
O R I G I N A L  R E S E A R C H

The Mediating Roles of Future Work Self and Hope 
on the Association Between Perceived Social Support 
and Depressive Symptoms Among Chinese 
Vocational School Students: A Cross-Sectional Study
Yingshi He1,*, Qing Zeng1,*, Minqiang Zhang1–4

1School of Psychology, South China Normal University, Guangzhou, People’s Republic of China; 2Key Laboratory of Brain, Cognition and Education 
Sciences, Ministry of Education, Guangzhou, People’s Republic of China; 3Center for Studies of Psychological Application, School of Psychology, 
Guangzhou, People’s Republic of China; 4Guangdong Key Laboratory of Mental Health and Cognitive Science, South China Normal University, 
Guangzhou, People’s Republic of China

*These authors contributed equally to this work 

Correspondence: Minqiang Zhang, School of Psychology, South China Normal University, No. 55, West of Zhongshan Avenue, Tianhe District, 
Guangzhou, 510631, People’s Republic of China, Email 2640726401@qq.com 

Purpose: Depressive symptoms are serious mental health problems, which are harmful for adolescents’ physical and psychological 
development. Limited studies have focused on depressive symptoms of vocational high school students, who are more susceptible to 
mental health problems than high school students. Based on the main effect model of social support and self-regulation theory, the 
current study aims at exploring two potential mediating roles of hope and future work self on the relationship between perceived social 
support and depressive symptoms among vocational high school students by a cross-sectional study.
Participants and Methods: A total of 521 vocational high school students aged 14–21 (M= 16.45; SD= 0.91) participated in the 
survey. There were 266 males (51.1%) and 255 females (48.9%). The multidimensional scale of perceived social support, the future 
work self scale, the children’s hope scale, and the center for epidemiologic studies depression scale were applied in the study.
Results: The results revealed that: (1) perceived social support, future work self, and hope were negatively related to depressive 
symptoms (r = −0.25 to −0.35, p < 0.001); (2) students who perceived more social support have fewer depressive symptoms (β = −0.22, 
p < 0.001); (3) perceived social support predicted a more salient future work self and then was associated with higher levels of hope, 
which in turn, was related to lower levels of depressive symptoms (β = −0.02, and 95% CI = [−0.035, −0.005]).
Conclusion: Perceived social support was the protective factor against vocational school students’ depressive symptoms. More 
specifically, stronger perceived social support predicted a more salient future work self, which promoted high level of hope, and 
ultimately decreased vocational school students’ depressive symptoms. The findings provide enlighten implications for interventions 
on depressive symptoms among vocational high school students.
Keywords: perceived social support, future work self, hope, depressive symptoms, vocational high school students

Introduction
Depression is one of the most prevalent emotional disorders. Individuals who experience depression have the symptoms 
of sadness, inability to experience happiness, self-criticism, and physical symptoms such as impaired concentration, 
fatigue, powerlessness, insomnia, and disturbed appetite.1 Adolescents aged 12 to 18 are vulnerable to depressive 
symptoms, and the risk will increase in adulthood.2,3 Numerous studies reported high prevalence rates of depressive 
symptoms in adolescents from different countries.4–6 A meta-analysis has found that the rate of depressive symptoms 
among high school students in China is 28%.4 The prevalence of major depressive symptoms among adolescents aged 12 
to 17 in the United States was 17%.5 Among adolescents from 11 European countries, the rate of mild depressive 
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symptoms was 29.2% and the rate of depressive symptoms was 10.5%.6 Moreover, depressive symptoms have a lasting 
and negative impact on adolescents’ physical and psychological development.7 For example, adolescents with depressive 
symptoms have low academic achievement, school dropout, alcohol abuse, suicidal behaviors, and poor career perfor-
mance later in life.8–13 Therefore, it is of great significance to investigate the factors that influence and intervene on 
adolescent depressive symptoms.

