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Abstract: This study investigated the mediating roles of career values and learning engagement in the relationship
between psychological capital and employability among university students. Data were collected from 5434 students across
three Chinese universities (male = 1930; female = 3504; M = 23.84 years, SD = 2.55). Regression analyses indicated
that psychological capital significantly predicted higher employability. Both career values and learning engagement
independently and jointly mediated this relationship, thereby strengthening the overall effect. Psychological capital not only
directly enhanced students’ employability but also exerted indirect effects through career values and learning engagement.
These findings align with Resource-Based Theory, which conceptualizes psychological capital as a core internal resource
that fosters employability through value-driven motivation and academic engagement. The results contribute to a deeper
understanding of the psychological mechanisms underpinning employability among university students. Practically, the
study highlights the importance of integrating psychological resource development, career values clarification, and
learning engagement enhancement into higher education programs to better support students’ career readiness. Promoting
constructive career values—such as professional growth, social contribution, and alignment with personal goals—may

facilitate more adaptive career decisions and strengthen employability.
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Introduction

In today’s increasingly competitive and rapidly evolving
global labor market, university graduates face mount-
ing employability challenges. Employability is commonly
defined as an individual’s capacity to secure, sustain,
and, when necessary, regain employment (Locke et al.,
2002). Enhancing the employability of university students
has become a critical strategy for mitigating employment
pressures. Prior research demonstrates that employability
is not only a prerequisite for entry into the workforce but
also a fundamental condition for ensuring high-quality and
sustainable employment outcomes among tertiary students
(Scandurra et al., 2023). Resource-Based Theory (RBT)
suggests that essential resources—such as human, social,
and psychological capital—are irreplaceable assets that
can be transformed into employability within occupational
contexts, thereby shaping job-related behaviors and per-
formance (Wernerfelt, 1984). Early studies highlighted
that students’ self-evaluations significantly predict their
perceived employability (Mazalin & i Parmac Kovacic,
2015). As the field has advanced, internal psychological
factors have increasingly been recognized as key predictors
of employability, with career adaptability emerging as one
of the most critical (Kwon, 2019). Psychological capi-
tal, conceptualized as a positive psychological state, has
been empirically shown to predict employability robustly
(Harari et al., 2021). Additionally, career values and learn-
ing engagement have drawn scholarly attention as potential
determinants of employability. Whether students with
well-defined career values and strong learning engagement
can more effectively meet labor market demands and
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demonstrate greater employability warrants further inves-
tigation. Accordingly, this study aims to systematically
examine the relationship between psychological capital
and employability among university students, with a spe-
cific focus on the mediating roles of career values and
learning engagement.

Psychological capital and employability

Psychological capital refers to a set of positive psycholog-
ical states that enable individuals to enhance their personal
development and performance. It comprises four core
components: hope, self-efficacy, resilience, and optimism
(Luthans et al., 2005). Since its introduction, research on
psychological capital has predominantly centered on the
fields of management and career development, produc-
ing substantial empirical evidence. University students,
situated at a pivotal stage of life and career exploration,
particularly benefit from psychological capital. As a posi-
tive psychological resource, it fosters an optimistic outlook
on the future, encourages exploration of career pathways
aligned with individual resources, and thereby estab-
lishes a solid foundation for strengthening employability
(Ashriyana & Lestari, 2023). Furthermore, graduates with
high levels of career proactivity can harness psychologi-
cal capital to actively enhance their employability (Ayala
Calvo & Manzano Garcia, 2021) . Psychological capital
also plays a critical role in helping students manage stress,
a factor that significantly contributes to employability
development (Huang et al., 2025). Drawing upon Positive
Organizational Behavior theory, Luthans emphasized the
malleability of psychological capital and its essential role
in cultivating competitive advantages in the labor market
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(Zhang et al., 2024). Numerous empirical studies have
consistently confirmed the positive predictive effect of
psychological capital on university students’ employability
(Caballero et al., 2020; Dai & Pham, 2024; Tung & Huong,
2023).

