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Faced with tremendous employment pressure, how to enhance effective

career exploration and career adaptability is crucial for college students’

career. This study uses self-assessed data from 840 undergraduate students

at three time points to reveal the formation mechanism of career adaptability

from a dual perspective of teacher support and students’ effective part-

time behavior. In particular, the mediating role of career exploration is

introduced based on self-regulation theory, and the moderating role of

teacher support and students’ effective part-time work is introduced based

on social cognitive career theory. The results show that (1) Future work

self-salience positively influences career adaptability; (2) future work self-

salience indirectly influences career adaptability through career exploration;

(3) both teacher support and students’ effective part-time behavior positively

moderate the indirect relationship between future work self-salience and

career adaptability through career exploration. This study attempts to provide

practical guidance for college graduates to engage in career exploration and

career construction.

KEYWORDS

future work self-salience, teacher support, career exploration, effective part-time
behavior, career adaptability

Introduction

In China, the expansion of college enrollment has brought about a sharp rise in
the number of college graduates in the past 30 years, leading to more and more fierce
competition for college students’ employment (Barr and Turner, 2013; Jackson, 2021),
and the problem of “employment difficulties” of college students has been increasingly
exposed and focused by the public and researchers (Ye et al., 2016; Chen et al., 2022).
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University graduation is a critical stage for college students to
change their career roles and starting watershed in their career
development (Wu et al., 2016); Although taking postgraduate
exam and studying abroad are welcomed by fresh graduates,
the challenge of constructing a career through job hunting
and interviewing at graduation is still the most direct choice
for most people (Donald et al., 2018). However, in the dual
context of the COVID-19 and graduation season, the tense
economy status and fierce competition for jobs caused by the
shutdown of enterprises due to the impact of the epidemic;
simultaneously, the job characteristics of college students with
little work experience, low job proficiency, and long training
cycles are two major causes of uncertain career development
(Schwartz, 2016; Song and Zhou, 2020).

Career exploration is a prerequisite for career planning
and a key part of career development for college students
(Super, 1957). After career exploration, individuals plan their
future careers based on the information obtained from career
exploration (Super, 1980) and try to adapt their careers (Koen
et al., 2012), influencing their future career development
(Bartley and Robitschek, 2000; Ling et al., 2022). Self-regulation
theory holds that the clearer an individual’s self-knowledge
is, the easier it is for the self-regulation system to drive an
individual to make efforts for his or her own goals and then
engage in a series of actions (Bandura, 1991; Karoly, 1993).
College students’ hopes and aspirations for future jobs will
drive them to engage in job-hunting behaviors (Kanfer et al.,
2001). College students with future work self-salience will
be willing to act for career development and conduct career
exploration (Zhang et al., 2014; Taber and Blankemeyer, 2015).
College students who have a clear future job will conduct career
exploration to build their career and show more adaptability to
career uncertainty (Guan et al., 2014; Taber and Blankemeyer,
2015).

Second, career adaptability is a psychological construct
that individuals use to cope with current and future career
tasks, which varies with environment interaction (Savickas and
Porfeli, 2012). Social cognitive career theory suggests that the
environment, individual differences, and behaviors interact will
influence an individual’s career development (Lent et al., 2000).
Environmental factors that college students perceive as teacher
helping them with their career exploration, along with their
own effective part-time behaviors, may interact with college
students’ future work clarity, career exploration, and collectively
influence their career and adaptability (Martin and Sinclair,
2007; Jaworski et al., 2018; Pan et al., 2018). Due to the
policy impact of college enrollment expansion (Goldrick-Rab,
2010) and the economic downturn caused by the COVID-19
epidemic, there are challenges for college students to develop
and construct their careers (Mok et al., 2021). In addition,
whether the two boundary conditions of teacher support and
effective part-time behavior of college students positively affect
the career exploration and future career adaptability of college

students with future job clarity, which has a guiding role in the
construction of college students’ future careers, and enhancing
the employment rate and adaptability of college students, as
well as the expansion value of career education in colleges and
universities.

