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Abstract: Slow economic growth and cost reduction have caused a global increase in employment
insecurity. For university students in the process of preparing for employment, these conditions can
be a source of enormous stress. The effort to improve the employability of university students who
experience difficulties in seeking a job and developing a career, therefore, becomes consequently
meritorious. In order to provide new findings of the key antecedents affecting employability, this study
investigates the dynamics of work volition and career adaptability. Employability is predicted by
integrating career adaptability, which originated in career construction theory, and work volition,
which originated in the psychology of working framework. To test the research hypotheses, survey
data were collected from 251 students registered at three universities in South Korea and analyzed
using a structural equation model and Hayes’ process macro. Results indicated that the direct effect
of work volition on employability and its indirect effect through career adaptability were significant.
Next, the mediation effect of career adaptability between work volition and employability was
varied positively by work volition. These results provide practical implications for efforts aimed at
increasing the employability of university students and, as such, present a foundation for contribution
to ensuring sustainable employability.
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1. Introduction

During the transition from adolescence to adulthood, university students are faced with the
important task of choosing a career. Because deciding on a first job can influence the overall direction
and value of future careers, systematic career preparation is required [1,2]. In traditional career theory
(e.g., [3,4]), career preparation revolves around an individual finding appropriate employment through
rational evaluation of their interests and abilities. However, the problem is that it categorizes the
individuals’ interests and job qualifications based on predefined standards and then simply associates
them to an occupation group that is characterized by similar aptitudes and interests [5]. This model
seems less relevant in the current economic climate, as persistent changes in the structure of the
labor market caused by the effects of slow economic growth make it increasingly difficult to establish
specific goals and plans and implement them. The pressure of employment insecurity has grown due
to incessant restructuring coupled with an increase in the unemployment of young adults, and the
number of temporary employees [6].

Furthermore, the recent surges in technological innovation and keen competition between
companies have created a demand for job-seekers possessing practical efficacy in a multitude of
functions and with a wide range of experiences. The question of how to continually secure a job
and enable economic activities has, now more than ever, become apposite not only for society but
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for individuals as well [7]. Such changes in the corporate environment demand a more flexible
labor market, which in turn necessitates individuals transform their perception of what a career is.
Recently, rather than focusing on planning and rationality, emphasis has been placed on competence in
developing flexible adaptations for enduring uncertainty and ambiguity. The traditional concept of
employment, considered important in past industrial societies, is being replaced by the concept of
sustainable employability [8,9].

Today, career success focuses more on employability in the labor market and the psychological
satisfaction felt in one’s career, rather than higher wages or faster promotions in an organization or
occupation [10]. In academic research (e.g., [9,11,12]), sustainable employability refers to one’s capacity
to maintain a lifelong stable state of employment preparedness. The concept of employability refers to
the capability of an employee, not employer, and it can be understood as describing those characteristics
or competences of an individual that makes employment feasible [13]. In other words, employability
is the ability to exploit one’s own potential to maintain sustainable employment security [14], and it
refers to long-term career success [15].

Although the employability of university students has become imperative, universities do not
provide adequate programs enhance employability. To address this apparent oversight, this research
aims to investigate work volition and career adaptability as antecedents for strengthening the
employability of university students, and enabling them to cope with the deterioration in the job
environment. The concept of lifelong and assured employment enjoyed in the past has mostly
disappeared. In the new paradigm, an individual takes a leading role in designing their own career
and has to be able to continually adapt. Therefore, work volition and career adaptability are concepts
that have become increasingly important in career development. However, to date, no studies have
investigated work volition and career adaptability in combination, as predictors of employability.

Work volition refers to the will to make job-related decisions on one’s own despite external
constraints [16]. In real career activities, university students need to make compromises and
experience frustrations caused by a confusion of values, indecision, and external constraints, among
others [17]. Work volition is the will to develop and achieve career goals by overcoming these
difficulties, together with the belief that future career opportunities will be available. Because of
these characteristics, work volition has emerged as a factor that positively influences academic
satisfaction [18,19], job satisfaction [20], and life satisfaction [21].

Career adaptability is the dynamic competence to change one’s emotion, thought, and behavior
to deal with uncertainty in the rapidly changing job environment [22,23]. In other words, it is the
level of readiness to respond positively and actively in anticipation of future situations that are
difficult to predict, rather than maintaining a coping capacity limited to the current stage of career
development. Career adaptability is important for career search, satisfaction, and performance
outcomes as it encourages individuals to adapt to environmental demands, which are difficult to
predict [24]. Furthermore, career adaptability has recently been attracting attention as a factor closely
related to an individual’s happiness [25], employability skills [26], and career success [27].

