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Abstract: At present, the global economy is in a downward spiral, and China’s employment 

environment has been affected by epidemic, economic, social and other factors, presenting 

an unprecedentedly complex situation, which makes the employment environment of fresh 

college student group full of challenges. Most of the previous studies on economic 

confidence have focused on the consumer, financial and economic sectors, mainly 

involving consumers and investors in the market. However, few studies have explored the 

relation between economic confidence and Career Decision Self-Efficacy (CDSE) among 

college student group in China, and little is known about the mediating and moderating 

mechanisms of this relation. Based on the Social Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT), the 

present study examined the effects of economic confidence among 636 Chinese college 

students from Hubei and Chongqing, as well as the roles of career optimism and career 

social support in it. The results indicate that: (1) Economic confidence not only directly and 

positively predicts CDSE but also indirectly predicts it through career optimism; (2) High 

levels of career social support can serve as a protective factor for economic confidence on 

CDSE and career optimism. The present study helps to reveal the internal mechanism by 

which economic confidence affects CDSE, which is useful for educating and guiding 

college students to adopt an active job-seeking attitude. In addition, the present study 

selected Chinese college students during the economic downturn as a research sample, 

extending the SCCT model at the era-specific and culture-specific levels. 
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1. Introduction 

According to the urban unemployment rate survey released by China National Bureau of 

Statistics (CNBS), the unemployment rate of 16-24 years old in the national urban labour force 

excluding school students climbed to a historic 18.8% in August 2024. Under the double pressure of 

the severe economic and employment situation, a significant portion of college students’ career 

efficacy declined, which in turn prevented them from making appropriate career decisions [1]. The 

present study focuses on the college student population because they are a group that is preparing 

for economic independence and entering society. 

The economic confidence of college students and the employment problems that may arise from 

it are not only related to their personal destiny, but also to the stability and harmony of the whole 

society [2]. The key point of the current employment work in colleges and universities is to provide 

college students with adequate social support for their careers, correctly guide them to cope with the 

employment difficulties under the current severe economic and employment situation, reduce 

negative emotions, improve efficacy in career decision, and ultimately realize successful 

employment [3]. Previous studies have demonstrated that individual personality traits such as 

economic confidence and optimism of college students have a notable impact on career decision 

process [4-5]. The present study intends to explore the relation between economic confidence and 

Chinese college students’ self-efficacy under the double attack of the current complex economic 

environment background and China’s severe employment situation, and to examine two relevant 

factors: career optimism and career social support. 

Economic confidence is stated for the degree of optimism that people have about the state of the 

economy as a whole and about their personal economic situation. Career decision self-efficacy 

(CDSE) has been deepened and refined in the social cognitive theory of careers, a concept that 

refers to the value of confidence in believing that a person will be able to successfully perform the 

tasks required to make a career decision. The development of CDSE is an ongoing process that 

encompasses career exploration prior to deciding on a career as well as the planning and 

implementation to accomplish life goals. It has been found that higher CDSE is associated with 

more career exploration and higher motivation to pursue a career [6]. 

According to Bandura’s opinion, self-efficacy has an impact on how individuals create and 

manage their growth environments, choose and pursue their paths, and ultimately become what they 

want to be. For contemporary Chinese college students, they are constantly going through college 

entrance exams and have been studying in an environment of theoretical knowledge, while the 

emphasis on employment-related social practices is severely lacking [7]. In the absence of career 

practice, when they face thinking related to career decision, the low level of economic confidence 

triggered by the recessionary economy will easily make college students feel confused and 

overwhelmed about the future, which in turn will lead to a prominent decline in CDSE. 

Career optimism is stated for individuals in the labour force pushing themselves to find new 

career opportunities, as well as individuals in the labour force having positive expectations for 

future career advancement [8-9]. The positive impact of career optimism partly reflects the variation 

in youths’ economic capital [10]. According to SCCT, individuals are enablers of the environment in 

which they live, not the result of it. Career optimism is necessary for successful career planning and 

management [11]. SCCT is relevant to individuals’ careers due to its attribute of promoting career 

optimism, via guiding individuals in setting goals, exploring careers, and ultimately optimizing 

career decisions. Recent research has implied that career optimism is significantly associated with 
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job search [9]. 

