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Abstract—Background: This study explores the associations between self-awareness, parental support, and career
planning among university students, with career decision-making self-efficacy as a mediator and academic year as a
control variable. Data were obtained from 1,822 undergraduates at private universities in Changchun,China.
Methods: A quantitative survey design was adopted using validated scales. Data were processed in SPSS, and
hypothesized  relationships  were examined through  PLS-based structural equation  modeling.
Results: Career decision-making self-efficacy (CDMSE) emerges as a strong predictor of career planning (CP).
Parental support (PS) shows a positive relationship with career planning, while self-awareness (SA) has a weaker yet
significant effect. CDMSE fully mediates the relationship between self-awareness and career planning and partially
mediates the effect of parental support.
Conclusion: Overall, self-awareness, parental support, and CDMSE positively contribute to career planning, with
CDMSE serving as the primary mediating mechanism. Academic year does not significantly affect career planning.
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I. INTRODUCTION

In recent years, unfavorable changes in the global economic climate and the deceleration of economic growth have
markedly exacerbated employment challenges for university graduates. According to the World Employment and
Social Outlook: Trends 2025 issued by the International Labour Organization, the global youth unemployment rate
reached 12.6% in 2024, reflecting the persistently high risk of joblessness among young people. In addition, 20.4% of
youth worldwide are currently classified as not in education, employment, or training (NEET) [1].

Against this backdrop, graduate employment has emerged as a prominent social issue [2]. University students today
face a labor market characterized by both opportunities and constraints, with substantially heightened uncertainty [3].
The combined impact of an increasingly competitive employment environment and the developmental characteristics
of emerging adulthood renders college students particularly vulnerable to psychological distress. Data from the Report
on the Development of Mental Health of Chinese Citizens (2021-2022) indicate that individuals aged 18-24 exhibit
higher anxiety levels than other adult cohorts [4].

Career planning can be understood as a systematic process in which individuals evaluate personal attributes in
conjunction with external conditions, clarify career objectives, make occupational choices, design educational and
training pathways, and implement concrete actions to attain these goals [5]. Kleine et al. (2023) found that effective
career planning plays an important role in mitigating students’ career-related anxiety [6]. Prior studies demonstrate
that career planning education significantly enhances career readiness by improving students’ decision-making
competence, goal-setting capacity, and adaptability [7]. Moreover, such interventions strengthen career self-efficacy
and enable students to respond more effectively to complex and uncertain labor market conditions [8]. Consequently,
incorporating career guidance into higher education has become a key strategy for cultivating students’ employability
in a comprehensive manner [9].

Career decision-making self-efficacy reflects an individual’s confidence in their ability to manage the mental and
behavioral tasks involved in choosing a career. This includes activities such as gathering relevant information, setting
objectives, planning actionable steps, and addressing challenges that may arise during the decision-making process.
Students who exhibit higher levels of career decision-making self-efficacy are better equipped to navigate difficult
employment situations, implement adaptive coping strategies, and make effective career choices [10]. Moreover,
research suggests that this form of self-efficacy can mediate the effects of both supportive and unsupportive parental
behaviors on students’ career exploration efforts [11].

Parental support encompasses the degree to which parents recognize their children’s developmental needs, respect
their internal experiences, encourage autonomy, and promote a sense of connection and belonging [12]. This support
often appears through validating children’s emotions, explaining rules and expectations in a reasonable manner, and
offering opportunities that foster independence and personal decision-making [13].

Family factors create an essential context for career planning. Savira et al. (2022) found that a nurturing family
environment and substantial parental support not only help students clarify their career goals but also strengthen their
career decision-making self-efficacy and intrinsic motivation [14]. Prior studies have demonstrated significant positive
relationships between family influence, self-efficacy, and career planning outcomes [15]. Additionally, active parental
involvement in career-related activities enhances students’ psychological resources, thereby improving career
adaptability [16]. Sustained guidance and encouragement from parents further reinforce students’ confidence in career
decision-making, supporting more informed and stable occupational choices [17].
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Self-awareness, often conceptualized as self-concept, refers to individuals’ integrated understanding and evaluation
of their physical, psychological, behavioral characteristics, and social relationships, shaped through experiences in
learning, work, and everyday life [18]. It encompasses awareness of personal strengths and limitations, beliefs,
interests, motivations, and emotional tendencies [19]. In the context of career planning, self-awareness is influenced
by multiple factors, including cognitive attributes such as goal clarity and planning consciousness, personality
characteristics, sociocultural values, and institutional conditions such as the availability of career education and
guidance resources within universities [20]. Higher levels of self-awareness are consistently linked to stronger career
decision-making abilities among students [21].

