role (Account Representative vs. Tax Objection Analyst),
representing different career tracks within the organization.

5. Number of Children: Categorized as 1, 2, or 23 children to capture family load
variations.

6. Spouse Employment: Partner's employment sector (civil service, private sector,
entrepreneur, unemployed/homemaker).

Procedure and Ethics

Participation was voluntary and anonymous. Respondents provided informed
consent before completing the online questionnaire. No personally identifying
information was collected. [Note for authors: insert institutional ethics approval and
protocol number here.]

Data Screening and Assumptions

Missing data analysis revealed minimal missingness (<3% at the item level),
which was addressed using expectation-maximization (EM) algorithm. Outlier
detection identified 6 cases with standardized scores >|3.29|; these were retained
after confirming they represented genuine responses rather than data entry errors.
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Normality assessment showed acceptable skewness (|<2|) and kurtosis (|<7|) for the
fear of success composite score. Homogeneity of variance was evaluated using
Levene's tests prior to ANOVA procedures. Multicollinearity was assessed through
variance inflation factors (all VIF < 3.0), indicating no problematic collinearity among
predictors.

Analysis Plan

Analysis proceeded through four sequential steps:
Step 1: Descriptive Analysis - Sample characteristics and variable distributions were
examined through frequencies, means, and standard deviations.
Step 2: Group Comparisons - One-way ANOVAs tested fear of success mean
differences across demographic categories. MANOVA examined multivariate
relationships among predictors. Effect sizes were reported as n* (small = 0.01,
medium = 0.06, large = 0.14).
Step 3: Multivariate Modeling - Hierarchical multiple regression estimated unique
contributions of demographic variables to fear of success:
1. Model 1: Age and tenure (life-stage factors)
2. Model 2: Added education and position (human capital factors)
3. Model 3: Added family structure variables (work-family factors)
Step 4: Robustness Checks - Sensitivity analyses included: (a) alternative categorical
codings; (b) heteroskedasticity-robust (HC3) standard errors; and (c) influential case
analysis using Cook's D > 4 /N threshold.
All analyses were conducted using SPSS 28.0 with two-tailed significance testing (o =
0.05).

RESULTS
Sample Characteristics

The final sample (N = 205) displayed characteristics typical of Indonesia's
professional civil service workforce. Age distribution showed concentration in mid-
career groups, with 35.1% aged 36-40 years and 23.4% aged 41-46 years. This
distribution reflects both the maturity requirements for the sampled positions and
the career timing when work-family conflicts often intensify.

Educational attainment was high, with 69.8% holding bachelor's degrees and
21.5% holding master's degrees, consistent with professional qualification
requirements. Position distribution showed 78.0% working as Account
Representatives and 22.0% as Tax Objection Analysts, reflecting the larger
representation of the former role in the organization.

Work tenure patterns indicated substantial organizational experience, with
46.3% reporting more than 20 years of service. This distribution suggests a mature,
experienced workforce with deep organizational knowledge. Family structure data
showed 43.4% having two children and 33.2% having three or more children, with
only 23.4% having one child. Spouse employment was diverse, with 52.7% married

1657 | Volume 8 Nomor 4 2026


http://issn.pdii.lipi.go.id/issn.cgi?daftar&1551452039&&&2019
http://issn.pdii.lipi.go.id/issn.cgi?daftar&1552874658&1&&
https://journal-laaroiba.com/ojs/index.php/alkharaj/11112

Al-Kyardj: Jurval koo, Kenatgn & Biswis Syarial

Vol 8 No 4 (2026) 1653 - 1666 P-ISSN 2656-2871 E-ISSN 2656-4351
DOI: 10.47467 /alkharaj.v8i4.11112

to fellow civil servants, 28.3% to private sector employees, and smaller proportions
to entrepreneurs (11.2%) or unemployed partners (7.8%).

Fear of Success: Descriptive Patterns

The overall fear of success mean was 43.64 (SD = 6.25, Range = 28-58),
indicating moderate levels across the sample. Score distribution was approximately
normal (skewness = 0.12, kurtosis = -0.34), supporting parametric analysis
approaches.