Thus, based on self-regulation theory to explore the
mediating role of career exploration in future work self- salience
and career adaptability, and on social cognitive career theory to
explore the moderating effect of teacher support and effective
part-time behavior in this indirect role, we can better explain
the influence mechanism of career adaptability, and have more
theoretical and practical significance. In view of this, this study
addresses the shortcomings of previous studies and tries to solve
the problem of “employment difficulties” for college students
in mainland China, as well as to contribute to helping college
students to have clearer career development under the economic
downturn caused by the normalization of the epidemic, and to
provide theoretical and practical suggestions for colleges and
enterprises to carry out career guidance work. The research
model is shown in Figure 1.

Theory and hypothesis

The relationship between future work
self-salience and career adaptability

Career adaptability is a social psychological construction
(Savickas and Porfeli, 2012) that is a core competency for
individuals to achieve long-term career success (Hirschi, 2009)
and exerts a positive predictive effect on future employment
status (Koen et al., 2010; Guan et al., 2014), employment quality
(Guan et al., 2013), career development (Ebberwein et al., 2004),
and job promotion (Tolentino et al., 2013).Therefore, clarifying
the formation mechanism of career adaptability of university
students is beneficial for their future career development.

Strauss et al. (2012) first introduced the concept of future
work self-salience, that is, the degree to which individuals can
easily imagine their future job self-salience. Most subsequent
studies have found that clarity and ease of imagining future
work can help individuals better set career goals and clarify
the behavioral paths they need to take (Taber and Blankemeyer,
2015; Arif et al., 2017). According to self-regulation theory: the

FIGURE 1

Preliminary model diagram of the study.
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clearer an individual is about himself, the easier it is for his self-
regulation system to drive him toward a goal and thus show
more practical actions (Karoly, 1993).College students with clear
future work self-salience are more likely to motivate themselves
to set goals for their future career development, exploring
and making attempts to their career goals and showing higher
career adaptability (Strobel et al., 2013). Second, college students
with future work self-salience will actively seek feedback and
proactively adjust their behaviors for career development to
accommodate work and job search behaviors (Zhang et al.,
2014). Furthermore, college students who are clear about their
future job will be less bound by their environment, clarify
their career goals, identify opportunities, and adopt a range of
behaviors to accommodate their career development (Bateman
and Crant, 1993). Finally, college students who are clear about
their future jobs will actively engage in a variety of career
planning, obtain career support, work to overcome obstacles,
and demonstrate higher levels of career resilience (Seibert
et al., 1999; Guan et al., 2014; Joanne Chan and Chan, 2021).
Therefore, hypothesis 1 is proposed:

Hypothesis 2: Future work self-salience positively
influences career adaptability.

The mediating role of career
exploration

In career, career exploration not only helps students move
from school to the workplace, but also contributes to future
job transitions (Flum and Blustein, 2000). Career exploration
is the act of individuals gathering and analyzing information
about their characteristics and job aspects (Stumpf et al., 1983).
The act of career exploration positively affects short- and long-
term career outcomes, such as better career decisions (Feldman
and Bolino, 1996), more interview chances (Cheung and Jin,
2016), higher pay, and higher job satisfaction and happiness
(Maggiori et al., 2013). During the course of career development,
individuals will use career exploration to gain information
and make decision planning for their future career, which
influences their future career development (Werbel, 2000). An
individual who is clear about their future job will actively
gather information, engage in career exploration activities, and
make more proactive career adaptive behaviors (Kaminsky and
Behrend, 2015).

Career exploration is a self-regulatory process (Kanfer et al.,
2001). Self-regulation theory suggests that individuals will self-
regulate by dividing themselves into: self-observation, self-
judgment, and self-response (Bandura, 1991). Future work self-
salience represents an individual’s observation and judgment
of future jobs (Strobel et al., 2013). Based on the information
observed and judged, with clear career goals, the behavioral
response of career exploration will be carried out (Côté et al.,
2006). In addition, future work self-salience is a willingness of

the individual and serves as an important prerequisite for goal
generation (Parker et al., 2010). College students who are clear
about the goals they hope to achieve will drive how they look
for jobs, how they adapt to the future, and how they deal with
the various issues that arise in their careers. Therefore, college
students with future work self-salience can fully appreciate their
expectations and ambitions for their future jobs, thus forming
a clear job search goal and engaging in job search behavior by
conducting career exploration for this goal (Zhao et al., 2022).
At the same time, after completing career exploration with clear
goals, college students will be more adaptable to tasks, problems,
and changes in their future jobs to cope with career changes and
career development to accomplish their career goals. Therefore,
hypothesis 2 is put forward:

Hypothesis 2: Future work self-salience indirectly
influences career adaptability through career exploration.