Recent scholarship has increasingly examined variations in career planning across academic grade levels. Existing
findings generally indicate that grade level significantly affects students’ career planning awareness and behaviors.
First-year students often enter university with relatively clear expectations and tentative plans; however, these
intentions may become less definite as academic life progresses. As graduation approaches, students tend to re-engage
with career planning [22]. With advancing academic standing and increasing proximity to labor market entry,
employment pressure and pragmatic considerations intensify, which in turn promotes more active career planning
behaviors [23]. Consequently, senior students typically display stronger career planning awareness, a pattern that
becomes particularly evident in the later stages of university education [24].

This study is based on the principles of self-determination theory, social cognitive theory, and career construction
theory. Self-determination theory, introduced by Deci and Ryan (1985), offers a broad framework for examining
motivation, personality development, and social functioning [25]. The theory suggests that both intrinsic and extrinsic
motivations shape behavior, and the nature of one’s motivation significantly influences psychological well-being and
developmental outcomes. When the basic psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness are met,
individuals are more likely to experience intrinsic motivation, which supports personal growth and overall
psychological health.

Within the context of career planning, environments that support autonomy and competence can stimulate career
exploration and enhance career decision-making self-efficacy, while adequate social support contributes to improved
adaptability and subjective well-being [26]. As socioeconomic conditions continue to evolve, college students’ career
orientations and selection criteria also change, with career values playing a guiding role in shaping occupational
choices and goal formulation [27]. Elevated levels of intrinsic motivation encourage individuals to participate more
actively in career exploration, seek relevant information, and manage uncertainty, thereby strengthening career
decision-making self-efficacy throughout the decision-making process [28].

The framework of Social Cognitive Theory, introduced by Bandura (1999), is commonly employed to examine
educational and career-related processes.At its core is the principle of triadic reciprocal determinism, which posits
that behavior results from the dynamic interaction among personal factors, behavioral patterns, and environmental
influences. SCT emphasizes the pivotal role of contextual factors in shaping career development trajectories [29]. For
instance, parental provision of career-related information, such as occupational pathways and job characteristics, as
well as broader contextual support, has been shown to positively affect adolescents’ career adaptability, including
dimensions of concern, control, and curiosity [30].

Career Construction Theory (CCT), advanced by Savickas (2005), represents a contemporary approach to career
development grounded in personal constructivism, social constructivism, and postmodern perspectives. From the CCT
standpoint, self-awareness constitutes both the foundation for constructing career self-concept and a critical
mechanism for enhancing adaptability and shaping career narratives. Career development is therefore viewed not
merely as an external process of occupational selection, but as an ongoing internal process of self-construction [31].
Within this framework, parental support and guidance play an essential role in the formation of adolescents’ career
identity and the development of career adaptability [32]. The study’s framework is illustrated in Fig. 1.

In summary, this study proposes the following hypotheses:

HA1L: Self-awareness is significantly correlated with career planning.

HAZ2: Parental support is significantly correlated with career planning.

HAZ3: Self-awareness is significantly correlated with career decision-making self-efficacy.

HAA4: Parental support is significantly correlated with career decision-making self-efficacy.

HADS: Career decision-making self-efficacy mediates the relationship between self-awareness and career planning.

HA®B: Career decision-making self-efficacy mediates the relationship between parental support and career planning.

HAT: Career planning varies across different academic years.

