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Abstract: As an important factor in predicting the future sustainable development of college stu-
dents, career decision-making (CDM) has attracted widespread attention in the field of vocational
education. Based on Social Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT), this study proposed a moderated
mediation model to investigate the relationship between work values and CDM, the mediating
role of career decision-making self-efficacy (CDMSE), and the moderating effect of career goals. A
total of 1300 questionnaires were collected using the snowball sampling method, and 1203 valid
questionnaires were collected. The differences in background variables were examined by the inde-
pendent sample t-test, and the validity of the research hypotheses was tested by SEM and multigroup
analysis. The results of the study showed the following: (1) There were significant differences in
CDM performance among college students of different genders and different grades. (2) CDMSE
plays a partial mediating role between work values and career decision-making. (3) Career goals play
a moderating role between CDMSE and CDM, and compared with low-level career goals, high-level
career goals can promote the impact of CDMSE on CDM. In the future, colleges and universities
can promote college students’ CDM by shaping work values, improving CDMSE, and guiding the
establishment of career goals.

Keywords: career decision-making; work values; career decision-making self-efficacy; career goals;
sustainable development

1. Introduction

The identity change from school to work is a major turning point in the life of college
students [1]. To realize their value in future career development and adapt to the trend
of social development as soon as possible, smart career decisions are important [2,3]. The
correctness of career decisions among college students is closely related to their future
career development [4], which can not only predict income levels, but also change a
person’s career prospects, such that it can directly affect an individual’s life satisfaction
in the future [5]. Therefore, college students’ career decisions are related to their future
sustainable career development [6]. Sustainable career development refers to professional
experiences reflected over time through various continuity patterns across several social
spaces characterized by individual agency, thus providing meaning to the individual [7]
(pp. 1–19), and is essential for personal survival and self-actualization [8]. Due to global
economic instability and the complexity of the career decision-making (CDM) process,
many college students are unable to make rational career decisions and will increasingly
face challenges and obstacles to career sustainability [9,10]. This will also make career
decisions during college graduation more difficult [11].

The advent of artificial intelligence and big data in the 21st century has led to the
adjustment of China’s economic and industrial structure and the emergence of new eco-
nomic forms [12]; at the same time, China’s higher education has entered the middle and
late stages of popularization, and the scale of college graduates has increased year by
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year. Data show that there were 9.09 million Chinese college graduates in 2021, reaching
10.76 million in 2022 [13]. These graduates will be concentrated in June and July every
year to enter the workplace, in the complex employment situation, so college students not
only face significant changes in the world economic environment, but also face significant
competition in the number of jobs. The employment of college students is actually a career
decision-making process [14], so in such a large number of Chinese college graduate em-
ployment groups, guiding them to make reasonable career decisions can not only alleviate
the competitive pressure on employment, but also help them have a better development in
their future careers.

In addition to this, we must also take into account the social mission of college stu-
dents. As a reserve talent force for national development, college students have advanced
knowledge reserves in various fields and the ability to innovate in science and technol-
ogy, shouldering important social responsibilities to build the country and promote social
progress, and their professional values will directly affect their professional attitude, pro-
fessionalism, and even the development and progress of the entire country and society [15].
However, today’s college students pay too much attention to obvious factors such as salary
and working environment, and ignore the important impact of hidden conditions such as
the future development of the industry, development space, and employment competition
opportunities on the long-term development of their careers [16]. Therefore, we should
not only consider the employment of college students, but also pay attention to the value
orientation of college students in the career decision-making process.

Research shows that values can reflect individual commitments, influence perceptions,
and guide behavior [17]. Although the field of occupational research has focused on the
importance of values, there are few studies that truly explore the relationship between
values and career decision-making in the occupational field [3,18]; for example, the study of
Li et al. (2022) confirmed the significant impact of professional values on employability [19],
while more research on occupational values focuses on the medical field (e.g., [20–23]).
Therefore, this study aims to confirm the relationship between professional values and
career decision-making through empirical research, and to increase the attention of pro-
fessional values in the field of occupational research. It is groundbreaking to explore the
impact of professional decision-making from this perspective.

In summary, we can find that under the unstable international economic environment,
the reform of China’s industrial structure, and the increasing number of college students
year after year, the employment of Chinese college students is facing unprecedented
pressure. This study aims to explore an effective way to promote college students’ career
decision-making, to effectively alleviate the employment pressure of college students and
enhance their future career competitiveness. The research takes the influence of professional
values on career decision-making as the main path, which is blank in the research field
of career decision-making, and takes this as the main clue to construct a model that
can effectively improve college students’ career decision-making. In terms of theoretical
significance, this study helps to clarify the key factors influencing college students’ career
decisions, thereby improving our understanding of the potential association between career
values and college students’ career decisions. In terms of practical significance, the research
results can provide a new reference direction for educators in alleviating the employment
pressure of college students and improving their future career competitiveness.

2. Theory and Research Hypothesis
2.1. Social Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT)

SCCT contains three subject variables: self-efficacy, outcome expectation, and goals [24].
Outcome expectations refer to the positive or negative consequences of engaging in adap-
tive behaviors [25], and include career-related value orientations, i.e., values, which scholars
typically measure by examining people’s preferences for specific working conditions or
benefits (e.g., social status, money, and autonomy) [26]. Values can be understood as a
positive outcome expectation, which can be effectively applied to the CDM research of
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college students’ sustainable development [2]. Lent and Brown (2013) developed the Ca-
reer Self-Management (CSM) model based on SCCT [27], primarily “the behaviors people
use to help guide their career and educational development,” such as how people make
career-related decisions, how they coordinate transitions from school to work, and how
they pursue personal goals [28]. CSM shows that career goals, self-efficacy beliefs, and out-
come expectations are directly or indirectly linked to career decision-making behavior [29].
Relevant empirical studies show that the CSM model can be applied to the study of college
students’ career decision-making in different countries, which has a good explanatory effect
for college students’ initial and subsequent career decisions [30,31].