The moderating role of perceived
teacher support

Social cognitive career theory holds that individuals do
not live in a vacuum and that the choices they make are
influenced by factors in themselves and their surroundings (Lent
et al., 2000, 2002). In particular, when individuals feel positively
supported by their environment, they will act positively to
achieve their goals (Lent et al., 2001). School and teachers play
the most important influence on career development when
college students transition from a student status in school to a
professional status (Bronfenbrenner and Evans, 2000).Teacher
support contributes to students’ confidence, attitudes, and
behaviors (van der Ross et al., 2022). Perceived teacher support
refers to students’ perceived support from teachers for their
learning, attitudes, and abilities (Babad, 1990). Teacher support
serves as an external stimulus for college students as they
engage in career exploration, providing adequate support and
encouragement and reducing deviant behavior (Wang and
Eccles, 2012).

College students with future work self-salience are clear
about their job hunting goals and know when they are going
to look for a job of any type. Individuals who set goals for
their future jobs will be motivated to make efforts to achieve
their goals and engage in career exploration; At this time,
if teachers give college students competence affirmation and
career guidance support, college students will be motivated to
engage in specific exploration behaviors in order to achieve
their goals (Bandura, 1991). Next, according to social cognitive
career theory-individual career development is influenced by
both individual psychology and social environment (Lent et al.,
2000). Based on environmental support from teachers, and their
own unwavering job hunting goals and clear future jobs, college
students will actively submit resumes, participate in interviews
with an optimistic attitude, and engage in positive and effective
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career exploration behaviors (Lee et al., 2016). Moreover, good
support from teachers at school can effectively facilitate the
satisfaction of individual psychological needs, create a healthy
psychological state, and alleviate the anxiety of uncertainty
(Forster et al., 2020), promoting college students to change from
the psychological level of clear future work to the behavioral
level of career exploration with positive teacher support.
Finally, in order to further expand the boundary conditions of
the influence effect of future job self-salience among college
students, efforts are made to explore the mechanism of the
influence of the contextual variable of teacher support on the
role of future work self-salience and career exploration, and
Hypothesis 3 is proposed:

Hypothesis 3: Teacher support positively moderates the
positive relationship between future work self-salience
and career exploration, and the stronger the perceived
teacher support is, the stronger the positive relationship
between future work self-clarity and career exploration is.
Conversely, the relationship is weaker.

The moderating role of effective
part-time job behavior

Individual differences, environmental factors, and one’s
own behavior affect individual career development through
interactions that positively influence career interests, career
values, perceptions of career success, and career resilience
according to social cognitive career theory (Lent and Brown,
1996). Part-time behavior among college students is an effective
approach to know about jobs, clarify future work, and improve
work adaptability before formally entering society (Helyer and
Lee, 2014; Brooks and Youngson, 2016). Effective part-time
behavior among college students is a value-conditioned resource
related to future job development and career success (Jacoby,
2006). Such effective part-time work behavior facilitates the
transition from career exploration to future job adaptability
under the premise of clear career goals, promotes career
identity, and enhances job search exploration, thus acquiring job
adaptability (Yizhong and Hailing, 2016).

Career exploration, as one of the most critical aspects of
career development, can effectively enhance college students’
future work adaptability (Super, 1957).Through career
exploration, college students satisfy their self-efficacy for
work (Werbel, 2000) and are more likely to show positive
psychological capital, identify with their future job, and
demonstrate high levels of resilience (Porfeli and Savickas,
2012). Still, according to the social cognitive career theory,
self-differentiated behaviors affect career development, and
effective part-time behaviors help optimize the positive job
resilience generated by career exploration. College students can
enhance their professionalism and teamwork through part-time
behavior, and the qualities generated by such part-time can

help facilitate career exploration for future job adaptation.
Meanwhile, in order to explore the boundary role of effective
part-time behavior on career exploration and career adaptability
and to compensate for the differential contextual effects of their
own part-time behavior in the process of college students’ career
development, Hypothesis 4 is proposed:

Hypothesis 4: College students’ effective part-time job
behavior positively moderates the positive relationship
between career exploration and career adaptation. The
stronger the degree of effective part-time job behavior
is, the stronger the positive relationship between career
exploration and career adaptation is. Conversely, the
relationship is weaker.

