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Abstract: The research aims to examine the extent to which the perceived organizational support 

(POS) predicted career related self and environmental exploration via the mediation effect of career 

adaptability. Multi-group comparisons based on the gender, majors and places of origin were also 

performed to evaluate the differences among these variables. An internet survey was conducted to 

collect empirical data from 611 Chinese undergraduates. Structural equation modeling (SEM) was 

conducted to demonstrate the proposed relations in the model and multiple group analysis. Clearly 

supported was the direct relations between POS and career related self and environmental 

exploration and the mediation effect of career adaptability. The results also showed that gender and 

major are the moderating variables for the proposed model, and no significance difference among 

the rural and urban subgroups was found. POS could be effectively delivered to students in general, 

marginalized social groups, such as females and those majored in the humanities and social sciences 

in particular. Four dimensions of career adaptability (concern, control, curiosity and confidence) 

could also be targeted at in order to promote students’ sustainable employment. The findings 

provide a better understanding of the career construction model by incorporating the contextual 

factor in a collective cultural environment. 

Keywords: higher education expansion; sustainable employment; perceived organizational 

support; career adaptability; self-exploration; environment exploration; sustainable career 
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1.  Background 

The transition from university to workplace is a vital phase for graduates [1, 2]. This process, 

however, is not easy for them. Without much work-related experience or professional-oriented 

learning, graduates often encounter difficulties during this transition. The competition has become 

even stiffer, for the expansion of higher education has led to a large number of job candidates, who 

cannot be fully absorbed by the labor market. This phenomenon, over-supply of university students, 

can be observed worldwide [3, 4]. Chinese higher education system also experienced the expansion 

process [5]. Unlike its western counterparts, China finished its transition from elite higher education 

period to massified one very quickly: 
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“The year 1999 saw an abrupt jump in new enrolments, with 1.59 million new students, up from 1.08 

million in the previous year, or an annual increase of 47.2%!...The participation rate was raised by 15% 

in 10 years, from around 9% in 1998. By contrast, it took the United States 30 years (1911-1941), Japan 

23 years (1947-1970), and many European countries 25 years to make the same journey.” [5] 

The sharp increase in the university enrollment rates has inevitably resulted in the difficulty for 

graduates seeking jobs [4, 6], which poses great challenges to the sustainable development of higher 

education systems and social justices systems [7]. The unemployment rates of individuals aged 20-25 

are around 10 percent for Mainland China. Less than 50 percent of them signed employment contract 

when they graduated and more than 20 percent were still hunting for jobs [4]. The situation is poorly 

bleak when the absolute number is considered. In 2013, the number of college graduates has almost 

reached 7 million, but 2 million of them did not know where to go after graduation [6]. 

Chinese career guidance and counseling for college students was implemented around 1998, 

when the higher education systems began to expand. In order to keep students’ sustainable career 

development, all higher education institutions provided students with career related courses and 

training, namely six aspects of education and guidance. They are the awareness of career planning, 

self-career development, employability enhancement, guidance for job-hunting, occupation adaption 

and development, and the entrepreneurship education [8]. 

Moreover, various types of activities are carried out as forms of sustainable career guidance. For 

example, group training, classroom discussions, career-related case studies, mock interviews, group 

surveys, assessment tools and extracurricular experiences (e.g., experience sharing, internships, and 

business competitions). Although various kinds of guidance and service have been provided, 

university career counselors and scholars still questioned about their effectiveness [9-11]. Therefore, 

more studies are needed in this field. This is especially the case for those who want to find the “best 

practices” for university students. 

Proposed and developed by Savickas [12-14], career construction theory (CCT) sharply captures 

the changes of world of work. Career in the 20th century was objective [15, 16]. People got jobs after 

they left school and stayed in one company for a lifelong time. Career was linear, and its trajectory 

could be predicted in the hierarchical organizations. Individuals showed their loyalty to the company 

by working hard and in return for this, the company was responsible for nurturing them [13]. 

Today, the rise of neoliberalism made individuals be responsible for their own careers [13]. The 

meaning of career has changed with the changes in the organizational structures, workforce 

demographics and the globalization of economy [17-19]. In respond to this, CCT has been proposed. 

It regarded career as stories which individuals describe their working life; individuals need to impose 

meanings to their careers. In other words, individuals need to subjectively construct their careers and 

become the author of their own life [13]. 

