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Abstract
Investigating the contributing factors of career adaptability has always been an important topic in the field of vocational 
psychology research. From the perspective of person-environment interaction, this study introduced the role accumulation 
theory into the researches of career adaptability. Using a sample of 379 Chinese college students (mean age = 20.36 years, 
SD = 1.67), a model of role accumulation affecting college students’ career adaptability was constructed, and the parallel 
mediating mechanisms of self-efficacy and social support were also discussed. Participants filled out questionnaires regarding 
role accumulation, self-efficacy, social support, and career adaptability. The results of structural equation modeling (SEM) 
showed that: (1) Role accumulation positively predicted career adaptability in college students; (2) Role accumulation also 
indirectly predicted career adaptability through self-efficacy and social support. The present study is the first to validate 
the psychological pathways linking role accumulation to career adaptability via self-efficacy and social support. The con-
tribution of this study to the literature is to provide a new perspective that can clarify the predictors of career adaptability. 
In addition, for educational administrators and career practitioners, targeting role accumulation is valuable for developing 
college students’ career adaptability.
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Introduction

UN Secretary-General António Guterres pointed out at the 
World Health Summit that due to the COVID-19 pandemic 
and the economic recession, about 500 million jobs world-
wide disappeared in 2020 (UN News, 2020). At the same 
time, China’s college graduates reached 8.74 million in 
2020, an increase of 400,000 year-on-year (Xinhua News 
Agency, 2020). The unstable economic environment, the 
sharp decrease in the recruitment demand and fierce com-
petition in the talent market have all made the employment 
situation of college graduates increasingly severe. In the face 
of unknown employment pressure and risks, it is crucial that 

individuals must develop the ability to adapt to the require-
ments and needs of career development (Hou et al., 2012; 
Johnston, 2018), which also puts forward new challenges for 
college career management education. Therefore, it is urgent 
to explore the mechanism for improving college students' 
career adaptability (Guan et al., 2013).

Career adaptability refers to an individual's readiness for 
coping with predictable career tasks, career roles involved, 
and unpredictable adjustments brought by changes in the 
working and working environment (Savickas, 1997). Provid-
ing college students with career adaptability resources can 
significantly increase their chances of finding high-quality 
jobs in the future (Guan et al., 2013; Koen et al., 2012). Pre-
vious studies regarding to the contributing factors to career 
adaptability have primarily focused on three aspects: demo-
graphic factors (such as gender, age, education, and immi-
gration background; e.g. Hirschi, 2009; Zacher, 2014), per-
sonality factors (such as big-five personality, within-person 
flexibility, approach/avoidance traits; e.g. Chong & Leong, 
2015; Guan et al., 2017; Storme et al., 2020), and family 
factors (such as family socioeconomic status and parental 
educational level; e.g. Hirschi, 2009; Wu, 2008), which 
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are more unchangeable, unlearnable and passive, cannot 
bring practical suggestions for career guidance and coun-
seling techniques. In fact, career adaptability is not a stable 
and unchanging trait (Savickas & Porfeli, 2012; Zacher, 
2014). On the contrary, it may change with time and situa-
tions, and can be influenced by interactions between the per-
son and the environment and developed through education 
and experiences (Savickas & Porfeli, 2012). Thus, a more 
dynamic perspective to understand the antecedents of career 
adaptability was needed. In addition, previous studies often 
focused on single aspects of predictors of career adaptability 
(e.g., support from family and close friends, Kenny & Bled-
soe, 2005; training courses from school, Koen et al., 2012), 
however, little work was done with a more comprehensive 
view which including more integrative factors (Chong & 
Leong, 2015; Hirschi, 2009).