Mediation model with moderation

Integrating Hypothesis 2, Hypothesis 3 and Hypothesis
4, this study proposes a mediated model with moderation.
When college students perceive the support given by teachers:
individuals who have future work self-salience will fully
experience their hopes and imagination of their future work, and
thus set clear and explicit goals for career exploration according
to their actual situation; At the same time, when college students
have also engaged in part-time behavior related to their future
work, and such part-time work is effective and developmental,
college students will transfer the professional qualities and
resources acquired in part-time to the jobs they have explored
and show more adaptive behaviors. On the contrary, if college
students do not receive career guidance and support from
teachers during career exploration and career construction, and
do not participate in part-time behavior that are beneficial to
future job development, even if they have clear knowledge of
future jobs, it is difficult to implement career exploration and
adapt to future jobs, which affects career development. In view
of this, hypothesis 5 is proposed:

Hypothesis 5: Teacher support and college students’
effective part-time behavior positively moderate the
indirect effect of future work self-salience on career
adaptability through career exploration. The stronger the
degree of teacher support and effective part-time behavior
is, the stronger the indirect effect is. On the contrary, this
indirect effect is weaker.

Research methods

Research subjects and collection
procedures

This study selects college students who are in the career
selection period as the research object. According to the
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classification of career stages, it is generally accepted that young
people around the age of 20 are in the exploratory stage, during
which young people gradually develop career-related cognition
(Super, 1953). In addition, the school-to-workplace transition
process affects individuals’ future career development and career
outcomes, and such age group is a critical period for developing
clear career directions and setting career goals (Dietrich et al.,
2012).

The specific study sample was selected from college students
in Shanghai, Chongqing, Guangdong Province, and Jiangsu
Province, which could meet the requirement of sample diversity
because the student was from all over the country. To reduce
the effect of common method bias (CMB), this study used a
multi-stage completion approach for questionnaire collection as
suggested by Podsakoff et al. (2003). Data were collected at the
first time point for future work self-salience, perceived teacher
support, and control variables with data collected at the second
time point about career exploration and effective part-time
behavior and at the third time point about career adaptability.
Each time interval was one month with entire survey lasting
three months (February to May 2022). Furthermore, the survey
was adopted anonymously in order to avoid concerns of the
respondents about the questionnaire items. The respondents
were also informed before the official survey that their personal
information and the content of the survey would be kept
confidential and used only for this academic study.

At the first time point, a total of 920 questionnaires were
distributed and 900 were collected with loss rate of 2.2%. At the
second time point, a total of 900 questionnaires were sent out
and 885 were recovered with loss rate of 1.7%. At the third time
point, 885 questionnaires were issued and 855 were received
with loss rate of 3.9%. At the end of the whole survey, a total
of 840 valid questionnaires were obtained by taking student
ID as the basis for three times matching and excluding the
missed and wrongly filled questionnaires. The effective rate of
this questionnaire was 91.3%. According to the survey results,
descriptive statistical analysis was conducted and the following
results were as follows: for the overall sample, there were
375 male students and 465 female students; 44 freshmen, 213
sophomores, 151 juniors and 432 seniors; The average age was
19.43 years old.

Measuring tools

This study draws on established scales to ensure the
reliability and validity of the questionnaire. Before investigation
and research, the English scales were accurately translated
into Chinese according to the standard translation and back-
translation procedure (Brislin, 1986) and was repeatedly
checked with the questionnaire distribution team. A 5-point
Likert scale (1 to 5 in the questionnaire indicates “strongly
disagree” to “strongly agree”) was used throughout the study.

Future work self-salience: Future work self-salience
scale developed by Strauss et al. (2012) was adopted. The
questionnaire has a total of 5 questions. Examples of questions
are: “I can easily imagine my future job” and “I am clear about
who and what I want to be in my future job.” The scale has an
alpha coefficient of 0.912 in this study.

Teacher support: A questionnaire was applied to measure
college students’ perception of teacher support behavior, with
19 items in total according to the scale compiled by Ou (2005).
Examples of questions are “My teacher is always gentle with me”
and “My teacher often encourages me in my study and life.” This
scale was used in the study and the Conbrach’s alpha coefficient
is 0.939.