Career values mediation

Career values refer to the orientations individuals hold
regarding career choices and occupational behaviors,
reflecting how they judge the attractiveness and impor-
tance of different occupations and representing the
manifestation of personal values in career decision-making
(Schwartz, 1999). Research indicates that the employment
goals of contemporary university students often display a
strong pragmatic orientation, with career choices tending
to meet immediate personal needs (Kim et al., 2024). This
pragmatic trend underscores the importance of aligning
personal values with career trajectories, as such alignment
can stimulate sustained motivation and career engagement.
Career values are commonly conceptualized across three
core dimensions: prestige/status, security/maintenance,
and growth/development. Prestige/status reflects the pur-
suit of social recognition and professional respect;
security/maintenance emphasizes job stability, safety, and
predictability; and growth/development highlights oppor-
tunities for skill enhancement, personal advancement, and
self-fulfillment. Each dimension exerts a unique influ-
ence on shaping career-related attitudes and behaviors.
For instance, students who prioritize growth and devel-
opment are more likely to actively engage in learning
and career planning, thereby enhancing their employa-
bility (Ling & Fang, 1999). Achievement Goal Theory
posits that students with higher self-efficacy are more
inclined to set mastery-oriented goals (Nicholls, 1984),
which, in turn, promote employability development and
yield intrinsic satisfaction (Heintalu et al., 2025). Sim-
ilarly, Holland’s vocational interest theory suggests that
individuals are drawn to careers that align with their skills
and personalities, enabling them to maximize success and
realize self-worth (Holland, 1997). When students’ career
values are highly aligned with the external employment
environment, they are more likely to receive positive rein-
forcement, such as recognition for job performance and
opportunities for advancement, which strengthens occu-
pational self-efficacy and fosters favorable perceptions
of employability (Tan et al., 2025). Empirical findings
further demonstrate that career values significantly predict
employability. For example, McKenzie and Bennett (2022)
found that strong career values enhance students’ pro-
fessional identity, motivating proactive efforts to improve
employability; Quinlan and Renninger (2022) similarly
emphasized the predictive role of vocational interests in
shaping employability outcomes.

Learning engagement mediation

Learning engagement is defined as a positive psy-
chological state closely associated with academic and
work-related activities (Schaufeli et al., 2002). From the
perspective of ecological systems theory, microsystems
represent the core environments that shape individ-
ual development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). For university

students—who are positioned at the intersection of school
and society—both academic and social environments play
a critical role in influencing learning engagement (Skinner
et al., 2022). For example, peer interactions can shape
students’ motivational and emotional profiles, and these
positive psychological experiences significantly affect the
degree to which students engage in learning (Bond &
Bedenlier, 2019). Self-efficacy has also been shown to
positively predict learning engagement: students with a
confident and positive outlook on their academic abilities
derive greater enjoyment from the learning process and
invest more effort and perseverance (Woreta et al., 2025).
Conversely, negative emotional states can undermine
engagement. Adolescents experiencing negative emotions
often exhaust psychological resources, leading to learning
burnout and diminished engagement (Barratt & Duran,
2021). According to student involvement theory, the devel-
opment of personal competence depends on the extent and
quality of academic engagement (Astin, 1984). Students
who demonstrate higher levels of academic involvement
tend to develop stronger employment-related insights,
display more positive psychological states when facing
employment, and are more willing to devote time to
acquiring specialized knowledge, thereby strengthening
their employability (Mooney, 2023).

Chain mediation of career values and learning
engagement

Self-determination theory posits that when individuals’
behaviors are consistent with their values, motivation
is more likely to be internalized and transformed into
autonomous motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Clear
and positive career values not only provide students
with well-defined learning goals and intrinsic motiva-
tion but also promote higher levels of concentration and
sustained engagement in learning activities through self-
identification (Lu et al., 2025). Students with a strong
sense of professional identity are therefore more likely
to exhibit elevated learning engagement, driven by a
heightened sense of belonging and responsibility toward
their chosen field (Yang et al., 2025). Accordingly, stu-
dents with higher psychological capital are more likely
to develop clear and positive career values, which sub-
sequently enhance learning engagement and, ultimately,
foster stronger employability.