High school students and vocational high school students are in the same stage of development, while the training 
goals for them are quite different.14 Compared with high schools which are academic-oriented and prepare students with 
academic skills to get access to higher education, vocational high schools are practice-oriented and qualify students with 
specific technical skills to enter the labor market.15 Several developing countries, such as China, consider vocational 
education as a vital approach to ensure a skilled labor force, economic growth, and social progress.16 However, by 
contrast to high school students, vocational high school students often report poorer academic achievement, more 
frequent problematic behaviors (eg, drinking and smoking), self-injurious behaviors, and a higher risk of mental health 
problems like depressive symptoms.17–23 Thus, much attention should be paid to the physical and mental health of 
vocational school students, especially depressive symptoms. Empirical evidence from vocational high school students in 
China has found that depressive symptoms and stress are both risk predictors to internet addiction.24 A study from Israel 
has demonstrated that vocational high school students with severe depressive symptoms are more susceptible to suicide 
ideation.25 Thus, depressive symptoms are risk factor endangering the healthy growth of vocational high school students. 
However, existing research has seldom focused on the depressive symptoms of vocational high school students. 
Therefore, exploring the factors and mechanisms that affect depressive symptoms in this group is necessary.

Vocational high school students are the important part of the future labor force. However, vocational high school 
students are susceptible to depressive symptoms.22 More attention should be paid to the mental health of vocational high 
school students. Perceived social support has been widely confirmed as a protective factor against depressive 
symptoms.26–28 However, to our knowledge, few studies have explored the effect of perceived social support on 
depressive symptoms in a sample of vocational high school students. The current study will fill this gap and add values 
to the extant literature in theory and practice. Theoretically, the current study will not only enrich the research on 
depressive symptoms among vocational high school students, but also offer more comprehensive knowledge about the 
mechanisms how perceived social support affects depressive symptoms. Moreover, the current study will examine the 
main effect model of social support29 and the self-regulation theory30 with a sample of vocational high school students. 
Practically, the present research yields valuable insights regarding interventions to alleviate depressive symptoms and 
foster vocational school students’ mental health. With the main effect model of social support29 and self-regulation 
theory,30 the current study explores the underlying mechanisms how perceived social support decreases depressive 
symptoms among vocational high school students.

The Background of Theoretical Framework
The main effect model of social support is one of the major models that explain the protective roles of social support on 
mental health.31 It posits that social support has a beneficial effect on people.32 Many studies have documented the direct 
effect of perceived support on mental health (eg, depressive symptoms).33 Also, adequate perceived social support 
benefits the development of positive psychology resources (eg, future work self and hope).34–36 Self-regulation theory 
can explain how individuals set goals and regulate their actions to accomplish goals.30,37 This theory proposes that self- 
relevant thoughts (eg, future work self) are the most important factors that influence goal-oriented behavior.30 More 
specifically, self-relevant processes can influence goal construction and goal pursuit (eg, hope).38–40 In sum, based on an 
integration of the main effect model of social support29 and self-regulation theory,30 the current study assumes that 
perceived social support can influence depressive symptoms in two ways. On the one hand, perceived social support has 
a direct impact on depressive symptoms. On the other hand, perceived social support can relieve depressive symptoms 
through the chain mediating roles of future work self and hope.
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Perceived Social Support and Depressive Symptoms
Perceived social support, a fundamental protective factor of adolescents, refers to subjective feelings of the spiritual and 
material assistance received from parents, friends, or significant others.41 A great deal of research showed that perceived 
social support is beneficial to individuals’ positive psychology capital such as hope, resilience, and self-esteem.42–44 It is 
also a vital protective factor against depressive symptoms.45,46 Parents are the essential component of adolescents’ social 
networks, who can provide children with the basic need, such as emotional assistance and material resources.47 Peer 
support allows adolescents to share similar experiences and interact positively, which can reduce the likelihood of 
depressive symptoms.48,49 Teacher support, as an important source of social support for school-aged adolescents, not 
only can offer spiritual and informative assistance to make students feel loved, and learn problem-solving strategies, but 
decreasing depressive symptoms.50,51 It is of interest whether perceived social support reduces depression in vocational 
high school students.