Career exploration: The Career Exploration Scale developed
by Stumpf et al. (1983) was employed to measure students’
career exploration activities with a total of 17 items in this
questionnaire. Examples of questions are: “I know a lot of
information about the career field I have focused on” and “I will
try different career activities.” The scale has a Conbrach’s alpha
coefficient of 0.913 in this study.

Effective part-time behavior: There are 4 questions with
reference to Mingqian and Sanman (2021) part-time behavior
scale. Examples of questions are “Part-time jobs are a boon to
employment” and “In general, the part-time job I choose is more
related to my major.” This scale has an alpha coefficient of 0.901
in this study.

Career Adaptability: The Career Adaptability Scale, as
revised by Hou et al. (2012), was used to measure students’
adaptability to their future careers. The questionnaire has 24
questions, covering four dimensions of career concern, control,
curiosity, and self-confidence, and Examples of questions are: “I
can think about what my future will be like” and “I will make my
own decisions.” The scale has a Conbrach’s alpha coefficient of
0.948 in this study.

Control variables: Based on previous studies, gender,
age, and education have been found to influence individual
career adaptability (Guan et al., 2013; Cai et al., 2015). In
addition, students’ place of origin also has an impact on career
development and job resilience (Garriott, 2020; Kim and Smith,
2021).To more accurately validate the model, gender, age, grade,
and birthplace were measured as control variables in this study.

Data analysis methods

This study used SPSS 21.0 for Harman’s one-way test,
descriptive statistics, correlation analysis, and multiple
regression analysis, and Amos 21.0 for confirmatory factor
analysis. In testing for mediating effects, this study used the
three-step method of Baron and Kenny (1986) and combined
it with the Bootstrap technique (using the PROCESS program)
(Hayes, 2017) to estimate confidence intervals for mediating
effects. In testing for mediators with moderation, this study
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relied on Edwards and Lambert’s (2007) study and integrated
with the bootstrap technique (Bootstrap) to test for the
significance of the values and differences of indirect effects
under high and low moderating variables.

Research results

Common method deviation test

In the research investigation, the multi-stage fill-in approach
suggested by Podsakoff et al. (2003) is followed to control
for possible common method bias in the study at the
methodological level (Podsakoff et al., 2003). At the data level,
Harman’s one-way test was performed on the data collected and
the percentage of explained variance by the first factor was found
to be 27.79%, a rate that is less than the 40% criterion (Podsakoff
et al., 2003). Also, as can be seen in Table 1, the fitting results
of the confirmatory factor analysis of the one-factor model
were also poor (χ2 = 18760.698, df = 2225, RMSEA = 0.094,
SRMR = 0.144, CFI = 0.705, TLI = 0.689), indicating that there
was no serious common method bias among the variables.

Confirmatory factor analysis

In this study, the following fitting indicators were selected
to judge the model fit, including the chi-square difference
must reach a significant level, the root mean squared error

of approximation (RMSEA) must be less than 0.08, and the
comparative fitness index (CFI) and Tucker-Lewis index (TLI)
must be greater than 0.9. A series of competing models were
compared in this study, and the results of the analysis are shown
in Table 1. It can be seen from Table 1 that the model fit of the
five-factor model (χ2 = 7322.779, df = 2215, RMSEA = 0.050,
SRMR = 0.047, CFI = 0.909, TLI = 0.904) was better than
the other competing models in this study. Furthermore, all
the fitness indicators of the five-factor model passed the test.
Accordingly, all the variables in this study were distinguishable.

Correlation analysis

The results of the correlation analysis between control
variables and variables are shown in Table 2. From Table 2, it can
be known that there is a significant positive correlation between
all variables, providing a preliminary basis for hypothesis testing
of the model. There is a significant positive relationship between
future work self-salience and career adaptability (r = 0.364,
p< 0.001), which can initially prove the validity of hypothesis 1.

Hypothesis testing results

1. Test results of main effect

As shown by Model 3 in Table 3, future work self-
salience presents a significant positive relationship with career
adaptability (β = 0.35, p < 0.001). Hypothesis 1 is supported.

TABLE 1 Results of confirmatory factor analysis (N = 840).