The purpose of this research is to investigate the structural influence of the relationship between
work volition and career adaptability, on the employability of university students, and to derive
implications that help university students make rational decisions in the harsh labor market. This study,
on the employability for university students who experience difficulties in seeking a job, is therefore a
worthwhile endeavor. Furthermore, the academic significance of this study is found in the integration
of two previously independent theories, i.e., work volition and career adaptability, as antecedent
factors of employability. In addition, because these two factors contain rapidly changing social context
perspectives, this study’s results are expected to contribute significantly to the practical improvement
of employability.
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2. Theoretical Background and Research Hypotheses

2.1. Employability

Employability is the characteristic or qualification that enables the employment of an individual.
Most current definitions of employability emphasize the individual perspective [28]; however,
definitions of the concept and its components have been largely contextual, depending on the
scholar and time that produced them. The academic study of employability began in the 1950s; the term
is a compound word combining “employ” and “ability” and can be interpreted as the “ability to
employ” or the “ability to be employed.” In other words, the concept of employability differs depending
on whether the agent of activity that increases the employability is a society and an organization, or an
individual [29].

The former interpretation incorporates the concept of improving an employment index such as
the unemployment rate, from a policy perspective, by intervening in the labor market [14]. It does not
stop at increasing the employment index but also focuses on attaining and maintaining sustainable
employment for senior citizens, the disabled, and the disadvantaged who have difficulty in participating
in the labor market [30]. This perspective, one that previously pursued employment security, formed
the mainstream of early studies into employability. These studies, mostly based in Europe, endorsed
opportunities for vitalizing government employment support for companies or technical education for
job seekers.

By contrast, most research on the latter has been centered in North America since the late 1990s
and focuses on the abilities of employed people [31]. The definition of employability has evolved into
being associated with the competence of an individual that adapts to the rapidly changing industrial
environment. As career development and industrial psychology theories were combined, the study
of employability attempted to describe the knowledge, skill, and adaptability that contribute to the
successful career and long term employment of an individual [28,32]. They encompassed sustainable
career development and job planning by also dealing with overall decision-making in the case of a
mismatch between the job-seeker’s ability and the labor environment [33].

As such, employability is a construct built by the multi-dimensional properties of the interaction
between an individual and the social environment. Llinares Insa et al. [34] propose the need for a
holistic vision based on the bioecological model, and systematize it into individual, organizational and
contextual elements. They emphasize the simultaneous effect of these three elements on employability.
Thus, the concept of employability is subjected to debate and is not easy to measure.

Fugate et al. [13] define employability as a person’s competence for identifying their job or career
opportunities and responding proactively to realize them. This definition emphasizes a self-initiated
competence needed for discovering and learning skills and knowledge directly required in the labor
market. Watts [35] points out that a person’s career should be developed, managed, and maintained for
the long-term to attain sustainable employability. In other words, the measurement of employability
does not end with obtaining a first job, but is the competence of being in an employment-ready state that
enables one to continually move to appropriate jobs when one chooses to. The concept of employability
is thus expanding to incorporate a future-oriented perspective that focuses on continuous career
development by transcending one’s current competencies.

Meanwhile, subjective perception, that is, in what way and how seriously a stakeholder
perceives employability, is also important [36]. From this perspective, studies on self-perceived
employability in terms of the sustainable career development of individuals have been actively
conducted (e.g., [6,8,37–39]). Although an individual’s perceived level of employability may not
be linked to actual employment, empirical studies repeatedly show a positive correlation between
the level of perceived employability and the possibility of successful employment. Finally, career
experts accept the opinion that how an individual perceives their employability is very important
for career development and employment success. Rothwell and Arnold [36] explain employability
as the ability that shows one’s potential through continuous employment attained over a whole
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lifetime. Vanhercke et al. [37] define perceived employability as the degree to which one feels that they
can leave the current organization that they belong to and be employed in a different organization
within a reasonable amount of time. This is because a high level of perceived employability positively
strengthens job search-efficacy, allowing active and effective engagement in job search activities [8,40].
Ultimately, employability includes not only work-related knowledge and skills that enable the
continuous employment of an individual in the labor market but also active adaptability and execution
ability that are used to understand the changes in the environment and circumstances and attain
sustainable employment in them.