Based on the proposed hypotheses, a conceptual model was constructed to depict the relationships among these
variables, as shown in Fig. 2.
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| Theoretical Underpinnings |

/\

Social Cognitive Theory
(Bandura, 1999)
e Self-Efficacy: The belief in one’ s ability
to successfully accomplish specific tasks.
e Goal Setting: Guiding and motivating
behavior through the establishment of clear
and achievable goals.

e Reciprocal Determinism: The concept that

Self-Determination Theory
(Deci & Ryan, 1985)

in the choice of behavior

e Competence: Sense of being able to
accomplish a task effectively

e Relatedness: Feeling cared for and
supported by others in their social

e Autonomy: Feeling free and voluntary in

behavior, personal factors (such as cognition and

\ ]
A

Career Construction Theory
(Savickas, 2005)

e Concern: Planning and preparing for one’s future career.

relationships

e Control: Taking responsibility for and exercising control
over one'’s career development.

e Curiosity: Maintaining a positive attitude toward
exploring career possibilities.

e Confidence: Having the confidence to face challenges
and solve career-related problems.

Fig.1 Theoretical Framework Diagram
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Fig.2 Conceptual Framework Diagram
Il. METHODS
A. Participants

This study employed a questionnaire-based survey to collect data from multiple private universities in Jilin
Province, China, using an online data collection approach. A total of 1,893 questionnaires were initially collected.
After data screening and cleaning procedures, After data cleaning, 1,822 responses were retained, corresponding to
a 96.3% retention rate.

In terms of sample composition, the participants represented diverse groups across gender, academic grade level,
academic major, and student leadership status, demonstrating satisfactory sample heterogeneity and representativeness

(Table 1) .
TABLE |
DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF THE PARTICIPANTS (N = 1822)
Variable Category Frequency Percentage
Male 733 40.2%
Gender
Female 1,089 59.8%
Freshman 765 42.0%
. Sophomore 295 16.2%
Academic Grade Junior 459 25.2%
Senior 303 16.6%
Maior Catedor Liberal Arts 899 49.3%
) gory Science 923 50.7%
. Yes 856 47.0%
Student Leadership No 966 53.0%

B. Instrument

1)Self-Awareness Scale (SAS) : The Self-Consciousness Scale developed by Jiang et al. (2007) was used in this
study. The 23-item instrument measures three dimensions: private self-consciousness, public self-consciousness, and
social anxiety, and has demonstrated adequate reliability and construct validity.
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2)Parental Support Scale (PSS) : The Parental Support subscale developed by Tang Qin (2013) was applied in
this study. The 12-item scale assesses three dimensions: providing options, offering explanations, and acknowledging
perspectives and emotions. The overall and dimensional reliability coefficients were 0.88, and repeated testing
supported its satisfactory reliability and validity.

3)Decision-Making Self-efficacy Scale (CDMSES) :The Career Decision-Making Self-Efficacy Scale developed
by Long and Peng (2001) was used in this study. The 39-item instrument assesses five dimensions: self-appraisal,
information acquisition, goal setting, plan development, and problem solving. Previous research has confirmed its
high reliability and acceptable discriminant validity.

4)Career Planning Scale (CPS) :This study employed the College Student Career Planning Scale developed by
Dai (2006). The scale comprises 20 items across five dimensions: self-awareness, career awareness, career orientation,
planning formulation, and planning attitude. The overall a coefficient of 0.982 indicates that the scale possesses good
reliability.

Cronbach's alpha coefficients were used to assess the internal consistency reliability of each scale. All scales
measured demonstrated Cronbach's alpha coefficients exceeding 0.89, with three scales achieving excellent levels
above 0.97. This indicates that the measurement tools employed in this study exhibit high internal consistency,
yielding stable and reliable results. See Table 2.

C. Data Analysis

Convergent validity was further assessed using composite reliability (CR) and average variance extracted (AVE).
The results indicate that, except for the private self-awareness dimension—whose AVE value (0.438) was slightly
below the recommended threshold of 0.50—all other constructs met or surpassed the standard criteria for both CR
and AVE. The comparatively lower AVE for private self-awareness may be attributable to the heterogeneous
psychological components captured by this construct. Nonetheless, its CR value remained high (0.870), supporting
the adequacy of its convergent validity,as presented in Table 3.

Discriminant validity was evaluated using the Fornell-Larcker criterion. The square roots of AVE exceeded inter-
construct correlations for most variables, indicating adequate discriminant validity. Although the correlation between
Career Decision-Making Self-Efficacy and Career Planning was high (r = 0.823) and close to the AVE square root
for self-efficacy (0.894), this is theoretically expected given the central role of self-efficacy in career planning. Overall,
the measurement model demonstrates acceptable discriminant validity (see Table 4).