Model χ 2 df 1 χ 2 RMSEA SRMR CFI TLI

Five-factor model (hypothesis) 7322.779 2215 0.050 0.047 0.909 0.904

Four-factor model (A + B) 9187.303 2219 1864.524*** 0.061 0.062 0.876 0.869

Four-factor model (C + D) 9823.666 2219 2500.887*** 0.064 0.094 0.865 0.857

Three-factor model (A + B + C) 13889.446 2222 6566.667*** 0.079 0.174 0.792 0.781

Three-factor model (B + C + D) 13070.504 2222 5747.725*** 0.076 0.189 0.807 0.796

Two-factor model (A + B + C + D) 14857.165 2224 7534.386*** 0.082 0.187 0.775 0.763

One-factor model (A + B + C + D + E) 18760.698 2225 11437.919*** 0.094 0.144 0.705 0.689

A: Future work self-salience; B: Perceived teacher support; C: Career exploration; D: Effective part-time behavior; E: Career adaptability; + indicating integration.
***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

TABLE 2 Mean values, standard deviations and correlation coefficients of variables (N = 840).

Variables Mean values Standard deviations 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1 Gender 0.550 0.497

2 Age 19.433 1.342 0.012

3 Grade 15.156 0.977 –0.070* –0.812***

4 Place of origin 0.924 0.266 –0.177*** 0.173*** –0.198***

5 Future work self-salience 3.545 0.662 –0.207*** 0.023 0.010 0.063

6 Perceived teacher support 3.706 0.569 –0.194*** –0.020 0.020 0.113** 0.495***

7 Career exploration 3.654 0.531 –0.204*** 0.061 –0.051 0.103** 0.356*** 0.361***

8 Effective part-time behavior 4.079 0.658 –0.164*** –0.027 0.011 0.130*** 0.375*** 0.703*** 0.281***

9 Career adaptability 4.133 0.513 -0.153*** 0.049 –0.035 0.103** 0.364*** 0.356*** 0.778*** 0.259***

***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, * p < 0.05.
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1. Test results of mediating effect

According to Model 4 in Table 3, there is a significant
positive relationship between future work self-salience and
career adaptability (β = 0.10, P < 0.001), and a significant
positive relationship between career exploration and career
adaptability (β = 0.74, P < 0.001), verifying the indirect effect of
future work self-salience on career adaptability through career
exploration. To clarify this indirect effect again, this study uses
the Bootstrap method test (Hayes, 2017).The Bootstrap method
test for the mediating effect is shown in Table 4, where both
the direct and indirect effects of future work self-salience and
career adaptability do not include zero at the 95% confidence
interval. Thus, it can be confirmed that career exploration
plays a partially mediating role in the relationship between
future work self-salience and career adaptability. Hypothesis 2
is supported.

1. Test results of moderating effects

Confirming the moderating effect of perceived teacher
support. As displayed by Model 3 in Table 3, the interaction
item between future work self-salience and perceived teacher

support presents a prominent positive relationship with career
exploration (β = 0.10, p < 0.01). Simultaneously, Bootstrap
method test of moderating effect is shown in Table 5. At
95% confidence interval, with low level of teacher support, the
indirect effect of future work self-salience on career exploration
is low (with effect value of 0.09), while with high level of
teacher support, the indirect effect of future work self-salience
on career exploration is high (with effect value of 0.23). This
research is determined by using Aiken et al. (1991) to regulate
the high and low levels of the moderating variables in an
attempt to clarify such moderating effect. As seen in Figure 2,
the positive relationship between future work self-salience and
career exploration is stronger when the degree of teacher
support is higher. Hypothesis 3 is supported.

Confirming the moderating effect of effective part-time
behavior. As shown in Model 5 of Table 3, the interaction item
between career exploration and effective part-time behavior
takes on a remarkable positive relationship with career
adaptability (β = 0.08, p < 0.001). Meanwhile, the Bootstrap
method test for the moderating effect is presented in Table 6,
the indirect effect of career exploration on career adaptability is
weaker at low levels of effective part-time behavior (with effect
value of 0.66) and stronger at high levels of effective part-time

TABLE 3 Hypothesis testing model.