2.2. Career Adaptability

Because of the rapidly changing economic environment, the ability to respond and adapt flexibly
to changes in career selection and development has become a highly sought after skill set. Particularly,
people in a modern society have to overcome the enormous stress induced by high unemployment
rates and employment insecurity to achieve a high level of performance [24]. Career adaptability is
prepared volition or competence that responds to uncertainty by changing one’s emotion, thought,
and behavior as needed, even in the face of unpredictable changes [41]. In the past, when the job
environment was relatively stable, career development was focused on career maturity, such as job
promotions or increasing one’s knowledge. However, recent studies on career development have
focused on the depth of career adaptability in terms of dynamic competencies.

Career adaptability was first proposed by Super and Knasel [42] and systematized by
Savickas [22,23]. Super and Knasel [42] hold the view that careers mature as an individual’s age
progresses. This is viewed from the perspective of the individual’s entire life. They argue that because
adults perform different roles in diverse environments, there are differences among individuals, and the
concept of maturity is inappropriate as a predictable and normative growth standard. They propose
career adaptability as an alternative concept of describing adult career development.

Savickas’ career construction theory [23] illustrates how an individual constructs a career on
their own by giving meaning to behaviors and vocational experiences related to their career. Because
Savickas re-conceptualizes the major concept of Super’s career development theory to fit the modern era
based on social constructionism, his argument is called a 21st century extension of Super’s theory [43].
He postulates that development is attained through a process of adaptation within a context rather
than the maturity of inner structure. He emphasizes that a career is a process of satisfying social
demands and of responding to social tasks. Above all, because the environment shapes the individual,
and the individual also, in turn, shapes the environment; he accords importance to an individual’s
developmental elasticity and improvement of perception as the main agent of development. A certain
type of career is constructed subjectively based on biographical reflection according to various career
behaviors, rather than constructed by the sum of experiences related to work or a fitting of the person
to the environment from an objective perspective.

Career adaptability based on the career construction theory is the ability of an individual to satisfy
their vocational requirements according to their desired career direction [44]. It includes coping with
present or future vocational developmental tasks, work or job change, and psychological difficulty [45].
In career construction theory, an individual realizes their self-concept through career adaptation,
and that becomes a process of renewing their career. Vocational preference or aptitude focuses on the
selection of a specific job, but career adaptability emphasizes the process of overcoming challenges in
the course of building a career. An individual gives meaning to the process through career adaptability
while completing their own career and realizing their self-concept in vocational roles.

Savickas [23] divides career adaptability into four categories: Concern, curiosity, control, and
confidence. Concern refers to the tendency to plan career development, connecting the past, present,
and future while maintaining a positive perception of one’s vocational future. When there is a lack of
concern, no plan is formed, and pessimism ensues. Curiosity refers to the tendency to systematically
search for a fit between oneself and the vocational world. This is the explorative attitude of individuals
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seeking more information to gain deeper insight into themselves and their jobs. An important aspect of
curiosity is that reality and objectivity are evoked when making a selection to match oneself with a job
through such an explorative attitude. Control means that an individual makes a decision on their own
initiative, autonomously, by taking responsibility for building their own career. Confidence refers to
an individual’s confidence in their success when faced with an obstacle, problem, or challenging task.

As discussed above, career adaptability is competence in adapting smoothly in an uncertain
career environment [27]. Along with the scarcity of quality jobs due to slow economic growth,
problems of mismatching have proliferated and consequently, more emphasis is now placed on career
adaptability. If career adaptability is strong, even in an uncertain and insecure environment, one
participates actively in unofficial learning as well as formal learning to acquire the knowledge, skills,
and competence required by a new environment [1,46,47]. Through these activities, the possibility of
seizing an employment opportunity increases. Such characteristics indicate a high correlation between
employability and career adaptability. Therefore, it is predicted that even for a university student who
has not yet moved into the vocational world, employability will be increased more than what is usually
anticipated if career adaptability is strong.

2.3. Work Volition

Careers have been dealt with from the perspective of rational person-environment fit [20,48].
Under the premise that every person can freely choose the most suitable career, an ideal career should
be chosen that reflects one’s interests, values, and aptitude in order to pursue maximum job satisfaction.
However, the majority of people hardly enjoy sufficient freedom in deciding on a desired career because
of their specific conditions and contexts [49]. In other words, the selection of a realistic career is limited
by compromising to suit various environmental constraints [50].