The China context

According to data from the Ministry of Education of
China, the number of college and university graduates
in 2024 is projected to reach 11.79 million, marking an
increase of 210,000 compared with the previous year.
However, in contrast to the growing number of job
seekers, the job market—constrained by an economic
slowdown—has failed to expand sufficiently to meet ris-
ing employment demand. This imbalance has intensified
employment pressures on university graduates, with the
“difficulty in securing employment” emerging as a critical
social concern (Zhang et al., 2025a). Enhancing students’
employability has therefore become a key strategy to
alleviate these employment challenges.
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Figure 1. The theoretical model of the impact mechanism
of psychological capital on the employability among tertiary
students

Goals of the study
The present study seeks to examine the relationship
between psychological capital and employability, while
exploring the mediating roles of career values and learning
engagement in this process. Based on the conceptual
model presented in Figure 1, the following hypotheses
were proposed:

H1: Psychological capital positively predicts tertiary
students’ employability.

H2: Career values mediate the relationship between
psychological capital and employability.

H3: Learning engagement mediates the relationship
between psychological capital and employability.

H4: Career values and learning engagement jointly
exert a chain mediating effect on the relationship between
psychological capital and employability.

Methods

Participants and setting

A total of 5434 students participated in this study, includ-
ing 1930 males and 3504 females. Among them, 1389 were
freshmen, 431 sophomores, 1691 juniors, 176 seniors, and

1747 graduate students. The participants’ mean age was
23.84 years (SD = 2.55).

Measures

Psychological capital questionnaire

Psychological capital was assessed using the Psychological
Capital Questionnaire-24 (PCQ-24), developed by Luthans
et al. and translated into Chinese by Chaoping Li (Luthans
et al., 2007). The PCQ-24 comprises 24 items across four
dimensions: self-efficacy, hope, resilience, and optimism.
Items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = “strongly
disagree” to 5 = “strongly agree”). Higher total scores
indicate higher levels of psychological capital. In this
study, Cronbach’s o. was 0.93.

Career values scale
Career values were measured using the Professional Val-
ues Questionnaire (PVQ) developed by Wenshuan Ling
and colleagues (Ling & Fang, 1999). The PVQ con-
tains 22 items divided into three dimensions: prestige,
health/security, and self-development. Items were rated on
a 5-point Likert scale (1 = “least important” to 5 = “most
important”), with higher scores reflecting more positive
career values. Cronbach’s o in this study was 0.96.
Although widely recognized international instruments
such as the Career Values Scale (CVS) and the Work

Values Inventory (WVI) have been frequently used in prior
research, the PVQ was selected for this study due to its
stronger cultural relevance and contextual suitability. CVS
and WVI were originally developed in Western contexts,
and some of their dimensions (e.g., “power and status,”
“achievement motivation”) may be interpreted differently
by Chinese students, potentially introducing cultural bias.
In addition, the abstract wording of those instruments
may reduce comprehension and response accuracy in non-
Western populations. In contrast, the PVQ was specifically
designed for Chinese university students, incorporating
constructs and language closely aligned with their career
development realities, and has demonstrated strong psy-
chometric validity in prior Chinese samples. Therefore,
the PVQ was deemed most appropriate for this study,
enhancing both validity and interpretability of the findings.

Learning engagement scale

Learning engagement was assessed with the Utrecht
Work Engagement Scale—Student (UWES-S) developed
by Schaufeli et al. and revised into Chinese by Laitan
Fang et al. (Fang et al., 2008). The UWES-S comprises
17 items grouped into three dimensions: vigor, dedication,
and absorption. Students rated items on a 7-point Likert
scale (1 = “never” to 7 = “always”). Higher total scores
indicate stronger learning engagement. Cronbach’s o was
0.96 in this study.

Employability scale

Employability was measured using the Employability Self-
Assessment Scale (ESAS) developed by Zhaohong He and
colleagues (He & Lyu, 2012). The ESAS includes 26 items
across five dimensions: self-development, interpersonal
communication, employment confidence, practical ability,
and adaptability. Items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale
(1 = “strongly disagree” to 5 = “strongly agree”). Higher
total scores indicate greater employability. Cronbach’s o
was 0.96 in this study.