Variables Career exploration Career adaptability

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

Control variable

Gender –0.13*** –0.11** –0.07* 0.03 0.02 0.03

Age 0.01 0.02 0.02 0.01 0.03 0.02

Grade –0.05 –0.04 –0.02 0.02 0.03 0.02

Place of origin 0.05 0.03 0.06 0.03 0.03 0.03

Independent variable

Future work self-salience 0.33*** 0.20*** 0.35*** 0.10*** 0.07*

Mediating variable

Career exploration 0.74*** 0.76*** 0.07***

Moderating variable

Perceived teacher support 0.22*** 0.07*

Effective part-time behavior 0.04 0.02

Interaction items

Future work self-salience *Perceived teacher support 0.10** 0.02*

Career exploration*Effective part-time behavior 0.08*** 0.06*

R2 0.15 0.20 0.14 0.61 0.61 0.62

F 29.60*** 29.66*** 28.17*** 222.91*** 189.39*** 136.27***

***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, * p < 0.05.

TABLE 4 Bootstrap test for mediating effects.

Mediating effect Effect value Standard error 95% of confidence interval

Lower confidence limit Upper confidence limit

Indirect effect 0.19 0.02 0.04 0.11

Direct effect 0.08 0.02 0.15 0.23

Bootstrap sample size N = 5000.
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TABLE 5 Bootstrap test of the moderating effect with perceived teacher support.

Moderating effect Effect value Standard error 95% of confidence interval

Lower confidence limit Upper confidence limit

Low (–1SD) 0.09 0.04 0.01 0.17

Medium 0.16 0.03 0.10 0.22

High (+ 1SD) 0.23 0.03 0.16 0.29

Bootstrap sample size N = 5000.

FIGURE 2

The moderating role of perceived teacher support between future work self-salience and career exploration.

TABLE 6 Bootstrap test of the moderating effect of effective part-time behavior.

Moderating effect Effect value Standard error 95% of confidence interval

Lower confidence limit Upper confidence limit

Low (–1SD) 0.66 0.03 0.60 0.72

Me–dium 0.73 0.02 0.69 0.78

High (+ 1SD) 0.81 0.03 0.76 0.87

Bootstrap sample size N = 5000.

behavior (with effect value of 0.81). This research is determined
by using Aiken et al. (1991) to regulate the high and low levels
of the moderating variables to clarify such moderating effect.
As seen in Figure 3, the positive relationship between career
exploration and career adaptability is stronger at higher levels
of effective part-time behavior. Hypothesis 4 is supported.

1. Test results of mediating effects with moderation

This study employs the effect values of indirect effects of
Bootstrap’s method test at high and low levels of moderating

variables (Edwards and Lambert, 2007) in a bid to verify whether
perceived teacher support and effective part-time behavior
moderated the indirect effect of future work self-salience on
career adaptability through career exploration. As understood in
Table 7, under the condition of high degree of teacher support
and high level of effective part-time job behavior, the indirect
effect of future work self-salience on career adaptability through
career exploration is 0.18, whose value is [0.13,0.23] at 95%
confidence interval. With low levels of teacher support and
effective part-time behavior, the indirect effect of future work
self-salience through career exploration on career adaptability
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FIGURE 3

The moderating role of effective part-time behavior between career exploration and career adaptability.

TABLE 7 Bootstrap test for mediating effects with moderation.

Independent
variable

Moderating variable
(perceived teacher

support)

Moderating
variable(effective

part-time behavior)

Indirect
effect

Standard
error

95% of confidence interval

Lower confidence
limit

Upper confidence
limit

Perceived
teacher support

low(–SD) low(–SD) 0.06 0.03 0.01 0.11

low(–SD) high(+ SD) 0.07 0.03 0.01 0.18

high(+ SD) low(–SD) 0.15 0.02 0.11 0.20

high(+ SD) high(+ SD) 0.18 0.03 0.13 0.23

Bootstrap sample size N = 5000.

is 0.06, with value of [0.01,0.11] at 95% confidence interval. At
the same time, given the inconsistency between high and low
levels of teacher support and effective part-time behavior, the
indirect effects of future work self-salience on career adaptability
through career exploration are 0.07 and 0.15, respectively, which
also remained significant at the 95% confidence interval. In
conclusion, the higher the degree of perceived teacher support
and effective part-time job behavior, the stronger the indirect
effect of future work self-salience on career adaptability through
career exploration. Hypothesis 5 is supported.

Conclusion

Career adaptability is significant for college graduates to
conduct career construction (Rudolph et al., 2017). Starting
from self-regulation theory and social cognitive career theory,
this study delves into the mechanism inherent in future work
self-salience through career exploration on career adaptability

and discusses the moderating role of teacher support, effective
part-time behavior in this mechanism. It attempts to propose
theoretical and practical guidance for college students on this
issue of career construction.