CCT believes that career is a lifelong process and individuals began to construct their careers 

since childhood [13]. They are the actors in this stage. By way of interacting in the family and imitating 

the significant others, usually parents, people began to construct their careers. They then adapt this 

role for use at school and the community, and they began to perform as agent, adapting to tasks, 

transitions and traumas they encountered in life. Finally, they become authors, writing their own 

autobiography that explains occupational experiences in a continuous and coherent way. 

There are four components in this model, adaptive readiness, adaptability, adapting responses 

and adaptation results [13, 20]. Adaptive readiness refers to one’s personal characteristic of flexibility 

or willingness to deal with the tasks, transitions and traumas. It involves one’s personality, goal-

orientation, values and self-cognition [13]. Adaptability refers to one’s psychosocial resources that 

can be utilized in the career tasks, transitions and traumas [13]. Adapting responses refer to the 
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vocational behaviors that one displays when dealing with tasks, transitions and traumas [13]. 

Adaption results usually refer to person-environment fit, career success and satisfaction [13, 21]. In 

this study, we focus on the university students’ career adaptability and adaptive coping responses, 

that is, their career related self and environmental exploration. 

Career adaptability is regarded as the core construct in CCT, and it has four components (a) 

feeling concerned about futures;  (b) exerting personal control over vocational future; (c) showing 

curiosity in finding possible future selves; (d) boosting confidence to realize the dream [21]. Although 

the CCT views the career adaptability is influenced by the interplay between personal characteristics 

and environment individuals are embedded in, its original model only pays much attention to the 

personal features [13].  In other words, its original model only explicitly takes into account the 

personal characteristics, such as proactive personality, core-self evaluations, GPA, big-five 

personality, and optimism, and argue that it positively influence on the career adaptability [22-28]. 

The minor inconsistency between its theoretical assumption and model provides much 

opportunity for scholars to take. Lots of empirical studies have begun to identify the contextual 

factors that influence career adaptability. For example, by utilizing the longitudinal field quasi-

experiment study and imposing external intervention, Koen found that university graduates’ career 

adaptability could be greatly enhanced [29].  Guan found that a high level of parental engagement 

and a low level of parental interference would benefit Chinese undergraduates’ career related 

exploration, which further improves their adaptability [30, 31]. Ocampo found that supports from 

the spouse and organizations could also positively influence full-time employees’ career adaptability, 

which further impact their subjective and objective career success [32]. Young people in China these 

days get lots of career related instructions and supports from universities; therefore, the purpose of 

this article is to investigate the relations between POS and career related self and environmental 

exploration. 

This study utilizes the career construction model as the structural model to explore the 

relationship between perceived organizational support (POS), career adaptability and career-related 

self and environmental exploration to understand the impact that POS influence exerts on students’ 

career exploration (i.e., self and environmental exploration). In addition, in order to respond to 

Rudolph’s call to apply the career construction model to the marginalized groups [33], this study 

perform the multi-group comparisons to identify the relations among these constructs over gender, 

major and places of origins. Women, students who study the humanities and social sciences, and 

those from the rural areas, are traditionally seen as the disadvantaged groups compared to their 

counterparts [9-11]. Based on these discussions, we proposed the following research questions: 

RQ1: What is the relationship between POS and students’ career-related self-exploration and 

environmental exploration? 

RQ2: How do male and female students’ perspectives compare on the self and environmental career-

related exploration? 

RQ3: How do humanities and social science and science and engineering students’ perspectives 

compare on the self and environmental career-related exploration? 

RQ4: How do rural and urban students’ perspectives compare on the self and environmental career-

related exploration? 

2.  Theoretical Background and Research Hypotheses 

2.1 POS and career adaptability 
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POS in our research is defined as the extent to which students assume that university cares about 

their values and well-being [34]. It is an experience-based attribution that students evaluate the 

university’s policies, norms, procedures, and actions that may influence them [35]. POS meets the 

requirements of students’ needs, providing help when it is needed [35]. Previous studies have proven 

that POS can influence factors that can contribute to career success [36, 37]. In other words, POS can 

influence career outcomes indirectly. Among all the mediation variables, such as employability [38], 

career satisfaction [32] and professional commitment [39], career adaptability is one of the important 

mediators that used a lot in empirical work  [32, 40]; therefore, the following hypothesis is proposed: 

H1:  POS has the positive influence on career adaptability. 