Role accumulation theory can provide a new useful refer-
ence to address above limitations. Role accumulation rep-
resents the diversity of social roles assumed by individu-
als. The more roles there are, the closer an individual links 
to society and the more frequently he or she interacts with 
the environment (Lang & Lee, 2005). The measurement of 
role accumulation involves various aspects (such as family 
factors, school factors and social factors) of the interaction 
between individuals and environment, which is a dynamic 
and comprehensive perspective to understand the possible 
predictors of career adaptability development. According to 
the role accumulation theory, participation in multiple roles 
brings a series of benefits to individuals, such as obtaining 
role privileges, maintaining overall status security, providing 
resources for enhancing role performance, and promoting 
self-satisfaction and personality perfection (Sieber, 1974). 
Therefore, based on the role enhancement perspective, this 
study aimed to explore the influence of role accumulation 
on college students’ career adaptability. Role accumulation 
theory believes that the process of participation and experi-
ence of multiple roles enhances the individual’s belief in 
life control. Hirschi (2009) proposed that agency beliefs 
are important predictors of career adaptability, including 
capability beliefs and context beliefs. The former refers to 
the individual’s perception of his or her own ability, that is, 
general self-efficacy, and the latter refers to the sense of sup-
port from the surrounding environment, that is, social sup-
port. Thus, we assumed that role accumulation may relate 
to career adaptability through their impacts on individuals’ 
self-efficacy (capability belief) and social support (context 
belief). Therefore, the second aim of this study is to investi-
gate the parallel mediating effects of self-efficacy and social 
support.

The present study contributes to the extant literature on 
role accumulation and career adaptability in several ways. 
First, compared with the fruitful empirical evidence on the 
consequences of career adaptability, knowledge about the 

antecedents of career adaptability is limited (Bocciardi et al., 
2017; Rasheed et al., 2021), especially by an interactive and 
dynamic perspective. Considering that career adaptability is 
not a fixed trait but influenced by the interplay of individuals 
and external circumstances (Bocciardi et al., 2017), our study 
uses role accumulation to represent the extent to which indi-
viduals interact with their external environment, and identifies 
role accumulation as an important determinant propelling the 
development of career adaptability. In doing so, our research 
offers a novel view on how individuals gain career adaptabil-
ity resources through an interactive process. In addition, the 
variable role accumulation provides an integrative perspective 
as it can represent the interaction of individuals at different 
contextual levels (such as family, school, and organization) 
rather than a specific aspect, which adds new knowledge and 
echoes Chong and Leong's call for more research considering 
including more social and environment factors (2015). Sec-
ond, our examination of parallel mediation mechanisms helps 
to open the black box of how role accumulation shapes indi-
viduals' career adaptability, indicating that through frequent 
interactions with the environment, individuals can enhance 
their capability belief (self-efficacy) and context belief (social 
support), and then become more adaptive. Third, the current 
study extends the application of role accumulation theory 
as previous literature has rarely given attention to potential 
positive impacts of multiple roles involvement on college stu-
dents. However, college years are an important period when 
an individual's role identity changes and expands. By identi-
fying that multiple roles can benefit college students on their 
career adaptability, our research enriches the knowledge about 
the outcomes of role accumulation. From a practical point 
of view, career interventions targeting role accumulation are 
valuable for developing college students’ career adaptability. 
The study offers some important practical implications for 
educational administrators and career practitioners to consider 
providing students with more opportunities to participate in 
various roles.

Role Accumulation and Career Adaptability

According to Arnett's theory of development from the late 
teens through the twenties, college students are in their 
emerging adulthood, a changeable and fluid period of life 
aged from 18 to 25 (Arnett, 2000). Emerging adults are 
common in industrialized countries, in which people always 
receive higher education in order to find better jobs. People 
in this stage have got rid of the control and restraint of their 
parents, and at the same time postponed adult responsibili-
ties (Murphy et al., 2010), so they have enough opportunities 
to try and explore. As the process of China's industriali-
zation accelerates, emerging adulthood also appears on its 
young people. During their college years, Chinese emerging 
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adults have enough opportunities to experience a wide range 
of personal activities and explore various possible life direc-
tions (Arnett, 2000). In addition to learning, they also have 
opportunities to participate in various clubs, party member 
activities, part-time jobs, and social activities. Therefore, a 
college student may simultaneously assume multiple roles 
such as students, party members, interns, and romantic 
partners.

According to role accumulation theory, participating in 
multiple roles is like putting eggs in multiple baskets, which 
will bring a series of benefits to individuals rather than 
losses (Baruch & Barnett, 1986). One benefit is that multi-
ple roles play a buffer role in maintaining the overall status 
of  individuals. Individual’s failure in a particular field or 
relationship can be compensated alternatively by other role 
experiences (Kulik et al., 2015; Sieber, 1974). Resources 
from one role can also be used to meet the needs of another 
role (Greenhaus & Powell, 2006; Marks, 1977). This accu-
mulation of emotions or resources as a result of participating 
in multiple roles can serve as an important buffer especially 
for those who are experiencing fear or expectations of fail-
ure in the face of unpredictable situations and uncontrol-
lable changes in a particular role relationship. Therefore, it 
is believed that individuals involved in multiple roles will 
be more adaptive due to more buffer resources accumula-
tion when facing unpredictable career environment changes. 
Furthermore, the literature on career adaptability also shows 
that when individuals focus on grasping different roles rather 
than a fixed role leading to the final goal, their career adapt-
ability will be stronger (Van Vianen et al., 2009). The wide 
range of experience developed from a variety of activities 
in the early stages is essential for individuals’ future careers. 
Therefore, we proposed:

H1: Role accumulation positively predicts the individual's 
career adaptability, the more roles an individual assumes, 
the better  his or her career adaptability.

The Mediating Role of Self‑efficacy

Self-efficacy represents an individual's belief or inference 
about the ability to complete a certain behavior (Bandura, 
1998). According to the role accumulation theory, partici-
pating in multiple roles means that individuals have many 
sources of stimulation, from which they will get more sat-
isfaction and social identity, and thus more psychological 
resources (Baruch & Barnett, 1986).Commitment to mul-
tiple roles provides more opportunities for positive self-
experience and verification (Marks & MacDermid, 1996), 
enabling individuals to feel their own potential, enhance 
their sense of self-worth and life meaning (Greenhaus & 
Powell, 2006). Previous research has shown that women who 

played multiple roles had more opportunities to feel good 
about themselves and  activities they engage in (Ruderman 
et al., 2002), and the positive emotional experience gained 
from roles can enhance their confidence in other role tasks. 
Therefore, it is possible that role accumulation positively 
predicts individuals’ self-efficacy, and people with more 
roles may have higher self-efficacy.

Furthermore, due to the positive experience gained from 
the participation of multiple roles, people firmly believe 
that “they have the right to make an influence through their 
actions”. Individuals with a strong sense of self-efficacy can 
timely and effectively perceive and understand environmen-
tal changes, predict positive future work scenarios, adjust 
their own actions, persevere in the face of difficulties, and 
thus show strong adaptability when facing the unknown and 
unpredictable career environment (Bandura, 1997; Bandura 
et al., 2001). A study of children showed that perceived 
career self-efficacy provides guidance for children's career 
pursuits, enabling them to take their life's work seriously 
(Bandura et al., 2001). Another study conducted on col-
lege students found that when faced with an unknown and 
challenging environment, students with high self-efficacy 
can create more adaptive environments for themselves, and 
therefore are more likely to produce adaptive responses 
(Meng et al., 2012). Therefore, it is possible that self-effi-
cacy positively influences individuals' career adaptability. 
Taking together, we proposed the following hypothesis:

H2: Self-efficacy mediates the relationship between role 
accumulation and career adaptability.

The Mediating Role of Social Support

Social support refers to the spiritual or material help that an 
individual receives through social connections with various 
social persons (e.g., relatives, friends, colleagues) and social 
organizations (family, community, etc.,Ye & Dai, 2008). 
Role accumulation theory suggests that having multiple 
roles facilitates individuals to expand their social networks 
(Lang & Lee, 2005), allowing them to engage and interact 
with more role partners and thus gain additional benefits, 
such as being invited to social gatherings and meeting third 
parties that are helpful for career development. These by-
products of the social relationships brought by role accu-
mulation (Sieber, 1974) constitute social support resources 
for career adaptability development, including emotional 
support such as encouragement and comfort from friends 
and family, and instrumental support such as obtaining valu-
able career information through a wide range of information 
channels. As Ruderman et al. (2002) showed, commitment to 
multiple roles can increase  psychological and social support 
resources of female managers, which in turn enhances their 
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leadership. Therefore, it is believed that role accumulation 
positively predicts individuals’ social support perceptions.

As a protective situational resource, social support 
resources can have a positive impact on individuals' ability 
to adapt. Social support resources gained from one role can 
be transferred to the development of another role; on the 
one hand, emotional support such as support from parents, 
friends or significant others helps to create a positive emo-
tional climate, relieves anxiety and stress, and helps individ-
uals to cope with changes and challenges in the work envi-
ronment (Ataç et al., 2018; Butterfield et al, 2010); on the 
other hand, instrumental support gained from various social 
relationships are beneficial to individuals' career develop-
ment, one such example is that they can obtain potential 
employment opportunities and receive career guidance 
from significant others for their own career role develop-
ment and advancement (Kracke, 2002; Seibert et al., 2001). 
Maintaining a wide range of social relationships is neces-
sary to strengthen an individual's status (Sieber, 1974), and 
the supportive interpersonal relationships that individuals 
develop as a result of participating in multiple roles can be a 
potential resource for overcoming challenges and adapting to 
career circumstances (Kenny & Bledsoe, 2005). Therefore, 
social support may have a positive impact on individuals' 
career adaptability. The more social support an individual 
perceives, the fewer psychological adjustment problems he 
or she will have (Fan, et al., 2012). Taking together, we pro-
posed that:

H3: Social support mediates the relationship between role 
accumulation and career adaptability.