Discussion

Theoretical contributions

First, this study systematically identifies the causes of career
adaptability. A moderated mediation model is proposed in
terms of individual psychology, environmental support and
individual’s own behavior. The theoretical basis of career
adaptability is extended by exploring how college students can
acquire career adaptability.

Second, this study proposes a positive relationship between
future work self-salience and career adaptability, enriching the
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exploration of career adaptability in terms of psychological
factors. Meanwhile, it is consistent with the predictions of
Career Construction Theory (CCT) and The Model of Proactive
Motivation (Guan et al., 2014).

Third, the mediating role of career exploration. College
students’ future work self-salience (psychological level) through
career exploration (behavioral level) affects future work
adaptability. The bridging role of career exploration is
systematically shown; At the same time, this finding not
only supports the self-regulation theory, but also makes some
supplementary studies on career adaptability.

Fourth, two moderating variables like individual perceived
teacher support and effective part-time behavior are introduced.
The indirect effect of future work self-salience on career
adaptability through career exploration is stronger when college
students feel more supported by teachers or engage in more
effective part-time jobs. This finding exactly supports social
cognitive career theory (Lent and Brown, 1996). It also provides
some reference for follow-up research on teachers’ occupation
and part-time behavior of college student.

Practical contributions

From the perspective of career construction of college
students and college career guidance, this study provides some
practical suggestions for the management of the topic of "how
college students can be more comfortable with their careers".

Improving career exploration behavior and
career adaptability

This study takes college students as the research object
and explores their career exploration behavior and career
adaptability from the psychological factors. Based on the
findings of the study, the following suggestions are made.
Primarily, college students need to increase their own clarity
about their future jobs to cope with employment problems. In
the next place, college students should clarify their career goals
as early as possible, which is conducive to more effective job
exploration and job adaptation. Thirdly, they should prepare for
their career by clarifying what kind of job they want to do, when
they want to do, and how to do.

Situation role of teacher support and part-time
behavior

This study considers the contextual role of teacher support
and individual part-time behavior based on the social cognitive
career theory. When providing career guidance to college
students, colleges should make students perceive support
from schools and teachers, which can guide them to actively
engage in career construction. Meanwhile, students should
actively realize that effective part-time jobs are beneficial

to their future work growth and actively engage in part-
time jobs and internships. Premised on the above research
findings, the following suggestions are made. First, colleges
and universities should establish professional career guidance
teachers, offer professional career guidance courses and
strengthen the efforts to provide college students with career
guidance (Solberg et al., 2002; Magee et al., 2022). Second,
increase the proportion of social practice courses in the
curriculum design, and guide college students to participate
in practical activities that are beneficial to career development
(Hrivnak, 2019). Third, provide employment opportunities
appropriately (Yang et al., 2002). For example, carry out
school-enterprise cooperation activities and strengthen
the efforts of holding campus job fairs (Weiming et al.,
2016).

Family support to help with career
construction

In addition to school support, family support is also very
crucial for college students’ careers, especially in Chinese society
where career choice and job search go hand in hand with family
(Hansen and Pang, 2008). As parents, friends and relatives, they
should not only give financial support to college students, but
also give more networking support. During the period of career
construction, more help should be given in time to successfully
solve the employment problem and start career.

Limitation and future research
directions

Firstly, the sample data of this study are all obtained
from self-reported questionnaires of college students, and it is
suggested that multiple sources will be used to obtain survey
data subsequently.

Secondly, the college students in this study are all
undergraduate students. Whether the career construction or
work adaptability of postgraduate and doctoral students is
universal is still worthy of follow-up research. Therefore,
it is suggested that future studies should take students at
different academic levels as research subjects to extend the
applicability of the study.

Thirdly, this study takes into account the influence of
college students’ psychological factors, college environment and
teachers’ support on career adaptability. However, the influence
of family atmosphere and parental support on the construction
of college students’ career is not considered. Therefore, it
is suggested that future research can be conducted from a
perspective of cross-level research of family, society and school.

Fourthly, the research method of this study adopts
questionnaire survey, which is a single research method. It is
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suggested that the quasi-experimental method can be applied to
invite college students to participate in relevant experiments to
do following research on career adaptability.
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