According to the main effect model of social support,29 individuals can acquire positive experiences and social 
returns from their social networks, such as family, schools, and communities. Perceived social support is vital for 
vocational school students. For example, when facing with stressful life events, the females of secondary vocational 
school students with high levels of perceived social support report higher levels of subjective well-being.52 Furthermore, 
perceived social support plays a moderated role on the relationship of family functioning and hope.53 Although the 
alleviating role and mechanisms of perceived social support on depressive symptoms have been proposed by prior 
studies,26–28 little is known about the influential role and mechanisms of perceived social support on depressive 
symptoms among vocational high school students. Thus, the current study aims to understand in depth how perceived 
social support affects depressive symptoms among vocational high school students.

The Mediation Roles of Future Work Self and Hope
Future work self is one of the components of individuals’ self-concepts, which is defined as a representation of self in the 
future and reflects individuals’ expectations and ambitions in relation to work.54 Self-concept possesses the function of 
regulating emotion.37 Previous research has confirmed that unclear self-concept is relevant to anxiety and depressive 
symptoms.55 Conversely, a salient future self can reduce depressive symptoms and predict positive outcomes (eg, career 
adaptability, life satisfaction).56,57 Therefore, it is assumed that as a representation of self-concept in the work context, 
future work self also can regulate emotion. Hope, a core concept in positive psychology, is an active motivation state that 
includes pathway thinking and agency thinking.58 Pathway thinking reflects individuals’ ability to create routes to reach 
goals and agency thinking reflects individuals’ motivation to use pathways to achieve their goals.59 Hope can foster 
individuals’ confidence and ability to achieve important tasks and deal with the challenges they meet, resulting in more 
positive experiences and fewer negative emotions.59 Empirical findings have verified that high levels of hope can 
positively predict physical health and life satisfaction,57,60,61 and reduce mental health problems.62,63

Support from parents, peers, and teachers can provide adolescents with informational and psychological support.64 

Social support is helpful for the shape of positive self-concept, then reduces the risk of mental health problems.34 As an 
external resource, social support can also strengthen psychological resources such as hope, so as to alleviate stress and 
depressive symptoms.35,36 Therefore, future work self and hope both are positive resources, which can play potential 
mediating roles in the relationship between perceived social support and depressive symptoms. According to the self- 
regulation theory, the possible self (eg, future work self) is a motivational resource, which can exert an effect on 
individuals’ self-regulation process.30,56 Individuals’ ideas about what they want to be in the future can influence the 
process of goal construction, which enables individuals to concentrate on their goals and take effort to narrow the 
discrepancy between their current selves and ideal future selves.30,37,38 The clear self-concept (eg, future work self) 
promotes individuals in a positive motivational state to strive for their goals, which also indicates high levels of hope.39,40 

Additionally, a survey has revealed that higher levels of family cohesion, that is, the more love and assistance students 
receive from their family, the clearer their self-concept is, which promotes the development of hope, and then improves 
subjective well-being.40 Therefore, based on theoretical and empirical research, the present study hypothesizes that 
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vocational high school students with stronger perceived social support may have salient future work selves, which 
enhances hope and then alleviates depressive symptoms.

The Current Study
The current study has three specific research questions. First, whether perceived social support, future work self and hope 
would be negatively associated with depressive symptoms? It is hypothesized that perceived social support, future work 
self, and hope are negatively related to depressive symptoms. Second, whether perceived social support predicts 
depressive symptoms under the conditions of excluding and including future work self and hope? It is hypothesized 
that individuals with more perceived social support would have less depressive symptoms, controlling for future work 
self and hope. Third, do future work self and hope mediate the effect of perceived support on depressive symptoms? It is 
hypothesized that there would be an indirect path from perceived social support to depressive symptoms through the 
serial mediating effect of future work self and hope. The conceptual model is displayed in Figure 1.