In summary, this study aimed to investigate the influence 
of role accumulation on college students' career adaptability 
and the parallel mediating role of self-efficacy and social 
support in it, and Fig. 1 shows the research proposed model.

Methods

Participants

The convenience sampling method was used to distribute 
the questionnaire link to college students in South China 
through the www.​wjx.​cn, an online platform that provides 
functions of creating questionnaires and collecting data. 392 
questionnaires were received in the background but 379 were 
determined to be valid (96.7%) due to eliminating the data 
with abnormal answer time and repeatedly choosing the 
same option. The remaining participants included 172 male 
students (45.4%) and 207 female students (54.6%), with a 
mean age of 20.36 (SD = 1.67). The grade distribution of the 
participants was as follows: freshmen (20.1%), sophomores 
(24.8%), juniors (25.6%) and seniors (29.6%).

Measures

Role Accumulation

Taking the number of roles a college student occupied as 
the operational definition of role accumulation, participants 
were presented with a list of 11 different roles: student role 
(this role is mandatory); club or student organization’s mem-
bership role; part-time job (internship) role; family (chil-
dren) role; online role (meaning playing some special roles 
on the Internet, such as blogger, public content operator, 
etc.); party member role; researcher role (participating in 
teacher's project, etc.); student leader role; lover role; friend 
role; and other roles (adapted from Zhang, 2012). Partici-
pants were asked to answer whether they had participated in 
each specific role using a dichotomous scale of "0" (for "not 
occupied") and "1" (for "occupied") (Kulik et al., 2015). Par-
ticipants’ scores for this part of the question were equal to 
the number of roles they were involved during their college 
years, thus the role accumulation variable ranges from 1 to 
11 in value (e.g., Baruch & Barnett, 1986; Kulik & Liber-
man, 2013; Lang & Lee, 2005; Thoits, 1983).

Self‑Efficacy

We assessed individuals’ self-efficacy levels with a 10-item 
General Self-Efficacy Scale (GSES), which was developed 
by Schwarzer et al. (1997) and revised by Wang et al. (2001). 
One sample item was "I can always solve problems if I try 
hard enough ". All items are Likert scaled (5 points) with 
anchors of “strongly disagree” and “strongly agree”. The 
higher the total score, the higher the self-efficacy levels. In 
the present study, the Cronbach’s alpha was 0.94.

Fig. 1   Illustration of the proposed parallel  mediation model

http://www.wjx.cn


Current Psychology	

1 3

Social Support

We assessed individuals’ social support perceptions with a 
17-item Adolescence Social Support Scale (Ye et al., 2008), 
including three dimensions of subjective support, objective 
support, and support utilization (Xiao, 1994). One sample 
item was " When faced with a dilemma, I will actively seek 
help from others ". All items are Likert scaled (5 points) 
with anchors of “strongly disagree” and “strongly agree”. 
The higher the total score, the higher the level of percep-
tions of social support. The scale has been shown to have 
a good validity in the sample of college students (e.g., He 
et al., 2020; Jiang & Bai, 2014). In the present study, the 
Cronbach’s alpha was 0.96.

Career Adaptability

We assessed individuals’ career adaptability with a 24-item 
Career Adapt-Abilities Scale—China Form, which was 
developed by Savickas and Porfeli (2012) and revised by 
Hou et al. (2012), including four dimensions of career con-
cern, career control, career curiosity, and career confidence. 
One sample item was " I will think about what my future 
will be like”. A 5-point Likert scale was used to assess the 
degree of each specific ability individuals developed, rang-
ing from”1″ (for "not strong") to "5″ (for "very strong"). In 
the present study, the Cronbach’s alpha was 0.97.

Control Variables

Participants’ age, gender and grade were assessed as control 
variables.