Procedure

The study protocol was reviewed and approved by the
Ethics Committee of Wuhan Wudong Hospital (approval
number: 2024-wdyyll-033). All participants provided
informed consent prior to participation and were assured
of their right to withdraw at any time without penalty. Data
were collected via an anonymous online survey, which
students voluntarily completed on their smartphones. The
survey required approximately 20 min to complete and
included measures of psychological capital, career values,
learning engagement, employability, as well as demo-
graphic information such as gender, age, and academic
year. A pilot test was conducted with 60 students from one
sampled university to ensure the clarity and cultural appro-
priateness of the items before the formal data collection.

Data analysis

All statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS ver-
sion 27.0. Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations
among the study variables were first computed. To assess
potential common method bias, Harman’s single-factor test
was performed. Subsequently, the chain mediation model
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
Gender 1
Grade —0.01 1
POSO —-0.01 0.02 1
oC 0.10*%* —0.06** 0.37%* 1
ECO —0.08** 0.07** 0.07** 0.03** 1
PC 0.01 0.08** —0.09*%* —0.07** —0.11** 1
Cv 0.03* 0.05** —0.05*%* —0.04** —0.08** 0.66** 1
LE —0.08** 0.10** —0.04** —0.05** —0.06** 0.70%* 0.61** 1
EA —0.02 0.08** —0.09*%* —0.08** —0.10** 0.86** 0.68** 0.70** 1
M 1.64 3.66 1.50 1.62 1.51 89.90 89.30 80.54 100.61
SD 0.48 2.36 0.50 0.49 0.50 12.46 13.15 17.20 15.48

Note. POSO place of student origin, OC only child, ECO experience as a class office, PC psychological
capital, CV career values, LE learning engagement, £4 employability. N = 5434. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

was tested using Model 6 of the PROCESS macro (Hayes,
2018), with psychological capital as the independent vari-
able, employability as the dependent variable, and career
values and learning engagement as sequential mediators.
A bias-corrected bootstrap procedure with 5000 resamples
was employed to estimate the indirect effects, and 95%
confidence intervals (Cls) were generated. Mediation was
considered significant when the C/ did not include zero.

Results

Common method deviation test

To examine potential common method bias, Harman’s
single-factor test was conducted. The results indicated that
seven factors had eigenvalues greater than 1, with the
first factor explaining 32.46% of the variance—below the
critical threshold of 40%. Thus, common method bias was
not a serious concern in this study.

Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis

The means, standard deviations, and correlation coeffi-
cients for all study variables are presented in Table 1.
Correlation analyses revealed significant positive associa-
tions among psychological capital, career values, learning
engagement, and employability. In addition, gender was
significantly correlated with career values and learning
engagement, while grade level, place of origin, only-child
status, and cadre experience were significantly correlated
with psychological capital and employability. Accordingly,
these demographic variables were controlled for in the
subsequent analyses.

Chain mediation effect test

Following standard procedures for mediation analysis, all
variables were standardized, with psychological capital
specified as the independent variable, employability as
the dependent variable, and career values and learning
engagement as mediators. Based on the correlation results
(Table 1), gender, grade level, place of origin, only-child
status, and cadre experience were included as control
variables. Model 6 of the PROCESS macro was used to
test the chain mediation effect, and the results are reported
in Table 2.

A bias-corrected bootstrap analysis with 5000 resam-
ples was conducted, and the estimated indirect effects with
corresponding 95% ClIs for the three mediation pathways
are shown in Table 3. Results indicated that the 95%
CIs for all three indirect paths did not include zero,
demonstrating statistically significant mediation effects.
Specifically, career values and learning engagement jointly
mediated the relationship between psychological capital
and employability. The total indirect effect was 0.20,
accounting for 22.90% of the total effect. The propor-
tions of the indirect effects for the three pathways were
12.13%, 8.16%, and 2.62%, respectively. The overall chain
mediation model is illustrated in Figure 2.