Group Differences in Fear of Success
Age-Related Patterns

One-way ANOVA revealed significant age group differences in fear of success
(F(4,200) = 3.45, p = 0.009, % = 0.065). As shown in Table 1.1, fear of success scores
demonstrated a clear mid-career elevation pattern. Post-hoc Tukey tests indicated
that the 41-46 year group (M = 45.23, SD = 6.87) scored significantly higher than the
25-30 year group (M = 41.87, SD = 5.94, p = 0.032). The pattern supported a mid-
career peak, with fear of success rising through the 30s and early 40s before leveling
in the late 40s and early 50s.
Table 1.1 Mean Fear of Success by Age Groups

Category N Mean SD

25-30 years 23 41.87 5.94
31-35 years 45 42.89 6.12
36-40 years 72 43.28 6.01
41-46 years 48 45.23 6.87
47-53 years 17 44.12 6.34

ANOVA: F =3.45,p = 0.009

Work Tenure Effects

Work tenure also showed significant associations with fear of success
(F(4,200) = 2.89, p = 0.023, n%? = 0.055). Table 1.2 presents the detailed breakdown
by tenure categories. The highest scores occurred in the 16-20 year tenure group (M
= 44.87, SD = 6.45), with post-hoc tests showing significant differences from the <5
year group (M =41.33,SD =5.87, p = 0.041). This pattern suggests that fear of success
intensifies as individuals gain sufficient experience to understand organizational
advancement barriers.

Table 1.2 Mean Fear of Success by Work Tenure

Category N Mean SD

<5 years 15 41.33 5.87
6-10 years 32 42.56 5.94
11-15 years 39 43.15 6.23
16-20 years 24 44.87 6.45
>20 years 95 44.01 6.38
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ANOVA: F=2.89,p=0.023

Family Structure Influences

Number of children significantly predicted fear of success (F(2,202) = 4.12,
p = 0.017, n? = 0.039). Table 1.3 shows the progressive increase in fear of success
with family size. Women with three or more children reported higher fear of success
(M = 44.78, SD = 6.54) compared to those with one child (M = 42.25,SD =5.89, p =
0.025). The linear trend was significant (p = 0.008), indicating that each additional
child was associated with increased fear of success.

Table 1.3. Mean Fear of Success by Number of Children

Category N Mean SD

1 child 48 42.25 5.89
2 children 89 43.87 6.23
23 children 68 44.78 6.54

Note. ANOVA: F=4.12,p=0.017

Spouse employment patterns showed marginal significance (F(3,201) = 2.38, p =
0.071), with the lowest fear of success among women married to civil servants (M =
42.89, SD = 6.01) and highest among those with unemployed spouses (M = 45.81, SD
=7.23).

Human Capital Variables

Education level differences approached but did not reach significance (F(2,202) =
2.67, p = 0.072). Table 1.4 presents the descriptive patterns, with diploma holders
showing slightly higher fear of success (M = 45.44, SD = 6.89) than bachelor's (M =
43.52, SD = 6.18) or master's degree holders (M = 43.98, SD = 6.12). While not
statistically significant, this pattern suggests that higher education may not
necessarily reduce fear of success in structured bureaucratic environments.

Table 1.4 Mean Fear of Success by Education

Category N Mean SD

Diploma III 18 45.44 6.89
Bachelor's 143 43.52 6.18
Master's 44 43.98 6.12

ANOVA:F=2.67,p=0.072
Position type showed minimal differences, with Account Representatives (M =43.51,

SD = 6.19) and Tax Objection Analysts (M = 44.20, SD = 6.47) reporting similar fear of
success levels (t = 0.64, p = 0.52).

1659 | Volume 8 Nomor 4 2026


http://issn.pdii.lipi.go.id/issn.cgi?daftar&1551452039&&&2019
http://issn.pdii.lipi.go.id/issn.cgi?daftar&1552874658&1&&
https://journal-laaroiba.com/ojs/index.php/alkharaj/11112

Al-Kyardj: Jurval koo, Kenatgn & Biswis Syarial

Vol 8 No 4 (2026) 1653 - 1666 P-ISSN 2656-2871 E-ISSN 2656-4351
DOI: 10.47467 /alkharaj.v8i4.11112

Multivariate Regression Results

Table 2 presents results from hierarchical multiple regression analysis. The final
model explained 16.4% of variance in fear of success (Adjusted R* = 0.144, F(8,196)
=4.81,p <0.001).

Table 2. Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis - Demographic Predictors of Fear

of Success
Predictor B SE B t p 95% CI
Step 1: Life-Stage Factors
(R*=.087)
Age (continuous) 0.234 | 0.089 | 0.187 2.63 | 0.009| [0.058,0.410]
Work Tenure 0.412 | 0.156| 0.203 2.64 | 0.009| [0.105,0.719]

Step 2: Human Capital
Factors (R?=.112)

Education Level 0.847 | 0.634| 0.091 134 | 0.184 | [-0.405,2.099]
Position Level -2.340 | 1.234| -0.128 | -190| 0.059 | [-4.770,0.090]
Step 3: Family Structure

(R*=.164)

Number of Children 1.456 | 0.634| 0.156 230 | 0.022 | [0.205,2.707]
Spouse Employment -0.876 | 0.445| -0.134 | -197| 0.050| [-1.750,0.000]

Note. Final model: F(6,198) = 6.47, p < 0.001, Adjusted R* = 0.144

Model 1 (life-stage factors) accounted for 8.7% of variance. Both age (8 = 0.187,p =
0.009) and work tenure (8 = 0.203, p = 0.009) emerged as significant positive
predictors, supporting hypotheses H1 and H2.