Statistical Analysis

The study used SPSS 26.0 to perform descriptive statistics 
and correlations analyses, and used Mplus 7 to conduct con-
firmatory factor analysis, and then constructed a structural 
equation model to analyze and test the proposed multiple 
parallel mediation model.

Results

Common‑Method Bias Test

The common-method bias was tested using confirmatory 
factor analysis (CFA), a type of Harman’s one-factor test, 
which considers common method bias to be less severe if 
the one-factor model is the worst fit compared to other com-
peting models with multiple factors (Tang & Wen, 2020). 
We used goodness of fit index to evaluate model fit. Some 
popular fit indexes are recommended in practice, includ-
ing Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), 
Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) and 
Tucker and Lewis Index (TLI) (Wen & Liang, 2015). It is 
generally believed that when the absolute fit index RMSEA 
and SRMR are less than 0.08, and the relative fit index TLI 
is more than 0.9, the model is acceptable (Hu & Bentler, 
1999; Wen & Liang, 2015). Since the independent variable 
role accumulation has only one measurement indicators 
(i.e., the number of roles involved), it was not included in 
the confirmatory factor analysis. As shown in Table 1, the 
three-factor measurement model fits the data best and the 
one-factor model fits the data worst among the competing 
models. Thus, there was no obvious common-method bias 
and no covariance in this study.

Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis

Table 2 shows the mean, standard deviations and intercor-
relations of the study variables. The role accumulation was 
significantly positively related to self-efficacy (r = 0.64, 
p < 0.01), social support (r = 0.54, p < 0.01), and career 
adaptability (r = 0.61, p < 0.01); and career adaptability 
was significantly positively related to self-efficacy (r = 0.88, 
p < 0.01) and social support (r = 0.82, p < 0.01).

Mediation Analysis

First, the direct effect of role accumulation on career adapt-
ability was examined, the role accumulation was posi-
tively related to career adaptability (β = 0.60, p < 0.001), 
thus supporting hypothesis 1. Then, two mediating 

Table 1   Results of confirmatory factor analysis

Note:n = 379, ***p < 0.001.

Measurement models χ2 df χ2/df TLI RMSEA SRMR

Three-factor(social support, self-efficacy and career adaptability) 70.49 32 2.20*** 0.99 0.06 0.01
Two-factor(combined social support and self-efficacy into one factor) 387.44 34 11.40*** 0.90 0.17 0.04
One-factor(combined social support, self-efficacy and career adaptability 

into one factor)
473.55 35 13.53*** 0.88 0.18 0.04
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variables-self-efficacy and social support-were entered 
into the model to test whether they mediated the relation-
ship between role accumulation and career adaptability. 
Ten items of self-efficacy were assigned into three par-
cels of self-efficacy; subjective support, objective support, 
and support utilization as three parcels of social support; 
and career concern, career curiosity, career confidence, 
and career control as four parcels of career adaptability; 
role accumulation was directly included in the model as 
an observed indicator rather than a latent variable as it is 
a count variable. The full model demonstrated an accept-
able fit to the data, χ2/df = 5.23, CFI = 0.95, TLI = 0.93, 
RMSEA = 0.11. The results of the specific path analysis 
are shown in Fig. 2.

The positive predictive effect of role accumulation 
on self-efficacy (β = 0.65, p < 0.001) and social support 
(β = 0.54, p < 0.001) was significant, and the predictive 
effect of social support (β = 0.38, p < 0.001) and self-efficacy 
(β = 0.72, p < 0.001) on career adaptability was significant. 
The direct effect of role accumulation on career adaptabil-
ity was not significant (β = -0.01, p > 0.05), indicating that 
self-efficacy and social support fully mediated the relation-
ship between role accumulation and career adaptability. Fur-
thermore, we conducted Bias-Corrected Bootstrap analyses, 
which is useful in forming confidence interval (Bollen & 
Stine, 1990), to repeat the sampling 5000 times to examine 
the significance of indirect effects. Specifically, if the 95% 
confidence interval does not include zero, the mediation 

Table 2   Summary statistics and 
correlations

Note:aGender as a dummy variable, female = 0, male = 1; n = 379, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 Gendera - - -
2 Age 20.36 1.67 0.13* -
3 Grade 2.65 1.11 0.08 0.80** -
4 Role accumulation 6.79 1.85 0.05 0.16** 0.29** -
5 Self-efficacy 37.80 8.11 0.05 0.14** 0.22** 0.64** -
6 Social support 65.84 13.58 -0.02 0.23** 0.26** 0.54** 0.77** -
7 Career adaptability 93.60 17.62 0.02 0.28** 0.30** 0.61** 0.88** 0.82** -