Discussion

This study findings confirmed that psychological capital
is positively associated with university students’ employ-
ability, consistent with previous findings (Agnihotri et al.,
2023). Psychological capital—comprising self-efficacy,
hope, resilience, and optimism (Luthans et al., 2007)—
represents a set of internal psychological resources that
enhance individuals’ capacity to cope with challenges
and pursue goals. Each component contributes uniquely
to employability. Self-efficacy strengthens students’ con-
fidence in performing career-related tasks such as job
searching, networking, and interview preparation. Hope
fosters goal-directed motivation and planning, enabling
students to establish clear career pathways and adapt
strategies in uncertain contexts. Resilience facilitates
recovery from setbacks such as job rejections or academic
failures, sustaining long-term career engagement. Opti-
mism encourages students to interpret career challenges
as opportunities rather than threats, thereby promoting
proactive behaviors that support professional growth.
Person-environment fit theory provides a useful framework
for understanding this mechanism, as it emphasizes that
congruence between individual attributes and environ-
mental demands facilitates adaptation and performance
(Edwards, 2008). Psychological capital thus functions as
a personal resource that enhances students’ capacity to
explore opportunities, adapt to challenges, and strengthen
career-related competencies (Zhou et al., 2024). Students
with higher psychological capital generally display more
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Table 2. Analysis of regression relationship between variables

Regression equation Fit index Significance
Outcome variable Predictor variable R K F B t
EA Gender 0.86 0.75 2660.10%* —0.03 124.10**
Grade 0.02 —3.81**
POSO —0.01 2.57*
oC —-0.01 -—1.39
ECO —-0.01 —0.88
PC 0.86 —0.50**
(Y Gender 0.66 043  692.81**  0.02 2.20*
Grade -0.01 —-0.13
POSO 0.01 0.27
oC 0.01 0.65
ECO —-0.01 —0.78
PC 0.66  63.54*%*
LE Gender 0.74 0.54 915.32*%* —0.09 —9.42%%*
Grade 0.04 4.16%*
POSO 0.01 1.01
oC 0.01 0.45
ECO 0.01 1.23
PC 0.53  43.25%*
Ccv 026  21.27**
EA Gender 0.88 0.78 2339.19*%* —0.02 —2.92%%*
Grade 0.01 1.98*
POSO —-0.01 —-1.75
oC —-0.01 —-1.22
ECO —-0.01 —0.52
PC 0.66  66.38**
()% 0.16  17.80**
LE 0.13 13.87%*

Note. POSO place of student origin, OC only child, ECO experience as a class office, PC
psychological capital, CV career values, LE learning engagement, £E4 employability. N =

5434. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

Table 3. Bootstrap analysis of the mediated effects test

Influence path Efficiency value Efficiency ratio 95% confidence intervals
LLCI ULCI
PC—- CV — EA 0.10 12.13% 0.09 0.12
PC - LE — EA 0.07 8.16% 0.06 0.08
PC—- CV — LE - EA 0.02 2.62% 0.02 0.03
Total indirect effect 0.20 22.90% 0.64 0.68
Total effect 0.86 100% 0.85 0.87

Note. LLCI Lower limit, ULCI Upper limit.

positive and adaptive attitudes, better workplace adjust-
ment, and greater professional competitiveness, while
those with low psychological capital are more vulnera-
ble to negative emotions and self-doubt, hindering their
employability (Ayala Calvo & Manzano Garcia, 2021).
These findings underscore the importance of psychological
capital as both a protective factor in uncertain labor mar-
kets and a proactive force driving long-term career success.
Practically, universities and career service providers should
regard psychological capital as a foundational competency
and integrate its cultivation into employability-enhancing

interventions such as resilience training, strengths-based
coaching, and optimism-focused counseling.

Second, this study verified the mediating role of career
values in the relationship between psychological capital
and employability. Career Construction Theory (CCT)
emphasizes that individuals’ career development behaviors
are guided by their career values, and that psychological
capital shapes these values by influencing how students
interpret careers and construct meaning (Brown & Lent,
2020). Ling & Fang (1999) identified three dimensions
of career values: development, maintenance, and pres-
tige/status. Students with higher psychological capital are
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capital

Figure 2. Chain mediation model diagram of career values,
learning engagement between psychological capital and employ-
ability. Note. **p < 0.01.