Materials and Methods
Participants and Procedure
The study was conducted through an online questionnaire investigation lasting for one month (accessed from 
15 December 2021 to 10 January 2022). A total of 876 vocational high school students from China were randomly selected 
to participate in this study via the popular Chinese professional online survey website Wenjuanxing (www.sojump.com). 
The number of participants with valid data was 521 (59.5% valid response rate). We inserted some attention checks 
throughout the survey (eg, “Please select strongly agree to show you are paying attention”) and students who failed to 
answer these items correctly were excluded from the present study. The abnormal answers and repeated selection of the 
same option were excluded. Informed consent was obtained from all students and their legal guardians. The study was 
approved by the Ethics Committee of the university. The age of the participants ranged from 14 to 21 (M= 16.45; SD= 0.91). 
A small minority did not report their age (0.1%). The sample consists of 266 males (51.1%) and 255 females (48.9%). Most 
students were in grade 1 (n = 249; 47.8%) and grade 2 (n=234, 44.9%), and 38 students (7.3%) were in grade 3.

Measures
Perceived Social Support
The Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support41 is used to access the level of perceived social support. This 
scale is comprised of three subscales (family support, friend support, and other support) and each subscale contains 4 
items. These items were rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Higher 
mean values represent higher levels of perceived social support. This scale was translated and adapted by Jiang and the 
psychometric properties of the scale were well proved in the Chinese context.65–67 Cronbach’s alpha in the current study 
was 0.94. The composite reliability was 0.95, which was larger than 0.7. It indicated that the reliability is acceptable.68 

Figure 1 Conception model linking perceived social support and depressive symptoms.
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The homogeneity coefficient was 0.55, which was larger than 0.5. It indicated the mean score of the total scale could well 
reflect the latent construct.69

Future Work Self
The Chinese version of Future Work Self Scale,54,70 which contains 4 items, is used to assess future work self salience. 
Each item is rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”. The higher mean values 
indicate clearer future work self-salience. The psychometric properties of the scale were well proved in the Chinese 
sample.70 Cronbach’s alpha in the current study was 0.86. The composite reliability was 0.86. It indicated that the 
reliability was acceptable and the mean score of the scale could well reflect the latent construct.68

Hope
The Children’s Hope scale71 is used to measure the hopeful thinking of individuals. This scale is divided into two 
subscales (pathways thinking and agency thinking) and each subscale contains 4 items. These items were rated on 
a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Higher mean values indicate that 
individuals are more hopeful about their future. This scale was translated and adapted by Tang and previous research 
had demonstrated this measure had good psychometric properties in Chinese background.72,73 Cronbach’s alpha in the 
current study was 0.92. The composite reliability was 0.94 and the homogeneity coefficient was 0.66. It indicated that the 
reliability was acceptable and the mean score of the total scale could well reflect the latent construct.68,69

Depressive Symptoms
The Chinese version of the Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale74,75 is used to measure depressive 
symptomatology. This scale contains 20 items and 4 dimensions: depressed affect, positive affect, somatic and retarded 
activity, and interpersonal. Participants answered the items on a 4-point scale ranging from 1 (rarely or none of the time) 
to 4 (most or all of the time). Higher mean scores represent higher prevalence rates of depressive symptoms. The 
psychometric properties of the scale were well confirmed in the Chinese context.76,77 Cronbach’s alpha in the current 
study was 0.90. The composite reliability was 0.94 and the homogeneity coefficient was 0.59. It indicated that the 
reliability was acceptable and the mean score of the total scale could well reflect the latent construct.68,69

Data Analyses
All study variables were standardized before testing the hypothesized model which is presented in Figure 1. Three steps 
were included in the analysis process using SPSS 24.0 and SPSS PROCESS 3.3.78 First, descriptive statistics analysis 
and bivariate correlation were performed on all variables (N = 521). Second, the hierarchical regression model on 
depressive symptoms was conducted to test whether three study variables accounted for a significant amount of variance 
of depressive symptoms. Perceived social support was included in model 1 as a predictor of depressive symptoms, and 
then future work self and hope were added in model 2. Third, the mediation analysis was used to test the indirect effect of 
future work self and hope between perceived social support and depressive symptoms using PROCESS Model 6. The 
mediating effects were evaluated by setting 5000 bootstrap samples and 95% confidence intervals. All models included 
the following two control variables: age, gender (1 = male, 2 = female).