Career social support refers to the support provided by surrounding significant others and society 

to individuals in career development. A recent study has implied that the career social support 

received by individuals was positively correlated with their career maturity, and thus possessed the 

realistic conditions for generating career optimism [12]. It has also been found that college students’ 

career social support affects their life and career satisfaction through core self-evaluation and career 

adaptability [5]. To sum up, career social support can function as a protective factor for career 

optimism and CDSE. 

In summary, our study investigates “how” economic confidence (mediated by career optimism) 

affects CDSE, and “when” (moderated by career social support) the relation between economic 

confidence and CDSE changes. Simultaneously, we also examined “when” economic confidence 

influences Chinese college students’ career optimism (moderated by career social support). The 

present study aims to clarify the cognitive mechanisms and individual differences in the influence 

of economic confidence on college students’ CDSE, and to provide empirical support and 

theoretical guidance for Chinese college students in the context of a global economic downturn. 

2. Methods 

2.1. Participants 

Participants were recruited by convenience sampling from three public universities in Hubei and 

Chongqing, China. Data were collected through the Wenjuanxing online survey platform, a 

professional online survey organization in China. 636 participants volunteered to take part in an 

online survey. The mean age of the participants was 21.63 years (SD = 1.44), of which 180 (28.3%) 

were male and 456 (71.7%) were female. All participants received a payment at the end of the study. 

2.2. Measures 

2.2.1. Economic Confidence 

Economic confidence was measured by the Economic Confidence Scale developed by Xin et al. 
[13], which consists of 8 items, including 4 items reflecting short-term economic confidence and 4 

items reflecting long-term economic confidence. All items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale 

ranging from 1 (significantly better) to 5 (significantly worse), with higher scores representing 

higher economic confidence. This scale has good reliability in present study (Cronbach’s α = 0.90). 

2.2.2. Career Decision Self-efficacy 

Career decision self-efficacy was assessed by the Career Decision Self-Efficacy Scale developed 

by Taylor & Betz and revised by Peng & Long [14], which consists of a total of 38 items containing 

5 dimensions, namely, self-assessment, information gathering, goal screening, plan making, and 

problem solving. All items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (almost no 

confidence) to 5 (complete confidence). A higher score for participants means a higher level of 

CDSE. In the present study, Cronbach’s α for this scale was 0.98. 

2.2.3. Career Optimism 

We used the Career Optimism Scale developed by Rottinghaus et al. [15], which consists of 11 
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items, all of which are rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 

(strongly agree). The higher the score, the more career optimism the participant has. The 

Cronbach’s α coefficient for this scale in present study was 0.88. 

2.2.4. Career Social Support 

Career social support was measured through the Career Social Support Scale developed by Hou 

et al. [16], which has a total of 20 items containing 4 dimensions: material support, information 

support, advice support, and emotional support. All items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale 

ranging from 1 (hardly any) to 5 (exceptionally much). The higher the score, the more career social 

support the participant has. The Cronbach’s α coefficient for this scale in present study was 0.97. 

2.3. Statistical Analyses 

The present study used SPSS 25.0 and PROCESS toolbox for data analysis. The collected data 

were subjected to descriptive statistics, correlation analysis, and mediated model test with 

moderation. SPSS 25.0 was utilized for performing descriptive statistics and correlation analysis. 

PROCESS toolbox was used to test the mediated and moderated effects. In present study, 5,000 

bootstrap samples were generated, and the 95% bias-corrected confidence interval (95% CI) was 

used to measure the moderated mediation effect. 

3. Results 

3.1. Preliminary Analysis 

The common method bias test was conducted using Harman’s one-way test with unrotated 

principal component factor analysis of the variables involved. The results showed that there were 11 

factors with eigenvalues greater than 1. The variance contribution rate of the first factor was 

39.14%, which was below than the critical value of 40%, indicating that the common method bias 

in present study was not serious. 

The results of descriptive statistics and Pearson’s correlation analyses (see Table 1) indicated 

that economic confidence, career social support, career optimism, and CDSE were significantly and 

positively correlated with each other (0.36 < rs < 0.70, ps < 0.01). 