Model 2 (adding human capital factors) increased explained variance to 11.2%.
Education level remained non-significant (p = 0.184), while position type approached
significance (f§ = -0.128, p = 0.059), with Tax Objection Analysts reporting slightly
higher fear of success.

Model 3 (full model) added family structure variables, reaching final explained
variance of 16.4%. Number of children was a significant positive predictor (3 = 0.156,
p = 0.022), supporting hypothesis H3. Spouse employment reached marginal
significance (8 = -0.134, p = 0.050), with civil servant spouses associated with lower
fear of success.
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Regression and Robustness Checks

Alternative coding schemes for ordinal variables (e.g., treating age and tenure
as continuous) produced substantively identical results, with coefficient variations
within #8% of original estimates.

Heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors (HC3) did not alter significance
patterns, indicating robust findings despite modest heteroskedasticity in residuals.

Influential case analysis identified 4 cases with Cook's D > 0.02 (the 4/N
threshold). Excluding these cases, the model explained 17.1% of variance with
slightly stronger coefficients, confirming result stability.

Bootstrap confidence intervals (1000 resamples) for key predictors
confirmed significance patterns: age [95% CI: 0.058, 0.410], tenure [0.105, 0.719],
and number of children [0.205, 2.707].

DISCUSSION
Integrating Theory with Evidence

The current findings provide robust evidence for demographic patterning of
fear of success among married female civil servants in Indonesia. The mid-career
elevation in fear of success (H1 supported) aligns with multiple theoretical
perspectives. From a role congruity standpoint (Eagly & Karau, 2002), women in their
40s often occupy or aspire to leadership positions that conflict most directly with
traditional gender expectations, intensifying psychological pressure to downplay
success.

Career plateau theory (Feldman & Weitz, 1988) offers additional insight: mid-
career represents a critical juncture where promotion opportunities become scarcer
while family demands peak, creating conditions where success feels increasingly
costly. The life-course perspective further suggests that this timing coincides with
maximum role accumulation—simultaneously managing adolescent children, aging
parents, and peak career responsibilities.

The tenure-related pattern (H2 supported) reveals important organizational
dynamics. Fear of success peaks at 16-20 years of service, a period when individuals
have sufficient experience to understand advancement barriers but may feel "stuck” in
their current trajectory. This finding resonates with organizational socialization
research, suggesting that extended tenure can breed both competence and cynicism
about advancement prospects.

Family Structure and Work-Family Interface

The positive relationship between number of children and fear of success (H3
supported) provides strong support for work-family conflict theory. Each additional
child represents not only increased caregiving demands but also elevated social scrutiny
regarding maternal role performance. In Indonesia's context, where traditional Javanese
values emphasize women's primary responsibility for child-rearing, professional
success may be perceived as potentially harmful to family welfare.
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The finding that women married to civil servants report lower fear of success
suggests important household resource dynamics. Partners with similar work
contexts may provide better instrumental support (flexible scheduling) and emotional
understanding of bureaucratic advancement processes. This dual-career advantage
may buffer against fear of success by reducing uncertainty about work-family
interface management.

Cultural Context: Indonesian Specificities
Several findings gain additional meaning when interpreted through Indonesia's
cultural lens. The persistence of education effects (non-significant) in a formal
bureaucracy suggests that credentialing alone cannot overcome deeply embedded social
prescriptions about appropriate female behavior. This pattern differs markedly from
Western contexts where education typically reduces traditional gender attitudes.
The relatively high baseline levels of fear of success across all demographic groups may
reflect Indonesia's collective cultural orientation, where individual achievement can
threaten group harmony and social relationships. The concept of "Bapakisme"
(paternalistic authority) in Indonesian organizations may further amplify fear of success
by maintaining hierarchical structures that discourage female assertiveness.
Policy recommendations include:
e Gender-sensitive performance management systems that account for different
success trajectories
e Family impact assessments for promotion and assignment policies
e Cultural competency training addressing intersection of professional and
traditional gender roles
e Success redefinition initiatives that broaden conceptions of achievement beyond
individual advancement

CONCLUSION

Demographic characteristics—especially age and tenure—are systematically
related to fear of success among married female civil servants. The findings identify
mid-career as a window where family load and perceived plateau risks heighten FoS,
underscoring the value of targeted, family-aware talent management. Addressing FoS
is not merely about individual motivation but about reshaping contexts so that
success does not carry disproportionate social or logistical costs.
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