2.2 Career adaptability and career exploration 

Career adaptability is a psychosocial resources that an individual has in order to deal with 

current and future tasks, transitions and traumas [21]. It has four sub-competencies: be concern about 

one’s vocational future; be in control their vocational career; display curiosity about possible career 

routines, and show confidence about their own ability to realize the vocational self [13, 21].  Empirical 

studies have shown that career adaptability has the positive impact on one’s employability [41], 

challenging job demands and organizational career growth [42], academic satisfaction [43], low turn-

over intentions [44] and late career planning [45]. 

Career exploration can be divided into two categories: self-exploration (individuals understand 

who they are by exploring their own attributes) and environmental exploration (individuals seek 

career-related information, such as job features, organizations and vocational prospects) [46]. In our 

research, we propose that both types of career exploration can be facilitated by career adaptability for 

the following reasons. First, according to CCT, career adaptability has the positive influence on the 

career adapting responses and these two career related explorations can be seen as the important 

aspect of career adapting responses [14]. Second, some empirical studies have the found career 

exploration has the impact on the career adaptability [30, 47], and meanwhile, the reciprocal nature 

of career adaptability construct has been confirmed [48]. In other words, we could either hypothesize 

that career exploration has the positive influence on the career adaptability, or the career adaptability 

has positively influence on the career exploration. Thus, the following hypotheses are proposed: 

H2: Career adaptability has the positive influence on career-related self-exploration. 

H3: Career adaptability has the positive influence on career-related environmental exploration. 

2.3 POS and career exploration 

Previous study has empirically proven that supports from parents, peers and teachers can 

promote one’s career-related self and environmental exploration [49-51], which indicated the 

relations between contextual factors and career exploration. As POS is also one of the contextual 

factors which was employed a lot in many work [32, 40], our study proposed that POS is conducive 

to career exploration, too. Specially, we proposed: 

H4: POS has the positive influence on career-related self-exploration. 

H5: POS has the positive influence on career-related environmental exploration. 
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Figure1. Theoretical Framework 

3.   Materials and Methods  

3.1 Participants and procedure 

Data were collected from a university of science and technology located in the Northwest China. 

We approached our respondents with the help of counselors in each school and they forwarded our 

survey to the undergraduates. Participation was voluntary. Students were also encouraged to share 

this survey with their peers. In survey’s instruction part, students were told that all the data was used 

for scientific purpose only and their personal information were treated as confidential. Students were 

allowed to quit from the survey, if they found some items are difficult to answer. In our final analysis, 

611 undergraduates aged from 17 to 25 years (mean = 20.51; SD = 1.70). The demographic of 

respondents was shown in the Table 1. 

TABLE 1. DEMOGRAPHICS OF RESPONDENTS 

Characteristics Frequency Percent (%) 

Gender   

  Male 382 62.5% 

  Female 

Major 

  Humanities & Social Sciences 

  Science & Engineering 

Parental Educational Level 

  Primary certificate or below 

  Junior or senior high school 

  Undergraduate degree or above 

229 

 

241 

370 

 

108 

385 

118 

37.5% 

 

39.4% 

60.6% 

 

17.7% 

63.0% 

19.3% 

Preprints (www.preprints.org)  |  NOT PEER-REVIEWED  |  Posted: 24 July 2020                   doi:10.20944/preprints202007.0592.v1

https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202007.0592.v1


Characteristics Frequency Percent (%) 

Perceived Social Class 

  Working class 

  Middle class 

  Upper class 

Area 

  Urban area 

  Rural area 

University grade 

  Freshman 

  Sophomore 

  Junior 

  Senior 

 

179 

367 

65 

 

175 

436 

 

219 

170 

88 

134 

 

29.3% 

60.1% 

10.6% 

 

28.6% 

71.4% 

 

35.8% 

27.8% 

14.4% 

21.9% 

3.2 Measures 

3.2.1 POS 

The POS was measured by an eight-item short form developed by Eisenberger [34]. A sample 

item is: “My organization strongly considered my goals and values”. Respondents were asked to rate 

on a 7-point Likert-type scale (support items: 1= strongly disagree; 7= strongly agree). The reliability 

coefficient for this scale was 0.81 and current one was 0.91. 