Fig.2   Parallel mediation models with standardized regression coefficients and residual variances
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effect hypothesis is supported. Bootstrapping results are 
shown in Table 3, the mediation effect of self-efficacy 
(95%CI, [0.385, 0.538]) and social support (95%CI, [0.113, 
0.299]) are significant, thus supporting H2 and H3.  As a 
whole, all hypotheses in this study were supported.

Discussion

The main aim of the study was to test if and how role accu-
mulation influences career adaptability and the findings sup-
ported the hypothesized dual mediation model. The results 
showed that role accumulation has a positive effect on col-
lege students' career adaptability, that is, the more roles a 
person assumed, the better his/her career adaptability. And 
in accordance with our expectations, self-efficacy and social 
support were found to mediate such a relationship in a par-
allel way. These findings are in line with previous research 
demonstrating that holding multiple roles brings individu-
als psychological benefits and then helps to achieve posi-
tive career outcomes (such as lower job stress, Lang & Lee, 
2005; enhance work effectiveness, Ruderman et al., 2002).

One of the main findings of the study is that role accu-
mulation is a positively significant predictor of career adapt-
ability, which is to say, for students, the gains and resources 
from participating in different kinds of roles (such as fam-
ily, school, and internship roles) can help them to be more 
adaptive in future careers. Prior to this, very limited studies 
have proposed the possibility that college students' personal 
experiences (e.g. internship, clubs, or student leaders expe-
riences) may enhance their own career adaptability (Celen-
Demirtas et al., 2015; Mai, 2017; Tian & Fan, 2014) but 
didn't have an in-depth explanation about why these specific 
activities can bring additional benefits. For example, a study 
which investigated associated factors of career adaptability 
among 431 student nurses found that student nurses with 
student leader experiences will get higher scores on career 
adaptability than student nurses who didn't serve as student 
leaders (Tian & Fan, 2014). Extending these earlier findings, 

our study introduced the concept of role accumulation to 
explore the impact of personal activities on career adaptabil-
ity based on arguments that social roles provide individuals 
with a framework for organizing personal activities (Boeri, 
2004) and proved that students can gain more career adapt-
ability resources by involving multiple roles and participat-
ing various curricular and extra-curricular activities.

Another important finding in this study is the parallel 
mediating effect of self-efficacy and social support. First, 
the present study found that self-efficacy mediates the rela-
tionship between role accumulation and career adaptability. 
Self-efficacy is a key resource that can be transferred across 
domains (Kelly et al., 2020), and the rich experiences accu-
mulated from trying out and exploring different roles can 
enhance college students' beliefs about their ability to per-
form other tasks effectively. Moreover, competency belief, 
i.e. self-efficacy, is a key element in explaining individu-
als' career choices and development, and only when peo-
ple believe that they can produce desired outcomes through 
their own actions will they be motivated to exert sufficient 
effort and resources to cope with difficulties and obstacles 
and ultimately reach adaptive goals (Bandura, 1997; Ban-
dura et al., 2001). That is, the higher self-efficacy, the better 
career adaptability, which is in line with previous studies 
(e.g. Rasheed et al., 2021). The mediating role of self-effi-
cacy proves that self-efficacy as an agency mechanism plays 
an important role in individuals’ career management (Ban-
dura et al., 2001). Second, the research also identified the 
mediating role of social support between role accumulation 
and career adaptability. Multiple roles involvement promotes 
individual's sense of social connection and enhances men-
tal and material resources available to individuals from the 
external environment, which leads to a high level of social 
support perceptions. The positive association between role 
accumulation and social support is consistent with Ruder-
man's (2002) research findings that commitment to mul-
tiple roles provide women managers more social support 
resources. Moreover, social support positively predicted 
college students' career adaptability. Perceived social sup-
port can reduce individuals' perceptions of uncertainty 
and increase their sense of control over their environment 
(Albrecht & Adelman, 1987; Rosenfeld et al., 2000), ena-
bling them to be well prepared and comfortable in the face of 
unpredictable career changes (Zhang & Li, 2020), thus pro-
moting the development of career adaptability. In addition, 
compared to individualistic cultures, collectivist cultures 
focus more on social interactions (Wang & Fu, 2015) and 
pursuing obtaining favorable resources from interpersonal 
relationships to solve problems; therefore, social support has 
an important impact on college students' career adaptability 
especially in a collectivist country like China. The positive 
and significant link between social support and career adapt-
ability was in line with numerous previous research findings 