TABLEII
INTERNAL CONSISTENCY RELIABILITY ANALYSIS OF EACH SCALE (N = 1822)

Scale Number of Items Cronbach’s a
SA 23 0.896
PS 12 0.970
CDMSE 39 0.992
CP 20 0.982
TABLE 111

RELIABILITY AND CONVERGENT VALIDITY OF CONSTRUCTS (CR, AVE, AND FACTOR LOADINGS) (N = 1822)

variable Dimension CR AVE Factor Loading Range
private self-consciousness 0.870 0.438 0.034-0.757

SA public self-consciousness 0.904 0.575 0.680-0.813
social anxiety 0.861 0.534 0.168-0.825
Providing choice opportunities 0.948 0.819 0.879-0.922
Explaining Rationales 0.942 0.804 0.833-0.920

PS Acknowledging Perspectives and

: 0.959 0.855 0.899-0.938

Emotions
Self-evaluation 0.964 0.819 0.873-0.927
Information Collection 0.976 0.817 0.867-0.926

CDMSE Goal Selection 0.970 0.782 0.772-0.921
Planning Information 0.970 0.801 0.867-0.913
Problem Solving 0.960 0.776 0.832-0.912
Self-awareness 0.970 0.914 0.952-0.958

CP Career awareness 0.964 0.818 0.877-0.919
Career Orientation 0.953 0.836 0.896-0.925

TABLE v
CORRELATION MATRIX AND DISCRIMINANT VALIDITY TEST OF VARIABLES (N = 1822)

variable SA PS CDMSE CP

SA 0.718

PS 0.483 0.909

CDMSE 0.390 0.698 0.894

CpP 0.366 0.630 0.823 0.924
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I1l. RESULTS

Correlation analyses conducted in SPSS revealed significant positive associations among the study variables.
Career decision-making self-efficacy was highly correlated with career planning (r = .823, p < .001). Parental
autonomy support showed a positive relationship with self-efficacy (r =.698, p <.001), and parental support correlated
with career planning (r = .630, p < .001). Self-awareness was moderately correlated with the other variables (r
=.366-.483, p < .001); ( Table 5).

Structural equation modeling (Figure 3) indicated that career decision-making self-efficacy strongly predicted
career planning (4 = 0.746). Parental support had a substantial positive effect on self-efficacy (8 = 0.664) but a limited
direct effect on career planning (8 = 0.097). Self-awareness did not significantly predict career planning (p = .055),
and grade level had no meaningful effect (Table 6).

One-way ANOVA showed no significant differences across grade levels for self-consciousness, parental autonomy
support, career decision-making self-efficacy, or career planning ( p > .05). Effect sizes were small (1?), indicating
minimal grade-level influence. Overall, students’ career planning and related psychological measures remained
relatively stable from freshman to senior year (Table 7).

TABLE \%
CORRELATION MATRIX AMONG VARIABLES (N = 1822)

variable SA PS CDMSE CP
SA 1
PS 0.483*** 1
CDMSE 0.390*** 0.698*** 1
CP 0.366*** 0.630*** 0.823*** 1
Antecedent 1
Self-Awareness Parental Autonomy Support
M=3.625, SD=0.605 M=3.727, SD=0.846
B=0.068*** 8:0,664"/
Indirect Effect=.051 Indirect Effect:0.495
Main Zone i
Career Decision-Making B Bzofozg i Has-0d s
Self-Efficacy Full Mediation 63.8% » Partial Mediation
M=3.599, SD=0.876 .
B=0.746***
\\-\_‘_\_77¥7—‘O-utcon1e Variale //
Career Planning
M=3.053, SD=0.595
Fig3 Structural Equation Modeling (SEM)
TABLE VI
PATH COEFFICIENT TEST OF THE STRUCTURAL MODEL (N = 1822)
Standardized .
Path Coefficient () Std. Error z-Value p-Value Conclusion
SA — CDMSE | 0.068 0.019 3.587 < .001%** Significantly
positive
PS— CDMSE | 0.664 0.019 34.840 < .001%** Significantly and
strongly positive
CDME —CP | 0.746 0.018 40.398 < .001%** Significantly and
strongly positive
SA — CP 0.029 0.015 1.916 .055 Not significant
PS - CP 0.097 0.019 4.979 < 001** Significantly
positive
f?éﬂ'ggear) 0.031 0.017 1.831 067 Not significant
fi‘:jlfm'c Year) | o001 0.013 ~1.585 113 Not significant
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TABLEVII