3.2.2 Student career adaptability 

The Career Adapt-Abilities Scale was utilized to measure the students career adaptability[21]. The 

total score represents students’ career adaptabilities and four factors specifically reflect students’ 

adaptability resources–concern, control, curiosity and confidence. Each factor has 6 items, with 24 in 

total. Previous studies have shown its excellent validity and reliability, including in the Chinese 

samples [27, 28]. In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient is 0.92. 

3.2.3 Career exploration 

The career exploration was measured by the scale developed by Stumpf [46], with 5 items on the 

self-exploration and 6 items on the environment exploration. The scale was utilized in the Chinese 

context previously, and demonstrated a good reliability [47, 52]. A sample item for the career-related 

self-exploration is: “I reflected on my past integrates with my future career”. Career-related 

environmental exploration is: “I went to various career orientation programs”. Respondents were 

asked to rate on these 11 items from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). In this study, the 

Cronbach’s alpha coefficients are both 0.86 for the self and environmental exploration. 

3.3 Data analysis  
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Our analysis followed the two-step approach of Structural Equation Modeling suggested by 

Anderson and Gerbing [53]. First, the Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) was used to check the 

measurement model and then the path effects and significance were examined by the structural 

model. Then, the Sobel test [54] and biased-corrected and percentile bootstrapping (the product-of-

coefficient method proposed by Mackinnon et al.) [55] were used to assess the magnitude and 

significance of the mediating effects of career adaptability. Finally, a multi-group SEM analysis was 

performed to compare the hypothesized predictions and mediations among the variables across 

gender (i.e., female and male), major (i.e., Humanities and Social Sciences and Science and 

Engineering) and areas (i.e., rural and urban China). 

4.   Results 

4.1 Measurement model  

We first check the reliability of our data. All the values of Cronbach’s α and composite reliability 

exceeded 0.7 and the factor loadings exceeded 0.6, suggesting the satisfactory reliability and internal 

consistency [56]. Table 2 also showed that the study has met the general requirement of convergent 

validity. We then check the discriminant validity of our data and Table 3 displayed the results. 

Followed by the Fornell and Larcker’s suggestion [57], if the square root of the average of variance 

extracted (AVE) is larger than the Pearson correlation of constructs, it means that the criteria of 

discriminant validity met. 

TABLE 2. STANDARDIZED LOADINGS AND RELIABILITIES 

Construct Indicators 
Standardized 

loading 
Cronbach’s α 

Composite 

Reliability 
AVE 

ENVI 

ENVI1 0.79 0.86 0.86 0.67 

ENVI2 0.82 -- -- -- 

ENVI3 0.85 -- -- -- 

SELF1 0.79 0.86 0.87 0.68 

SELF 

SELF2 0.85 -- -- -- 

SELF3 0.84 -- -- -- 

ORGA1 0.87 0.91 0.91 0.77 

ORGA 

ORGA2 0.93 -- -- -- 

ORGA3 0.83 -- -- -- 

ADAP1 0.81 0.92 0.92 0.74 

ADAP 

 

 

ADAP2 0.85 -- -- -- 

ADAP3 

ADAP4 

0.92 

0.86 

-- 

-- 

-- 

-- 

-- 

-- 
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Construct Indicators 
Standardized 

loading 
Cronbach’s α 

Composite 

Reliability 
AVE 

Note: ENVI=environmental exploration; SELF=self-exploration; ORGA=organizational support; 

ADAP=adaptability 

Third, we performed the common method variance (CMV) test [58, 59]. The self-reported survey 

in a single setting was often criticized for its limited internal validity. We used the Harman one-factor 

test to check the issue of CMV. The CFA was conducted by putting all measurement items into a one-

construct model, the results of which suggested a deteriorated model fit with χ2/d.f.= 31.18, goodness 

of fit index (GFI)= 0.61, comparative fit index (CFI)= 0.66, normed fit index (NFI)= 0.65, and rooted-

mean-squared error of approximation (RMSEA)= 0.22. The diagnostic measure confirmed that CMV 

is unlikely in this empirical data. 

Finally, goodness-of-fit criteria for the measurement model was evaluated, and it means that the 

proposed theoretical model could explain the empirical data well. Table 4 demonstrates that the 

overall goodness-of-fit criteria reached the satisfactory level suggested in the literature. 