Table 1: Descriptive statistics and correlations among variables 

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 

1. Economic confidence 3.30 0.79 1 
   

2. Career optimism 3.25 0.65 0.38** 1 
  

3. CDSE 3.53 0.59 0.46** 0.70** 1 
 

4. Career social support 3.35 0.96 0.36** 0.42** 0.47** 1 

Note. N = 636, **p < 0.01 

3.2. Moderated Mediation Effect Analysis 

The moderated mediation model was tested controlling for gender, age, and grade level. The 

results showed (see Table 2) that after putting career social support into the model, the product term 

of economic confidence and career social support was significant in predicting both CDSE and 

career optimism (CDSE: β = 0.06, t = 3.14, p < 0.01; career optimism: β = 0.08, t = 2.85, p < 0.01), 

suggesting that career social support moderates not only the direct prediction of economic 

confidence on CDSE, but also the prediction of economic confidence on career optimism. 
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Table 2: The moderated mediation model testing results 

Regression Fitness Significance 

Outcome Predictors R R2 F(df) β t 

Career optimism 
 

0.51 0.26 37.44
*** 

(6)  
  

 
EC 

   
0.24 7.72*** 

 
CSS 

   
0.22 8.57*** 

 
EC×CSS 

   
0.08 2.85** 

CDSE 
 

0.75 0.57 116.85
*** 

(7)  
  

 
Career optimism 

   
0.50 17.85*** 

 
EC 

   
0.14 6.38*** 

 
CSS 

   
0.11 5.83*** 

 
EC×CSS 

   
0.06 3.14** 

Note. N = 636, a 1 Male, 2 Female. EC = economic confidence; CSS = career social support, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001, same below. 

Simultaneously, we used the product of coefficients approach to analyze moderated mediation 

effects. As mentioned previously, gender, age, and grade level were added to the model as control 

variables. The path coefficient results of the model in this study are shown in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1: A moderated mediation model 

 

Figure 2: Career social support moderated the relation between economic confidence and CDSE 

 

Figure 3: Career social support moderated the relation between economic confidence and career 

optimism 
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Further simple slope analyses indicated that, as can be seen in Figure 2, economic confidence 

had a significant positive predictive effect on CDSE for participants with higher levels of career 

social support, simple slope = 0.20, t = 6.96, p < 0.001, whereas for participants with lower levels of 

career social support participants, although economic confidence also positively predicted CDSE, 

its predictive effect was smaller, simple slope = 0.09, t = 3.01, p < 0.01, suggesting that the 

predictive effect of economic confidence on CDSE gradually increased as the individual’s level of 

career social support improved trend. As can be seen in Figure 3, for participants with higher levels 

of career social support, economic confidence had a significant positive predictive effect on career 

optimism, simple slope = 0.31, t = 7.91, p < 0.001; whereas for participants with lower levels of 

career social support, economic confidence, although it also had a positive predictive effect on 

career optimism, its predictive effect was smaller, simple slope = 0.16, t = 4.03, p < 0.001, 

suggesting that the predictive effect of economic confidence on career optimism tended to gradually 

increase as the individual’s level of career social support increased. 

Table 3 shows that the direct effect of economic confidence on CDSE and the mediating role of 

career optimism in the relation between economic confidence and CDSE are both on an increasing 

trend at all three levels of career social support, i.e., as the participants’ level of career social 

support increases, economic confidence is not only more likely to directly increase their CDSE, but 

also more likely to induce career optimism, which in turn increases their CDSE. 

Table 3: The moderated mediation effects of career optimism at different levels of career social 

support 

 
CSS Value SE Bootstrap 95%CI 

Direct effect 2.39 (M–1SD) 0.09 0.03 [0.03, 0.14] 

 
3.35 (M) 0.14 0.02 [0.10, 0.19] 

 
4.31 (M+1SD) 0.20 0.03 [0.14, 0.26] 

Mediation effect of CO 2.39 (M–1SD) 0.08 0.02 [0.03, 0.13] 

 
3.35 (M) 0.12 0.02 [0.08, 0.16] 

 
4.31 (M+1SD) 0.15 0.03 [0.10, 0.22] 

Note. CSS = career social support, CO = career optimism. 

4. Discussion 

4.1. Economic Confidence and Career Decision Self-efficacy 

The results of our study indicate that economic confidence is significantly and positively related 

to its CDSE, suggesting that attitudes held by college students toward the economic environment 

significantly affect their self-confidence in choosing a career [4-5]. As a weathervane of economic 

prosperity, economic confidence reflects the judgment of social economy and employment situation, 

and high economic confidence indicates that the social economy and employment situation are in a 

good state, which improves people’s confidence in employment, and then enhances their CDSE [13]. 