ONE-WAY ANOVA oF MAIN STUDY VARIABLES ACROSS DIFFERENT GRADES (N = 1822)
Variable Freshman Sophomore | Junior Senior F p 1n?
SA 3.61 3.67 3.58 3.67 2.034 107 .003
PS 3.73 3.68 3.73 3.79 0.842 471 .001
CDMSE 3.58 3.54 3.61 3.70 2.000 112 .003
CP 3.05 3.04 3.06 3.07 0.193 .901 .000

V. DISCUSSION

Career decision-making self-efficacy emerged as the central finding of this study, demonstrating the strongest and
most direct predictive effect on career planning. Correlation analysis revealed an extremely strong positive
relationship between the two variables ( r =.823, p <.001). In the structural model, the direct path coefficient was as
high as 0.746 ( p < .001), indicating that, after controlling for other variables, career decision-making self-efficacy is
the most critical psychological driver of career planning. Simultaneously, it also serves as an indispensable mediating
variable; both self-awareness and parental support must enhance it to effectively promote career planning. This aligns
with existing research,Such as Hu et al. (2024), who found that college students' career decision-making self-efficacy
significantly and positively influences their job-seeking behavior and acts as a mediator [33].

Parental autonomy support plays a pivotal role in fostering an individual's career development. Not only does it
directly and positively predict career planning levels ( r=.630), but more importantly, it exerts its primary influence
indirectly by significantly enhancing children’s career decision-making self-efficacy (f = 0.664). In contrast, its direct
effect on career planning is relatively small (5 =0.097). These findings suggest that the mechanism of family support
operates largely through empowerment, that is, by nurturing children's confidence and sense of competence in
making career decisions, which in turn encourages more deliberate and structured career planning.

The influence of family may be especially pronounced during adolescence [34]. Specifically, support from parents
proves critical: parental autonomy support shows a significant positive association with career planning [35].
Likewise, parental autonomy support is a key factor for achieving success in adulthood; individuals who receive such
support find it easier to engage in career-related reflection and commitment, and are better able to attain their personal
self-development goals [36]. Hu (2019) found that the more career-related parental support college students receive,
the higher their level of career maturity and overall well-being [37].

Self-awareness plays a foundational yet relatively indirect role in the network of career development variables. It
exhibits moderate, significant positive correlations with career decision-making self-efficacy, parental support, and
career planning, with r values ranging from .366 to .483. A key finding from the mediation model analysis is that
when career decision-making self-efficacy is introduced as a mediator, the direct path from self-awareness to career
planning becomes non-significant ( p = .055). This indicates that the facilitative effect of self-awareness on career
planning does not occur directly, but is fully mediated through the enhancement of an individual’s career decision-
making self-efficacy. This result reinforces the view that “cultivating career planning consciousness and competence
serves as a prerequisite and safeguard for effective career planning among university students” [38], and is consistent
with findings that self-awareness is positively associated with career planning [39].

Taken together, the three variables operate through a clear pathway: both self-awareness and parental support serve
as important antecedents that significantly enhance an individual’s career decision-making self-efficacy, which in turn
jointly promotes the development of career planning. Within this model, career decision-making self-efficacy
functions as the central, direct psychological driver and mechanism.

V. CONCLUSION

This study developed a structural equation model in which self-awareness and parental support served as
independent variables, career decision-making self-efficacy functioned as a mediator, career planning was the
dependent variable, and grade level acted as a moderator. The findings are as follows:

1.Self-awareness, parental support, and career decision-making self-efficacy all show positive associations with
career planning.

2.Parental support and career decision-making self-efficacy have statistically significant effects on career planning.

3.Career decision-making self-efficacy mediates the influence of both self-awareness and parental support on career
planning.

4.Grade level does not significantly affect career planning.
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