TABLE 3. CORRELATION COEFFICIENT MATRIX 

 
Mean S.D. AVE ENVI SELF ORGA ADAP 

ENVI 3.21 0.91 0.67 0.82 
   

SELF 3.55 0.80 0.68 0.71 0.82 
  

ORGA 4.53 1.40 0.77 0.51 0.46 0.88 
 

ADAP 5.68 1.03 0.74 0.61 0.70 0.47 0.86 

Note 1: ENVI=environmental exploration; SELF=self-exploration; ORGA=organizational support; 

ADAP=adaptability. 

Note 2: Off-diagonal elements are the square root of average of variance extracted (AVE). 

 

TABLE 4. GOODNESS-OF-FIT INDICES FOR THE MEASUREMENT SCALES 

Fit index Recommended Value Measurement model Structural model 

Chi-square/ d.f. ≤5 3.49 4.81 

GFI ≥0.90 0.95 0.93 

CFI ≥0.92 0.97 0.96 

NFI ≥0.90 0.96 0.95 

IFI ≥0.90 0.97 0.96 

TLI ≥0.90 0.97 0.95 

RFI ≥0.90 0.95 0.94 

Preprints (www.preprints.org)  |  NOT PEER-REVIEWED  |  Posted: 24 July 2020                   doi:10.20944/preprints202007.0592.v1

https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202007.0592.v1


PGFI ≥0.50 0.62 0.61 

PCFI ≥0.50 0.74 0.74 

PNFI ≥0.50 0.73 0.73 

SRMR ≤0.08 0.04 0.06 

RMSEA ≤0.08 0.06 0.08 

4.2 Structural model  

Structural model test is performed to evaluate the hypothesis in our proposed model. Table 4 

illustrated that the empirical data has met the model fit criteria suggested by the scholars. Table 5 

showed the properties of the research hypothesis, including the standardized path coefficients and 

the results of hypothesis testing. All the proposed hypotheses are supported. 

TABLE 5. SUMMARY OF HYPOTHESES TESTING RESULTS 

Hypotheses 
Standardized path 

coefficients 
t-value Supported 

H1 ORGA → ADAP 0.47*** 11.20 Yes 

H2 ADAP → SELF 0.64*** 13.61 Yes 

H3 ADAP → ENVI 0.50*** 10.84 Yes 

H4 ORGA → SELF 0.17*** 4.13 Yes 

H5 ORGA → ENVI 0.28*** 6.46 Yes 

Note 1: ENVI=environmental exploration; SELF=self-exploration; ORGA=organizational support; 

ADAP=adaptability. 

Note 2: *** p-value <0.001 

4.3 Mediation results 

Sobel test was used to check the mediation effect of career adaptability. We also performed the 

biased-corrected and percentile bootstrapping to evaluate the magnitude and significance of the 

mediating effect of career adaptability. We computed the means of 2000 estimated indirect effects by 

creating 2000 bootstrap samples to get its 95% confidence interval (CI) of the estimates of the indirect 

effects being tests. Table 6 showed the results of Sobel test, with the z-value 9.60 (p-value <0.001). Its 

95% CI did not include zero, confirming its indirect effect. Moreover, by performing the self-

programming AMOS, we also checked whether the career adaptability fully mediates the relation 

between POS and students’ career exploration. Table 7 showed its results and both direct and indirect 

did not include zero, indicting the partial mediation effect of career adaptability. 

TABLE 6. MEDIATION TESTS 

Equation Relationship 

Unstandardized 

Regression 

Weights 

Standard 

Error 

Sobel 

Test (z-

value) 

95% Asymmetric 

confidence interval 
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H10a: ORGA-ADAP-

SELF 

ORGA-ADAP 0.93 0.08 

9.60*** (0.12, 0.21) 
ADAP-

SELF 
0.17 0.01 

Note 1: ENVI=environmental exploration; SELF=self-exploration; ORGA=organizational support; 

ADAP=adaptability. 