Table 3   Bootstrapping results for indirect effects

Path Indirect estimate S.E 95% CI

Lower Upper

Total indirect 0.668 0.045 0.579 0.756
Role accumula-

tion → Self-
efficacy → Career 
adaptability

0.462 0.039 0.385 0.538

Role accumula-
tion → Social 
support → Career 
adaptability

0.206 0.047 0.113 0.299
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(e.g., Hirschi, 2009; Kenny & Bledsoe, 2005; Öztemel & 
Yıldız-Akyol, 2019; Wang & Fu, 2015).

Theoretical Contributions and Practical Implications

Our research contributed to the literature for some aspects. 
First, the findings of this research promote current theoreti-
cal development on role accumulation among various social 
groups. Social roles and the corresponding role responsibili-
ties are regarded as opportunities to gain additional social 
capital in the form of economic and social resources (Black 
et al., 2009), which individuals can use to create a satis-
factory self-image and life situation (Nordenmark, 2004). 
Early research on multiple roles began after women entered 
the labor market on a large scale (Brody, 1981) and mainly 
focused on potential impact of women's non-work and work 
roles (e.g., Baruch & Barnett, 1986; Black et al., 2009; 
Ruderman et al., 2002). For example, previous research 
showed that women with multiple roles (such as mother, 
wife, employee) are more likely to have a low mortality 
(Martikainen, 1995) and high life satisfaction and self-
acceptance (Ruderman et al., 2002). However, knowledge 
about the effects that role accumulation has on other social 
groups is limited. We argue that it is especially important 
to utilize role accumulation as a theoretical framework in 
emerging adults researches considering emerging adulthood 
is a critical period for individuals' identity exploration and 
accumulation (Arnett, 2000), our research linked emerg-
ing adults' role experiences during their school years with 
their future career development abilities and demonstrated 
that the college students can also benefit from social role 
accumulation. Multiple roles managed by college students 
can work simultaneously and complement each other (Kelly 
et al., 2020; Kulik et al., 2015; Marks, 1977), accumulating 
psychological and social resources for individuals to effec-
tively cope with future career role changes or career transi-
tions (Ruderman et al., 2002). The current study confirmed 
that role accumulation theory remains valid in the presence 
of career management of emerging adults, thus extending the 
boundaries of the application of role accumulation theory.

Second, this study contributed to the career adaptability 
literature by offering a novel and dynamic perspective to 
reveal contributing factors of career adaptability. Results of 
this study suggested that career adaptability can be benefi-
cially enhanced by individuals' frequent interactions with 
the environment through the assumption of social roles, 
confirmed that it is equally important to consider whether 
and how interactive factors influence career adaptability. Our 
study thus helps to gain a more complete and balanced pic-
ture of the occurrence of career adaptability.

Third, this study contributed to the career adaptability 
literature by revealing the specific mechanism that affects 

individuals' career adaptability in the process of interac-
tions with environment, which echoed Nicklin's (2020) call 
to explore how multiple roles affect college students. The 
present study suggested that both self-efficacy and social 
support functioned as mediators between role accumulation 
and career adaptability in a parallel way, which indicated 
that multiple roles involvement not only enhanced individu-
als' competence beliefs but also promoted available social 
support resources, thereby enhancing abilities to adapt 
to career challenges. These findings are consistent with 
Kracke's (2002) view that a combination of personal com-
petence (self-efficacy in this study) and others’ help (social 
support in this study) can help address career-related devel-
opmental tasks.

Finally, this study also contributed to the emerging adult-
hood literature to some extent. Most emerging adults were 
born after 2000—they are called “after 00” (Generation Z) 
in China. Young Chinese people in this period are often 
experiencing identity explorations and various possibili-
ties of life, but also confronted with some developmental 
challenges such as identity crisis and a sense of confusion 
(Arnett, 2000, 2007). Considering the features of emerging 
adulthood, it, therefore, brings a question that whether such 
a period is experienced positively or negatively by people 
(Arnett, 2007). Through this study, we have proved that 
emerging adulthood is beneficial to most people as it pro-
vides an extended period for young people to continuously 
accumulate role experiences and obtain resources from it, 
thus finally have a better response to life challenges, which 
moves forward the development of emerging adulthood 
theory.