Results
Descriptive Statistics
The mean, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations of all study variables were displayed in Table 1. The results 
demonstrated that future work self, hope, and perceived social support were positively associated with each other (r = 
0.49 to 0.62, p < 0.001) and these three variables were all negatively correlated to depressive symptoms (r = −0.25 to 
−0.35, p < 0.001).

Predicting Variables for Depressive Symptoms
A hierarchical regression model on depressive symptoms was assessed to test the hypothesized relationships. Gender and 
age as the control variables were included in the model. Table 2 summarizes the results of hierarchical regression model. 
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As expected, the results of model 1 indicated that higher levels of perceived social support significantly predicted lower 
levels of depressive symptoms, F (3, 517) = 28.516, p< 0.001. In model 2, results showed that future work self and hope 
were negatively and significantly associated with depressive symptoms, F (5, 515) = 19.962, p< 0.001.

Mediation Analysis
The mediating roles of future work self and hope in the conceptual model were tested. Standardized path coefficient 
values were presented in Figure 2 and Table 3. There was a significant direct effect between perceived social support 
and depressive symptoms, β = −0.22, SE = 0.05, and 95% CI = [−0.327, −0.116]. The indirect effect of future work 

Table 1 Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations of the Study’s Variables

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Gender –
2. Age −0.06 –

3. Perceived social support −0.03 −0.04 –

4. Future work self −0.06 −0.02 0.49*** –
5. Hope −0.15** −0.02 0.62*** 0.50*** –

6. Depressive symptoms −0.13** −0.06 −0.35*** −0.25*** −0.34*** –

M – 16.45 4.63 4.52 3.40 1.96
SD – 0.91 1.04 0.96 0.72 0.47

Notes: Gender: 1 = male, 2 = female; **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

Table 2 Predicting Variables for Depressive Symptoms

Model 1 (Dependent Variable: 
Depressive Symptoms)

Model 2 (Dependent Variable: 
Depressive Symptoms)

β t β t

Block 1
Gender 0.25** 3.07 0.20* 2.49

Age 0.06 1.38 0.06 1.38

Perceived social support −0.35*** −8.49 −0.22*** −4.12
Block 2

Future work self −0.06 −1.18

Hope −0.16** −2.89

R2=0.14 R2=0.16
F (3, 517) = 28.516*** F (5, 515) = 19.962***

Notes: Gender: 1 = male, 2 = female; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

Figure 2 Standardized path coefficients for the model linking perceived social support and depressive symptoms. 
Notes: Solid lines represent significant paths. **p < 0.01, ***p< 0.001.
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self between perceived social support and depressive symptoms was not significant, β = −0.03, SE = 0.03, and 95% 
CI = [−0.082, 0.025]. However, perceived social support could significantly predict depressive symptoms through 
hope, β = −0.08, SE = 0.03, and 95% CI = [−0.136, −0.022]. Moreover, individuals with higher levels of perceived 
social support had higher levels of future work self, which was associated with higher levels of hope; ultimately, 
higher levels of hope related to lower levels of depressive symptoms, β = −0.02, SE = 0.01, and 95% CI = [−0.035, 
−0.005].