According to self-efficacy theory, one of the important factors affecting individual self-efficacy is 

alternative experiences. The mass media and public opinion have exaggerated the current severe 

economic and employment situation [9]. The widespread concern about layoffs, unemployment, and 

the difficulty of employment for college graduates has created a large number of negative 

substitutive experiences [4]. College students have gradually formed a self-perception of the 

economic downturn and the severe employment situation, which has led to a loss of their 

confidence in the external economic situation and prospects, and thus lowered their CDSE [14-15]. 
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4.2. The Mediating Role of Career Optimism 

Our study also found that college students’ economic confidence had a significant effect on 

CDSE and that career optimism mediated the relation between economic confidence and CDSE. 

Possible explanations include: (1) Locus of Control Theory, which suggests that career-optimistic 

individuals often attribute setbacks or failures to factors within their control (e.g., effort level) rather 

than to uncontrollable factors (e.g., luck). The poor external economic environment and severe 

employment situation cannot shake the confidence of career optimistic individuals in themselves 

and their future, and they firmly believe that their unremitting efforts and dedication can eventually 

lead to the joy of success [15]. (2) Seligman’s Explanatory Style Theory suggests that career 

optimism is a learned explanatory style in the career field, in which career optimistic individuals 

regard positive events and positive outcomes as internal, stable and universal (related to themselves) 

factors, and attribute negative events, negative experiences, and frustrations or failures faced by 

individuals to external, temporary and specific factors. This positive attributional approach allows 

career-optimistic individuals to be less prone to negative feelings and to lose hope for the future 

when facing stressful and difficult situations [8]. (3) Individuals who are career optimistic are able to 

buffer the negative effects of stressful and difficult situations by adopting positive coping strategies, 

and the effectiveness of these coping strategies enables them to be confident in their career 

decisions even in the face of a poor external economic environment and a difficult employment 

situation [9]. 

4.3. The Moderating Role of Career Social Support 

Our study further found that career social support moderated the direct relation between 

economic confidence and CDSE and moderated the indirect relation between economic confidence 

and career optimism. This suggests that college students with high career social support tend to 

believe that the notable factor influencing their success in employment is the favourable external 

economic environment, and also believe that they can still take the initiative in choosing a career 

based on their advantageous resources even when the economic environment is in the doldrums, 

and thus show more career optimism, which contributes to their CDSE; while college students with 

low career social support have less confidence in the external economic environment and still tend 

to be more optimistic about the economic environment than those with low career social support [17]. 

On the other hand, college students with low career social support have low confidence in the 

external economic environment and still tend to passively adapt to the economic environment, so 

their career optimism is more negatively affected by economic confidence, which weakens their 

CDSE [2,4]. In conclusion, our study found that career social support can function as a protective 

factor for CDSE and career optimism. Career social support enhances one’s ability to overcome 

difficulties and serves as a potential resource for overcoming career obstacles, which can be utilized 

by individuals to develop career interests, form career goals, and take action [6,18]. 

5. Implications, Limitations and Future Directions 

The results of our study expand the application of SCCT model in the field of career, enrich the 

influencing factors of CDSE, and have implications for the intervention practice of Chinese college 

students’ career decision. The present study suggests that: (1) Economic confidence not only 

directly and positively predicts CDSE but also indirectly predicts it through career optimism; (2) 

High levels of career social support can serve as a protective factor for economic confidence on 
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CDSE and career optimism. Our findings can help contemporary Chinese college students to 

achieve high-quality employment and high levels of lifelong achievement. To a certain degree, the 

present study extends SCCT model at the era-specific and culture-specific levels.  

Any research has its limitations, and our study is no exception. The present study did not 

consider the role of variables such as socioeconomic status and career interests (e.g., traditional or 

borderless career orientation). As these factors may influence career decision, this should be 

controlled for in future research and the impact of key mechanisms used to identify and assess 

different career orientations on individual CDSE should be explored. The complex relation between 

economic confidence and CDSE, as well as other multifaceted influences, deserve further 

exploration in the future. 
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