As such, work volition is the ability to perceive that a career-related decision can be made correctly
despite external constraints [16]. The dictionary defines volition as “the will to freely choosing an
action for a certain purpose according to inner motivations or ideals without external limitations
or constraints.” Work volition reflects this in the context of job and work. Based on Blustein’s
concept [49,51], Duffy et al. [16] define work volition as “the perceived capacity to make occupational
choices despite constraints.”

Blustein [49,51] proposes the seriousness and importance of work volition in his “Psychology of
Working Framework.” According to the psychology of working framework, work is a vehicle that
allows an individual to express their identity through socially and economically meaningful production
activities in the community to which they belong [52]. Specifically, work elicits life satisfaction by
satisfying desires for survival, relatedness, and self-determination. From this perspective, work volition
is an important source of overall wellness, as well as being one of the most essential domains in the life
of an individual.

According to Duffy et al. [16], a person with high work volition perceives that they have many
job opportunities with few external and structural limitations, believing that they can overcome these
limitations. By contrast, a person with low work volition perceives few job opportunities. Such a
person perceives high external and structural limitations and regards circumstance, in which they have
to choose a job irrespective of personal preference, as a source of pressure.

Work volition is highly related to basic individual resources such as psychological capital [53]
and has a direct influence on a variety of career outcomes [54,55]. Work volition also showed
positive correlations with positive affect [56], life satisfaction [21], academic satisfaction in university
students [19], and job satisfaction in workers [57].

Finally, the work volition to achieve career goals, from a motivation perspective, is highly
important for career selection. Workers with high work volition treat their work as a vocation and easily
derive meaning from it [58]. Furthermore, work volition becomes a critical element for a high quality
of life. Considering these characteristics of work volition, a positive correlation with employability
is expected.
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2.4. Research Model and Hypotheses

A few studies investigating the relationship between work volition and career adaptability have
consistently reported a close or mutually reciprocal relationship [52]. However, there are mixed results
about the direction of influential power between them. Although some studies saw career adaptability
as antecedent to work volition, this study considers that career adaptability as it relates to career
development is affected by work volition. Recently, Autin et al. [59] also investigated the influence of
social position on career adaptability in a longitudinal study and demonstrated a significant mediation
effect by setting work volition as an antecedent variable of career adaptability. Because a person with
high work volition feels that there are few career barriers and perceives a high level of control, there is a
strong possibility that they will engage in flexible career activities. The above discussions regarding the
relations among work volition, career adaptability, and employability suggest that career adaptability
may serve a mediator in the effect of work volition on career adaptability.

Hypothesis 1 (H1). University student’s career adaptability will mediate the relationship between work volition
and employability.

In addition, work volition can act as a conditional context of career activity in the relationship
between career adaptability and employability. Work volition is closely related to environmental factors
such as social position and career barriers and corresponds to personal psychological characteristics,
which are relatively difficult to change [56]. Because of these characteristics, work volition is sometimes
applied as a conditional context variable that controls the influence of work self-efficacy and perceived
organizational support in work satisfaction studies [57]. In other words, work volition can be applied
as an environmental condition for career adaptability and employability as well. Work volition will
moderate the relation between career adaptability and employability, such that this relationship is
intensified as work volition increase. Accordingly, an effect of work volition that controls the influence
of career adaptability on employability was assumed.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). A university student’s work volition will control the relationship between career adaptability
and employability.

Figure 1 illustrates a research model for the structural causal relationships according to the two
hypotheses of this study. It shows that the effect of work volition on employability is more strongly
mediated by career adaptability for those with higher rather than lower levels of work volition.
This model corresponds to Model 74 of the conditional process models presented by Hayes [60].
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3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Measures

A self-reported questionnaire was used as the measurement method to gauge the accuracy of the
research hypotheses. To measure the major variables of employability, career adaptability, and work
volition, questions with reliability and validity proven in previous studies were used with a 6-point
Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree), which ensures the validity of composition
and improves the reliability [61]. The operational definition and the questions for each of the major
variables follow.

For employability, Rothwell and Arnold’s self-perceived employability scale [36] composed of
16 questions was used. These questions have been used in many previous studies targeting university
students, and include questions like “I can easily find out about opportunities in my chosen field.” and
“I am generally confident of success in job interviews and selection events.”