Discussion
Depressive symptoms are one of the most prevalent psychological problems in adolescents. Increasing research have 
investigated the factors or mechanisms that can alleviate adolescents’ depressive symptoms.79,80 Vocational high school 
students are in the stage of adolescence and experience rapid changes in their physical growth and psychological 
development, who are vulnerable to depressive symptoms. However, few studies have explored the depressive symptoms 
of vocational high school students. Guided by the main effect model of social support29 and self-regulation theory,30 the 
goal of the present study was to investigate the potential protective role of perceived social support against depressive 
symptoms, and the underlying mechanisms linking perceived social support to depressive symptoms by identifying future 
work self and hope as two potential mediators among vocational high school students. Our findings showed that 
perceived social support predicted depressive symptoms directly and indirectly through the sequent mediating roles of 
hope and future work self.

Perceived Social Support and Depressive Symptoms
We hypothesized that perceived social support was negatively related to depressive symptoms. Previous studies have 
found that individuals with more social support have fewer depressive symptoms.45,46,81,82 In line with the main effect 
model of social support,29 individuals with less perceived social support would take the surroundings as less supportive 
and less helpful, then they are more susceptible to emotional disorders. That means adequate support from significant 
others (eg, parents, peers, and teachers) can protect individuals from depressive symptoms by satisfying their basic 
needs.47,83 For example, stable and high-quality support from parents can provide adolescents with basic needs, which 
has a positive effect on adolescents’ psychological health and finally reduce depressive symptoms.47,82 Furthermore, 
support from teachers and peers enables adolescents to maintain positive emotional experiences and a sense of belonging 
in school.48,84,85 Our findings underlined the protective role of perceived social support on promoting vocational high 
school students’ mental health. To avoid the prevalence of depressive symptoms among vocational high school students, 
parents and educators are advised to offer emotional and instrumental support for their children, and encourage the 
children to communicate with peers. These could help vocational school students overcome obstacles and accomplish 
their academic and career goals.

Table 3 Mediation Effects of Future Work Self and Hope

Pathway Estimated 95% CI

Total effect
Perceived social support→depressive symptoms −0.35 [−0.427, −0.266]

Direct effect

Perceived social support→depressive symptoms −0.22 [−0.327, −0.116]
Indirect effect

Perceived social support→Future work self→depressive symptoms −0.03 [−0.082, 0.025]

Perceived social support→Hope→depressive symptoms −0.08 [−0.136, −0.022]
Perceived social support→Future work self→Hope→depressive symptoms −0.02 [−0.035, −0.005]

Total indirect effect −0.12 [−0.200, −0.045]

Note: number of bootstrap samples = 5000. 
Abbreviation: CI, confidence interval.
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The Mediating Roles of Future Work Self and Hope
The current study illustrated the underlying mechanisms between perceived support and depressive symptoms by 
identifying future work self and hope as two potential mediators. Consistent with the hypothesis, hope was found to 
be a significant mediator linking perceived social support and depressive symptoms. The role of future work self, 
however, did not mediate the relationship between perceived social support and depressive symptoms. Perceived social 
support is an essential source for the establishment and development of hope.86 Adolescents with more social support get 
more access to spiritual and material assistance to engage in goal-oriented behaviors and generate high levels of hope, 
which can stimulate more positive emotions and avoid depressive symptoms.59,64,87

In line with the hypothesis, perceived social support was related to clearer future work selves, which in turn facilitated 
hope, and ultimately decreased depressive symptoms. Individuals perceived inadequate social support, who often had 
negative or unclear self-concept.29,88 From the perspective of self-regulation theory, self-relevant concepts (eg, self- 
concept and future work self) serve as a function for motivating individuals to focus on their desired goals and persist in 
goal pursuit.30,39,54 That’s said, students who in a supportive and safe environment were more likely to obtain a clarified self- 
concept, which in turn enhanced hope, and ultimately benefited students’ mental health.39 Furthermore, perceived support 
from significant others (eg, caring, love, and valuing) can help individuals form positive views about themselves and a more 
hopeful attitude about their future, which provide individuals with positive resources and information to cope with difficulties 
and reduce depressive symptoms.34,35 The present study extended the previous literature by demonstrating the potential chain 
mediation of future work self and hope on the relationship between perceived social support and depressive symptoms. These 
findings offer theoretical support for interventions to alleviate depressive symptoms by facilitating future work self and hope. 
For example, parents and teachers are advised to pay more attention to the needs of vocational high school students and give 
essential support for students to set and pursue career goals. Besides, it is suggested that schools should provide training 
programs and curriculums for vocational high school students to develop future work self and hope.