Study findings carry some practical implications for 
career practitioners and education administrators to con-
sider role accumulation for improving college students' 
career adaptability. Preparing for future career prospects 
is one of the core developmental tasks of college students 
(Koen et al., 2012) and understanding the impact of college 
students' role accumulation on career adaptability can help 
us to properly construct and guide their practice activities 
during school, guiding students to see themselves as active 
participants in changes rather than passive recipients (Good-
man, 1994). Previous research showed that recent gradu-
ates usually take longer time to find a suitable job and are 
more likely to be job maladjusted and underemployed than 
social job seekers, and that career adaptability training sig-
nificantly improves their employment qualities (including 
indicators of job satisfaction, person-environment fit, and 
subjective career success; Koen et al., 2012). School guid-
ance and counseling services have been proved to play a 
very important role in personal development of students but 
faced many challenges in practice (Arfasa & Weldmeskel, 
2020). To improve the quality of guidance and counseling 
services on college students' career management, school 



Current Psychology	

1 3

administrators firstly should take a series of strategies 
such as employing professional counselors and construct-
ing effective evaluating programs (Arfasa & Weldmeskel, 
2020). Second, combined with the findings of this study, 
career counselors and practitioners should develop career 
adaptability training programs for college students from the 
perspective of role accumulation by building social prac-
tice platforms, organizing rich social practice activities, 
and providing more environmental stimulation for college 
students to create more opportunities for role participation 
and encourage new social roles. As previous study showed 
that several novel and interesting strategies (such as Graphic 
Novel, Mandalas, Resiliency Handbook) can be developed 
to build and maintain student resilience for their transition 
from secondary to post-secondary education (Gamble & 
Crouse, 2020), we also encourage some novel and innova-
tive techniques to provide college students more adaptability 
resources, such as role simulation activities, which is also an 
important technique in medical education (Lay-Khim & Bit-
Lian, 2019). All these approaches can help college students 
to build and maintain career adaptability and better complete 
the "school-work" transitions in the future.

Strengths and limitations

A methodological strength of this study is the use of the 
structural equation modeling (SEM) approach with latent 
variables, which can improve the accuracy of hypothesized 
model testing by requiring a clear definition of constructs 
and assumed relationships between constructs (Bagozzi, 
1980; Chau, 1997).   The study also has some limitations. 
The first is that the study adopted a cross-sectional research 
method, with insufficient inference argumentation about 
causality. Future studies are recommended to replicate our 
findings by gathering data from two or three time points. 
Second, all variables in this study are self-reported by stu-
dents, which may produce a common method bias (CMB). 
Although we conducted a confirmatory factor analysis 
(CFA) and found that the degree of CMB is acceptable, gath-
ering data from multiple sources is still recommended in 
future studies, such as asking individuals' parents and career 
counselors to rate their career adaptability, because of the 
argument that the beforehand control is the best way to mini-
mize common method variance (Tang & Wen, 2020). Third, 
the measurement of role accumulation is not perfect as we 
only measured the number of roles individuals played to rep-
resent role accumulation. We didn't consider problems such 
as how much time individuals spent on each role and the 
quality of each role they played, which may have individual 
difference and have a predictive effect on career adaptability 
(Celen-Demirtas et al., 2015). We acknowledged this limita-
tion and encouraged a more rigorous and comprehensive role 
accumulation measurement method in the future.

Conclusion and Future Directions

The study examined the relationships among role accumu-
lation, self-efficacy, social support and career adaptability 
drawing upon role accumulation theory. Holding multi-
ple roles facilitates college students' career adaptability 
resources. Moreover, self-efficacy and social support medi-
ate such a relationship in a parallel way.

We offer some potential directions for future studies. 
First, based on the research finding that holding multiple 
roles can facilitate emerging adults' career adaptability, we 
encourage more in-depth discussions about the potential 
impacts of social roles on individuals' career development, 
such as whether there is the optimal combination of roles 
or the best number of roles that can maximize individuals' 
career adaptability. Second, in addition to the function of 
multiple roles involvement as a dynamic factor in predict-
ing career adaptability, future work could consider other 
important environmental antecedents, such as task variety 
and person-environment fit perceptions.
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