For career adaptability, the career adapt-abilities scale (CAAS) was used. The CAAS consists of
stable questions, the reliability and validity of which have been proven in Savickas and Porfeli [62].
It consists of 24 questions that measure the sub-factors of career adaptability, that is, concern, control,
curiosity, and confidence, with six questions each. The questionnaire questions of Tak [63], for which a
validation study was completed in South Korea, were used.

For work volition, the work volition scale (student version) developed by Duffy et al. [16] was
used. This tool consists of two sub-factors, volition and constraint. The sub-factor, volition, consists
of nine questions, which measure the ability to independently choose a career with self-efficacy.
The sub-factor, constraint, consists of seven questions, which measure the conditions that hinder an
individual’s autonomous decision-making in terms of family, finance, and structure. A high final
combined score indicates that despite constraints and limitations, the level of work volition for making
career decisions is high. In this study, the internal consistency was 0.76 for volition and 0.78 for
constraint, and the total internal consistency was 0.78.

In addition to the major variables, information on the respondents’ gender, school year,
and university was collected, which could have an overall influence on the research hypotheses.
Because aspects of this study’s major variables may vary depending on the demographic dependent
characteristics of respondents, the information was controlled using control variables.

3.2. Participants

For two months from April to May 2019, data were collected from junior and senior students
of three universities located in the capital region of South Korea. Among the four-year universities
with more than 5000 registered students, three universities having a relatively balanced number of
students in the colleges of humanities, social studies, natural science, and engineering were selected.
Two or three collaborators were recruited from the selected universities, and the investigation was
conducted with their help. The students were limited to those of the junior and senior years because it
is believed that those are the periods when students are more likely to show a more serious interest
in career preparation and consequently, there was a high possibility that they would answer the
employability questions seriously. Of the 290 distributed questionnaires, 262 responses (response
rate: 90.3%) were collected. Among them, 11 insincere respondents were excluded and the survey
was analyzed for 251 respondents. The characteristics of the target respondents were as follows:
84.4% were senior students and 15.6% were junior students; 63.8% were male and 36.2% female.
Furthermore, the academic majors were 54.7% humanities and social studies and 45.3% sciences and
engineering, showing little difference between the major proportions. Therefore, it was determined
that the respondents were appropriate research targets.
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3.3. Data Analysis

The established hypotheses and the research model were analyzed using a structural equation
model using SmartPLS and Hayes’ process macro [60]. The process macro is a more precise and
effective method of checking the relationship between variables and is used broadly in social science
research [64]. Prior to verifying the research hypotheses, a non-response bias, common method bias,
and confirmatory factor analysis were performed. This was because even though the tool had already
been verified, it was necessary to minimize the problems following the question adaptation and to
ensure the structural stability of the research model.

The existence of a non-response bias was checked by comparing 25% of the data collected in the
early stage and 25% collected in the latter stage. A t-test was performed to check for differences in
employability, career adaptability, and work volition in the extracted data, but no significant difference
was found and considering the high response rate of 90.3%, it was determined that the non-response
bias was weak in the collected data.

This study’s survey method might result in a common method bias because an individual person
answered all variables. Therefore, verification was performed using Harman’s single factor test.
Because the dispersion that explained the first factor having an eigenvalue of 1.0 or higher, which was
derived using a non-rotated principal component analysis, remained at 35.6%, it was determined
that the distortion problem caused by the common method bias was not serious. Moreover, in the
results of the confirmatory factor analysis, which incremented the number of factors from that of the
independent model, the model that set up three factors had the highest fit and satisfied the criteria.

In the confirmatory factor analysis, four questions with a path-coefficient of less than 0.5 were
removed. As a result, because the standard loading value of every factor was higher than 0.5, it was
determined that the validity of concept was ensured. The composite reliability (CR) was 0.848–0.962,
showing a high level. The average variance extracted (AVE) was 0.519–0.905. Because the CR and the
AVE satisfied the usual criteria (CR > 0.7 and AVE > 0.5) proposed by Bagozzi and Yi [65], convergent
validity was ensured. The squared multiple correlation (SMC) and the AVE of latent variables were
compared to check the discriminant validity. Because the AVE was larger than the SMC in every case,
the discriminant validity was ensured. In addition, the values of the reliability coefficients were all
higher than 0.7, indicating that there was no problem in the reliability of the measurement tool.