Implications
The present study offers implications for adolescent depressive symptoms in some respects.

Theoretical Implications
Our findings provide a more comprehensive understanding the mechanisms linking perceived social support and 
depressive symptoms, which enriches theoretical research on adolescent depressive symptoms. Additionally, the present 
study has verified the main effect model of social support29 among vocational high school students and extended the self- 
regulation theory30 by considering the role of career-related self-concept on goal-oriented behaviors.

Practical Implications
In terms of practical value, our finding has demonstrated that perceived social support is an essential protective factor in 
decreasing depressive symptoms, as well as hope and future work self play important roles in this process. These suggest 
that parents, peers, and significant others should provide vocational high school students with social support and positive 
resources (eg, hope and future work self). There are some suggestions for parents and educators.

Parents
Parents are the important source of social support for adolescents. Parents play a crucial part in the physical and 
psychological growth of their children.89 Parents are advised to provide children with not only material assistance but 
also moral support to inspire them to construct and pursue academic or career goals. Moreover, parents should show 
more concern about their children’s emotions and feelings and offer effective assistance when their children feel confused 
about academic and career tasks.

Educators
Education has a great impact on the development of vocational school students. Educators should take action to protect 
students from mental health problems. Teachers are advised to communicate frequently with vocational high school 
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students to understand their inner feelings or needs. Also, it is suggested that teachers should offer necessary information 
and effective strategies to help them shape a clear and positive future work self and strive for a prospective future. 
Vocational high schools should pay more attention to students’ mental health and interpersonal communication activities 
with their teachers and peers, providing students with a safe environment to talk about their negative experiences or 
emotions and preventing students from emotional distress such as depressive symptoms. Moreover, vocational high 
schools provide effective career guidance for students to establish suitable career goals and feasible plans to realize goals.

Limitations
There are some limitations of this study that can be further discussed in the future.

First, the emotion regulation function of future work self was not supported in the current study. The reason may be 
that other dimensions of future work self (eg, elaboration) make a difference in individuals’ mental health which were not 
considered in this study. Future studies should explore the effect of future work self on depressive symptoms by 
incorporating different attributes of future work self. Second, a cross-sectional study design was conducted for this 
study, which prevents us from drawing causal conclusions. Common method bias was checked by Harman’s single factor 
test. The result revealed that the first factor explained 30.5% of the total variance, which was considered as acceptable.90 

However, to explicitly infer the causal relationship among variables, longitudinal research can be carried out in the future 
to examine the temporal sequence mediation model. Finally, the present study relied solely on self-report data, which can 
be influenced by social desirability bias and common method bias. For example, for the measurement of depressive 
symptoms, adolescents may deliberately conceal and underreport their real emotional states. Future studies could collect 
data from diverse information sources to reduce these biases.

Conclusion
Perceived social support is a stable protective factor against depressive symptoms. Various research on the mechanisms 
by which perceived social support influences adolescent depressive symptoms has focused on the population of high 
school students while overlooking the sample of vocational high school students. Guided by the main effect model of 
social support and self-regulation theory, the current study offered more knowledge about the potential mechanism by 
which perceived social support is related to depressive symptoms among vocational high school students. The results 
provided evidence for the effect of perceived social support on depressive symptoms among vocational high school 
students. The findings of the current study shed light on depressive symptoms prevention programs among vocational 
high school students. Educators and parents are advised to provide vocational high school students with adequate 
assistance and support to reduce the incidence of depressive symptoms by enhancing their future work selves and hope.
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