Note 2: * p-value <0.05; ** p-value <0.01; *** p-value <0.001 

TABLE 7. DIRECT, INDIRECT AND TOTAL EFFECTS 

Path Point estimation 

Product of coef. Biased-corrected Percentile 

SE Z Lower Upper Lower Upper 

Indirect 0.16 0.02 8.00 0.12 0.21 0.12 0.21 

Direct 0.09 0.03 3.00 0.04 0.14 0.04 0.14 

Total 0.25 0.03 8.33 0.19 0.31 0.19 0.31 

4.4 Multi-group analysis 

Three constructs may have the moderating effects in this model. Therefore, the present study 

examined the effects of various gender, major and places of origin subgroup concerns in career 

construction model via multi-group comparisons. The main purpose of multi-group analysis test was 

to assess whether the path coefficients were different across the two gender subgroups, two major 

subgroups and two places of origin subgroups. To test the multiple group comparison, we utilized 

the analytical strategy of Wu [60] and Gu [61] to evaluate the multiple group difference on the 

structural model. The test results for structural models and subgroup analysis are illustrated in Table 

8, 9 and 10. Based on the subgroup analysis in Table 8, the effect of POS on career-related 

environmental exploration is confirmed to differ according to the gender while the remaining paths 

are not. In Table 9, the effects of POS on career adaptability and the effects of POS on the career-

related self -exploration are confirmed to differ based on the major while the rest paths are the not. 

In Table 10, none of the moderating effects is found. The results of the multiple group test 

demonstrated that the path coefficients were not significantly different in the χ2 testing between 

those who are from rural and urban areas. 

For the female subgroup, the POS almost had no impact on their self and environmental 

exploration. For the relationship between POS and career-related self and environmental exploration, 

male subgroup had the much higher and also statistically significant path coefficients compared to 

their female counterparts. For the students who majored in the humanities and social sciences, they 

perceived less but statistically significant organizational support than their science and engineering 

counterparts in terms of the environmental exploration. For those in the humanities and social 

sciences, the POS almost had no influence on their career related self- exploration. 

TABLE 8. PATH COEFFICIENTS AND χ2 DIFFERENCE ACROSS GENDER 

Path 

M-group F-group 

Subgroup comparison 

(Unconstrained Chi-square= 355.27, 

df=120) 
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Standardized coefficient 

(t-value) 

Constraine

d Chi-

square 

(df=121) 

Chi-

square 

difference Results 

ORGA → ADAP 0.46*** 0.5*** 355.27 0.00 M=F 

ADAP → SELF 0.64*** 0.62*** 355.43 0.16 M=F 

ADAP → ENVI 0.47*** 0.53*** 355.44 0.17 M=F 

ORGA → SELF 0.20*** 0.11 356.65 1.38 M=F 

ORGA → ENVI 0.37*** 0.12 363.64 8.37 M≠F 

Notes: M, male group; F, female group; *** p-value <0.001 

TABLE 9. PATH COEFFICIENTS AND χ2 DIFFERENCE ACROSS MAJOR 

Path 

H-Group S-Group 

Subgroup comparison 

(Unconstrained Χ2=365.00, df=120) 

Standardized coefficient 

(t-value) 

Constraine

d Chi-

square 

(df=121) 

Chi-

square 

difference Results 

ORGA → ADAP 0.52*** 0.42*** 369.78 4.78 H≠S 

ADAP → SELF 0.73*** 0.59*** 365.14 0.14 H=S 

ADAP → ENVI 0.56*** 0.46*** 366.19 1.19 H=S 

ORGA → SELF 0.04 0.23*** 369.89 4.89 H≠S 

ORGA → ENVI 0.18* 0.34*** 366.59 1.59 H=S 

Notes: H, humanities and social science group; S, science and engineering group; *** p-value <0.001; 
* p-value <0.05 

 

TABLE 10. PATH COEFFICIENTS AND χ2 DIFFERENCE ACROSS PLACES OF ORIGIN 

Path 

R-Group U-Group 

Subgroup comparison 

(Unconstrained Χ2=369.45, df=120) 

Standardized coefficient 

(t-value) 

Constraine

d Chi-

square 

(df=121) 

Chi-

square 

difference Results 
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ORGA → ADAP 0.51*** 0.41*** 371.38 1.92 R=U 

ADAP → SELF 0.58*** 0.72*** 371.49 2.04 R=U 

ADAP → ENVI 0.51*** 0.48*** 370.94 1.48 R=U 

ORGA → SELF 0.19*** 0.16* 369.66 0.21 R=U 

ORGA → ENVI 0.25*** 0.32*** 369.45 0.00 R=U 

Note: R, rural group; U, urban group; *** p-value <0.001; * p-value <0.05 

5.   Discussion 

In the updated Agenda 2030, the aim of the Goal 8 of the Sustainable Development Goals is to 

promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and 

decent work for all people [62]. The vision may be shattered with the growing youth unemployment 

worldwide. Based on this macro background, the aim of this study was to examine the relationship 

between POS, career adaptability and self and environmental career exploration; the study also 

aimed to perform the multiple group comparison analysis to identity the relationships among 

proposed model over gender, major and places of origin subgroups. The results of this study revealed 

that perceived organizational support could directly influence individuals’ self and environmental 

career exploration and also indirectly influence them via career adaptability. The results also showed 

that gender and major are the moderating variables for the proposed model. These findings carry 

implications for POS and career adaptability literature. 