After verifying the reliability and validity of the measurement tool, the mediating and moderating
effects inherent in the research model were comprehensively verified based on analysis using the SPSS
PROCESS macro. To verify the mediated moderation effect, the Process Macro’s Model 74 was used,
and repeated sampling for bootstrapping was performed 10,000 times. To investigate in which area the
moderation effect was significant, according to the level of the moderating variable, floodlight analysis
using the Johnson-Neyman method [60,66] was performed for whole ranges of moderating variables.
The statistically significant moderation effect was visualized through simple slope analysis to check
its shape.

4. Results

Prior to hypothesis testing, the descriptive statistics, including the means, standard deviations,
and correlations among the variables, were calculated using SPSS (See Table 1). As expected, the
relation between work volition and career adaptability was significant (r = 0.26, p < 0.01). Furthermore,
perceived employability was positively correlated with career adaptability (r = 0.49, p < 0.01) as well
as with work volition (r = 0.33, p < 0.01). These outcomes mean that the hypothesized relations
among work volition, career adaptability and perceived employability have nomological validity.
All correlation coefficients less than 0.60 do not suggest multicollinearity as a problem.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics.

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Gender 0.52 0.50
2. University1 0.34 0.31 0.05
3. University2 0.48 0.46 −0.03 −0.05
4. College1 0.24 0.42 0.05 0.10 0.05
5. College2 0.28 0.45 −0.09 −0.31 −0.27 −0.29
6. College3 0.23 0.42 0.06 0.20 −0.02 0.19 −0.06
7. Work volition 4.87 1.04 0.09 0.39 0.20 0.37 −0.31 0.16
8. Career adaptability 4.52 1.26 −0.02 0.16 0.05 0.18 −0.12 −0.03 0.26
9. Perceived employability 4.38 1.01 0.05 0.18 0.06 0.20 −0.16 0.04 0.33 0.49

N = 251. Gender, university, and college were dummied. All correlation coefficients above |0.124| are significant at
the 0.05 level, and those above |0.162| are significant at the 0.01 level.

The hierarchical regression analysis that was conducted included five separate models, as presented
in Table 2. Demographic variables, including gender, universities, and colleges, were controlled for in
all analyses. The effects of the control variables on career adaptability (R2 = 0.063; F = 2.25, p < 0.05) and
perceived employability (R2 = 0.091; F = 2.52, p < 0.05) were significant in Model 1 and 3. Work volition
served as a significant and positive predictor for career adaptability (Model 2: β = 0.24, p < 0.05)
and perceived employability (Model 4: β = 0.29, p < 0.05). In Model 4, career adaptability also had
the significant impact on perceived employability (β = 0.42, p < 0.01). In line with Hypothesis 1,
these significant relations supported the partial mediation of career adaptability between work volition
and perceived employability.

Table 2. Results of hierarchical regression analysis.

Career Adaptability a Perceived Employability b

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Gender 0.01 0.01 0.03 0.01 0.02
University1 0.14 * 0.12 * 0.15 * 0.12 * 0.10
University2 0.03 0.02 0.04 0.03 0.03

College1 0.15 * 0.11 0.15 * 0.13 * 0.09
College2 −0.08 −0.03 −0.13 * −0.12 * −0.11
College3 −0.01 −0.01 0.03 0.03 0.01

Work volition 0.24 * 0.29 * 0.23 *
Career adaptability 0.42 ** 0.38 **

Work volition × Career adaptability 0.22 *
R-squared 0.063 * 0.113 ** 0.091 * 0.374 ** 0.401 **
4R-squared 0.050 * 0.283 ** 0.027 *

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01. a Standardized coefficients are depicted for regression on career adaptability. b Standardized
coefficients are depicted for regression on perceived employability.

The interaction term multiplying work volition by career adaptability was significant (β = 0.22,
p < 0.05) in Model 5. It indicated that work volition exerted a moderating effect on the relation between
career adaptability and perceived employability. The simple slopes shown in the graphic representation
of the moderating effect of work volition are displayed in Figure 2, following the procedure outlined by
Aiken and West [67]. The higher the work volition, the stronger the relation between career adaptability
and perceived employability became.
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Figure 2. The moderating effect of work volition on career adaptability and perceived employability.

A more detailed effect was estimated by Hayes’ PROCESS macro for moderated mediation [60,68].
The conditional process analysis was based on 8000 bootstrap samples. The result was confirmed by
the pick-a-point approach using representative values (+1SD, mean, −1SD) of the moderator. In Table 3,
the indirect impact on perceived employability via career adaptability was stronger the higher the
work volition (B = 0.15, SE = 0.07, 95% CI = [0.03, 0.28]) rather than at a lower (B = 0.04, SE = 0.06,
95% CI = [−0.08, 0.15]) work volition. The index of moderated mediation did not include zero in the
confidence interval (Index = 0.06, SE = 0.03, 95% CI = [0.01, 0.11]), which implies that the indirect effect
could vary significantly with work volition [68].