more likely to prioritize growth and development, thereby
investing in learning, skills acquisition, and career plan-
ning. The maintenance dimension highlights the pursuit
of job stability, fair compensation, and long-term secu-
rity; psychological capital supports rational planning and
stress management that facilitate informed career deci-
sions. The prestige/status dimension reflects aspirations
for recognition and respect, which psychological capi-
tal helps students pursue with greater persistence and
optimism. From the perspective of person-vocation fit
(Holland, 1997; Kristof-Brown et al., 2005), career val-
ues influence how students evaluate career options and
engage in career-related behaviors. This theoretical lens
strengthens the explanatory power of career values as
a mediating mechanism. Empirical evidence aligns with
this interpretation: Zhang et al. (2025b) demonstrated
that psychological capital enhances career values through
improved self-efficacy and positive affect, which sub-
sequently foster adaptive career behaviors. Accordingly,
strengthening students’ psychological capital can cultivate
positive career values—such as growth orientation, social
contribution, and alignment with personal goals—that
encourage more adaptive career choices and, ultimately,
enhance employability.

Third, the results indicated that learning engage-
ment mediates the relationship between psychological
capital and employability. Conservation of Resources
theory (Hobfoll, 2002) explains this mechanism: as a
key psychological resource, psychological capital pro-
motes the accumulation and preservation of other valuable
resources, including engagement. Individuals with high
psychological capital tend to invest more actively in aca-
demic research, coursework, and skill-building activities
to expand their cognitive and social resources, thereby
enhancing both self-efficacy and employability (Baluku
et al., 2021; Schonfeld & Mesurado, 2025). Moreover,
prior studies suggest that the predictive effect of psy-
chological capital on learning engagement is particularly
pronounced in contexts with strong social support (Barratt
& Duran, 2021). Thus, psychological capital functions as
a catalyst for sustained engagement in learning, which in
turn fosters employability development.

Fourth, this study confirmed the chain mediating role
of career values and learning engagement. Psycholog-
ical capital enhances optimism and confidence, which
shape the development of positive career values and, in
turn, motivate students to devote more energy to learn-
ing and skill acquisition (Xie et al., 2023; Eldor et al.,
2020). Learning engagement thereby serves as a bridging

mechanism: career values translate psychological capital
into active participation in academic and career prepara-
tion behaviors, which ultimately reinforce employability
(Mooney, 2023). This chain mediation pathway is consis-
tent with the assumptions of the Context-Process-Outcome
Model (Roeser et al., 1996), which suggests that external
resources (e.g., psychological capital) affect individual
competence development by shaping internal values and
engagement behaviors.

Finally, Despite its contributions, this study has several
limitations. First, the cross-sectional design limits causal
inferences. As both psychological capital and employabil-
ity evolve over time, future longitudinal or cross-lagged
designs should be employed to capture dynamic relation-
ships. Second, the reliance on self-reported questionnaires
may introduce social desirability or self-perception biases.
Future studies should adopt multi-source data collection
methods, including interviews, peer or teacher ratings,
and behavioral assessments, to improve objectivity and
reliability. Third, while this study focused on individual-
level psychological mechanisms, contextual factors such
as institutional support, family environment, and peer
networks may also play critical roles. For example, access
to career counseling services, scholarships, mentorship,
and internships can bolster students’ confidence and
skills, while emotional support from families and alumni
networks may buffer employment-related stress. Future
research should integrate both individual and environmen-
tal factors to develop a more comprehensive understanding
of employability formation.

Conclusion

Grounded in Resource-Based Theory, this study con-
structed a chain mediation model to examine the roles
of career values and learning engagement in the rela-
tionship between psychological capital and university
students’ employability. The findings demonstrated that
psychological capital significantly and positively predicts
employability, with career values and learning engage-
ment serving as key mediating mechanisms. Specifically,
psychological capital shapes students’ career values,
which subsequently enhance their learning engagement,
ultimately fostering the development of employabil-
ity. The establishment of this model enriches the
contextual application of Resource-Based Theory and
broadens understanding of the psychological mecha-
nisms that influence employability in higher education.
From a practical perspective, the results provide valu-
able implications for the design and implementation
of employability development programs and career
guidance services in universities. By integrating psycho-
logical capital cultivation with career values clarification
and engagement-enhancing interventions, institutions can
more effectively support students in building sustainable
career competencies. Future research should further test
the cross-cultural applicability of this model and adopt
longitudinal designs to capture the dynamic evolution
of psychological capital, career values, learning engage-
ment, and employability across students’ academic and
professional trajectories.
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