5.1 Theoretical implications 

First, our study expands our understanding of the role of POS in students’ career exploration. 

Although lots of previous studies have focused on the impact of POS, many of the respondents of 

them are the employees [36-38, 63-66]. Moreover, many of them are conducted in the Western context 

[36, 38, 66, 67]. Our research is among the first studies to clearly and systematically evaluate the POS 

and career exploration among the university students in China, which is famous for its collective 

culture [68]. 

Second, inspired by the career construction theory, present study also examined the mechanism 

underlying the constructs between POS and career related exploration. Although university these 

days provides lots of support for students’ university to work transition, no attention has been paid 

to clarifying its underlying mechanisms. A popular view is that POS could strength students’ social 

network, which could contribute to their job searches [69-71]. Our findings clearly demonstrate that 

POS could enhance students’ career adaptability, and further improve their career exploration. While 

our findings shed light on the effects of POS, more research is still needed. For example, POS may 

improve the contextual climates (caring and task-involving), which further influence students’ career 

adaptability and career exploration. 

Third, our investigation contributes to the literature on the career construction theory by 

illustrating the role of organizational intervention in enhancing students’ career adaptability. Most 

studies on career construction theory have focused on the personal traits [26, 72-75]. Even those who 

have paid attention to the importance of contextual factors, they still focused on the supports from 

the peers, parents and teachers [1, 30, 76-78]. In other words, the relational support is their focus. Our 

findings showed that another type of contextual support, supports from the universities, could also 

be one of the primary sources that could contribute to the positive career development. 
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5.2 Practical implications 

Vocational counselors in the university should be aware that POS is conducive to students’ career 

adaptability and career exploration, but several aspects of our findings in regard to the practical 

implications should be emphasized: first, although lots of initiatives have been taken to facilitate 

students’ university to work transition, the effect of these programs is still too difficult to evaluate [9-

11]. Our findings could shed light on this issue. From the results of multi-group comparison, we 

could observe that student groups are quite diverse. They can be assigned into different categories, 

based on gender, major and places of origin. For different groups, the influence of POS on their career 

related explorations is different. For example, for the gender subgroups, the POS had no impact on 

the career-exploration for the female students.  

Similarly, for the major subgroups, the POS had no impact on the self-exploration for those who 

majored the humanities and social sciences in the university of technology and science. The results 

suggest that POS is especially important for those who are at the disadvantaged positions. Educators 

should take this group level difference into account when designing or implementing career training 

programs to students. In other words, one size does not fit all; the programs who aim to enhance 

students’ sustainable career development should be tailored in order to meet various needs of 

students [2].  

Second, four dimensions of career adaptability (concern, control, curiosity and confidence) could 

be targeted at in order to stimulate students’ career related self and environmental exploration. 

Career adaptability scales could be utilized to assess the level of students’ career adaptability, and 

based on the results of each component, students’ career adaptability could be enhanced accordingly. 

Curriculums, adaptabilities and career related behaviors, such as explorations, could be well 

collected. Previous studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of problem-based learning in 

promoting students five sustainability competencies that are valued in the workplace [79]. 

5.3 Limitations and directions for future research 

The current study has some limitations. For the methodology part, the study may have the 

common method bias because single questionnaire was used to measure all constructs, and this may 

influence the strength of the hypothesized relationships among these dimensions. Therefore, we 

suggest that future research should employ various instruments besides the single-source self-report 

methodology to get the data [60]. Second, the relationships among these constructs cannot be 

assumed to be causal, and future studies should use time-lagged panel design or an experimental 

design to check their causality [80]. Third, due to the sampling strategy, the findings of this study 

should be cautiously interpreted. We conducted the research in a university of science and 

technology located in the Northwest China. Future study should check whether the findings could 

be applied to other types of university (e.g., comprehensive university, normal university and liberal 

arts university). 
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