Table 3. Results of conditional process analyses.

B SE LLCI a ULCI b

Index of moderated mediation 0.06 0.03 0.01 0.11
Conditional indirect effect

Work volition(+1SD) 0.15 0.07 0.03 0.28
Work volition(mean) 0.09 0.04 0.01 0.17
Work volition(−1SD) 0.04 0.06 −0.08 0.15

a LLCI: Lower limit of bias-corrected bootstrap 95% confidence interval. b ULCI: Upper limit of bias-corrected
bootstrap 95% confidence interval.

The floodlight analysis using the Johnson-Neyman technique [60,66] derived values of work
volition that show a significant, conditional indirect effect, shown in Figure 3. The solid line indicates
the corresponding effect values relating work volition to perceived employability and the dashed lines
are at a 95% confidence interval. The confidence interval, containing zero for the work volition range
below −0.07, means that the indirect effect of work volition on perceived employability through career
adaptability is not significant. On the other hand, the effect was significantly different from zero for the
rest of range of work volition. Because the mediating effect of career adaptability differed according to
the level of work volition, this result supports Hypothesis 2.
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5. Discussion

5.1. Findings and Implications

Work is a means of self-realization and plays a pivotal role in human life. A career closely
related to work experience is the process to fulfill this existential realization. Therefore, employability,
which reflects an individual’s competence in searching for suitable work and building a meaningful
career, has profound implication on their life. However, because of the unemployment crisis, caused by
deteriorating socioeconomic conditions, university students have lost confidence in their ability to
pursue ideal careers.

The majority of studies in the past emphasize objective career success, focusing on employment,
salary, and job promotion, among others; by contrast, recent studies pay attention to psychological
successes such as career satisfaction or employability, however, there are very few articles that
investigate employability by targeting university students. Therefore, this study examined the
dynamics of career adaptability and work volition as predictors that explain the employability of junior
and senior university students awaiting employment. This approach, to integrate career construction
theory and the psychology of working framework while investigating employability, has considerable
academic significance because this study paves the way for expanding the breadth of career success
research as follows.

First, the significant direct effect of work volition on employability means that psychological
willingness to pursue a desired career without being bounded by poor conditions has a positive effect
on employability. This implies that work volition is a useful variable for intervention in the careers
of university students experiencing structural and practical career barriers. Consultants assisting in
the career development of university students should help students maintain positive perspectives
regarding themselves and their future. In addition, it is important to discuss how to cope with specific
career barriers, and to improve the willingness to achieve a desired career.

By itself, however, work volition is limited to not completely resolving stress or anxiety related to
employment. When a perceived career barrier is relatively high, depression, anxiety, and decreased
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self-efficacy are experienced. Accordingly, it is necessary to present a specific behavior direction, so that
students can not only accept productively the uncertainty and ambiguity of the environment but also
control and develop their own careers. This study presents career adaptability as a factor that could
aid in this endeavor.

Second, the results verifies the significant mediating effect of career adaptability on the relationship
between employability and work volition. In other words, it was shown that work volition has an
indirect effect on employability because career adaptability is the mediating factor. This result
is consistent with the basic concept of career adaptability and can be interpreted through career
construction theory, which is the foundation for career adaptability. Career adaptability encompasses
the whole process of planning, preparing, and adapting one’s work and life to maintain a successful
career. According to the career construction theory, a career is not a fixed result but a process of
continuously building results through activities that a person gives meaning to, in trying to achieve
a goal. In other words, career adaptability is developed as the propensity and the attitude of an
individual to be expressed in practical actions, and these experiences are continuously accumulated.
The task of shedding light on a person’s career activities and thinking about how to materialize their
life goals in the future, from the perspective of career adaptability, will be useful for developing the big
picture regarding career objectives.

Career adaptability is not a one-off event aimed at discovering one job opportunity but is an
on-going lifelong process of materialization, one founded on pursuing a life goal based on a clear
self-understanding. In this career development process, employability can be improved by helping
university students recognize that anxiety and stress are natural and necessary to gain enough
confidence for the successful execution of career tasks. From this perspective, a university can provide
various opportunities for students to develop a sufficient level of career adaptability so that they can
clarify their ultimate goals and work values.

Third, because work volition corresponds with relatively stable psychological characteristics,
it can also act in the conditional context of career activity. This hypothesis is confirmed by the significant
moderating effect of work volition on the relationship between career adaptability and employability.
In other words, the positive influence of career adaptability on employability is further strengthened
by work volition. Career adaptability has a larger influence on the employability of students with high
work volition than those with low work volition. This means that the influence of career adaptability
on employability is smaller for students with low work volition than those with high work volition.

As shown above, work volition and career adaptability have a significant influence on employability
through complex interactions rather than as separate variables. We should especially pay attention to
the indirect effect of work volition on employability through career adaptability. This is because of
the practical implication of presenting a specific direction for the development and growth of work
volition. Until now, because work volition is an inherent psychological propensity that requires time to
change, there has been no specific direction for its development. Based on this study’s results, it is
found that focusing on career adaptability is a more effective direction for improving the effects of
work volition.

If the dynamic between work volition and career adaptability revealed in this study is employed
as the major focus of an employability improvement program, it would greatly benefit the practical
employment of university students. Based on this, a university can analyze its career development
activities to focus on the students and effectively search for desirable alternatives. As a result, an increase
in the practical effectiveness of policies and educational alternatives to positively affect employability
will be seen. This aims at the career development and organization adaptation of university students.

5.2. Limitations and Future Directions

The limitations of this study and suggestions for follow-up studies are as follows. First, this study
relied on cross-sectional data collected in a survey. Although the research hypotheses were established
based on theoretical grounds, there are limitations in the causal reasoning of this study in a strict sense.
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In future studies, it is necessary to collect data through a variety of qualitative research such as in-depth
interviews, personal interviews, and observation reports in addition to the self-reported questionnaire.

Particularly, in career construction theory, “career” should be understood as the process of forming
a career by giving meaning and direction to career behavior based on the subjective experiences
and values of an individual. Therefore, qualitative research is required for more specific findings
regarding the formation of employability based on career adaptability. Although qualitative research
has limitations in that the subjectivity of the researcher is reflected in its findings, and it is limited to
only certain cases, if an integrated study is attempted based on the results of this study, more specific
implications will be derived.

Second, this study’s targets were limited to junior and senior students from three universities
located in the capital region of South Korea. Considering the gaps in university locations, academic
departments, and the number of registered students, among others, convenience sampling was used
to control the exogenous variables. Because of this, the generalization of applying these results to
all university students is limited. Future studies should increase the feasibility of generalization by
selecting research targets using a more precise method. In addition, if the research targets are expanded
to include adults and workers, it will be possible to obtain more important results regarding the
following: Implications of work volition and career adaptability from the sustainable employability
perspective for continuously maintaining employment in the vocational world as well as transitioning
from a university to the vocational world; and concrete methods of applying the work volition and the
career adaptability concepts to career development.

Lastly, this study focused on employability as an indicator of career success. To obtain
more theoretical and practical implications, follow-up studies should use a variety of consequent
variables. For example, future studies should be conducted in terms of career development regarding
whether the employability perceived by university students actually had an influence on their hiring,
work satisfaction, or job mobility after being employed. This is because the transition from university
and establishment of an individual as part of society does not just stop at getting a job; adaptation
in an organization after employment and switching to a better job in a better organization are also
important factors. Careful consideration of the relations between these factors have a deep theoretical
and practical significance on helping a person advance employment. If such follow-up studies are
accumulated, it will be possible to propose effective initiatives for the development of sustainable
employability across the whole lifespan including not only the first employment, but also work and
job changes.

6. Conclusions

In the present research, we investigated the relation between work volition and career adaptability
as important precursors of employability. This theoretical research model integrated the “career
construction” theory of career adaptability and the “psychology of working” framework of work
volition with the aim of enriching our understanding of employability. The integrative approach of two
theories in different domains signifies step forward in the theoretical advancement of employability.
The findings indicate that the direct effect of work volition on employability and its indirect effect via
career adaptability were significant. We further confirmed work volition also moderated the mediating
effect of career adaptability on employability. These results should be of practical value for university
students who experience difficulties amidst the uncertainties of the harsh labor market to promote
their employability and for career counsellors to understand the psycho-social processes of building
employability. Future studies are needed to explore the various components of employability to ensure
sustainable employability.
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