In summary, it is of value to study the CDM behavior of college students from the
long-term perspective of sustainable development, and SCCT can be an effective theoretical
support for this research [2]. Based on this, we explored the influence mechanism of
CDMSE, work values, and career goals on CDM in college students.

2.2. Work Values and Career Decision-Making

Work values are the embodiment of the value system in the occupational field, a pref-
erence belief that individuals want to have or consider important in career decision-making,
have certain guidance for people’s professional behavior [16], and play an indispensable
role in career choice [32]. It changes depending on events or experiences [33], and childhood
and adolescence are considered critical periods for value development [17], but this change
decreases with age until it stabilizes [34]. Values have been applied to various fields, such as
Knox-Hayes et al. (2021) using grounded theory to explore the relationship between values
and sustainable development [35]; Fearon et al. (2018) explored the impact of personal
values on career decidedness [36]; Poorchangizi et al. (2019) investigated the importance
of professional values from the perspective of nursing students [20]; Gu and Shen (2019)
discussed the role of professional values from the perspective of entrepreneurship [37]. The
results of the study show the positive effect of values. Therefore, promotion programs that
approach career decision-making from the perspective of work values are considered to
be traceable.

Job seekers believe that actions that align with their own values will be beneficial to
themselves and can help them get what they want [16], so individuals positively evaluate
behaviors that align with their values and experience them as rewards and satisfaction [38].
Awareness of this reward system plays a key motivating role in CDM and career develop-
ment, and can motivate individuals to engage in professional behaviors consistent with
them. This includes choosing careers and jobs that align with values [39]. For this reason,
work values are considered the main prerequisites for career decisions among university
students [36], who are more inclined to look for jobs that align with their professional values
during the job search process [40]. Studies have shown that extrinsic career values, such as
salary and career prospects, are often a priority when choosing a job [41]. Nisha et al. (2016)
took 300 samples from adolescents to explore the impact of values on CDM and showed
that some dimensions of values were significantly positively correlated with CDM [42].
Sortheix et al. (2015) further suggested, through quantitative research, that professional
values play a key motivating role in CDM and career development [43]. Based on the above
analysis, this study proposed the following hypotheses.

H1. Work values have a significant positive impact on college students’ CDM.

2.3. The Mediating Effect of Career Decision-Making Self-Efficacy

SCCT-based self-efficacy in occupational decision-making, defined as “the degree of
an individual’s belief that he or she is able to successfully complete the tasks required for
career decision-making” [44], has received significant attention from all areas of occupa-
tional behavior due to its importance in occupational decision-making and occupational
intervention [25,45]. Choi and Kim (2013) explained the specific behavior of self-efficacy as
a direct mediator in people through self-efficacy theory [46]. When individuals attempt to
make a career decision that is appropriate for them, their abilities must be assessed [47],
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so CDMSE is considered a pre-proximal influencing factor for career decisions [48–50].
In addition, CDMSE is considered a necessary component of successful career decision-
making [51], and examining self-efficacy in career decision-making can provide a deeper
understanding of the career decision-making process [52]. Other empirical studies have
shown that CDMSE has a significant correlation with career decision-making [53].

In addition, the research of Huang and Guan (2020) confirms the significant correlation
between professional values and self-efficacy [54]. There are also studies that prove that
CDMSE can play a key mediating role in an individual’s CDM process [55]. For example,
values may influence career decision-making by stimulating interest and learning, thereby
supporting the acquiring of skills and self-efficacy in the field of value alignment [56,57].
Yang and Zhou (2016) further pointed out that the influence of career values on CDM
is mostly indirectly realized by influencing an individual’s CDMSE [58]. In addition,
Wang et al. (2016) conducted a study on the relationship between the work values, CDMSE,
and employability of 379 college students in a central province, and found that CDMSE
plays a mediating role in the relationship between work values and employability [59].
CDM itself is also a form of employability [60]. In addition, Choi et al. (2013) further con-
firmed that the influence of intrinsic work values on CDM is mediated by the CDMSE [61].
In summary, the following assumptions were made in this study.

H2. CDMSE plays a mediating role in professional values and CDM.

2.4. Moderating Effect of Career Goals

The embodiment of goals in professional behavior, which can be called career goals, is a
basic component of career management and plays an important role in career management [62].
Colakoglu and Caliguiri (2012) defined career goals as “the primary purpose that a person
strives to achieve in a chosen occupation” [63]. It is a combination of occupational levels
and types that an individual wishes to pursue and strive for [64]. Goal-setting theory
suggests that when individuals set specific, higher-level goals, they perform better than
those with no goals or vague goals, and the higher the level of goals set by individuals, the
better their performance [65]. In addition, goal-setting theory states that goals are direct
moderators of behavior, and setting specific and challenging goals through feedback has a
higher task performance than general or simple goals [66].

In a network of social relationships, career development is in a fluctuating state, while
setting career goals can keep it on an overall upward trajectory [67]. Career decision-
making faced by college students is a challenging task, people with strong career goals
have stronger beliefs to overcome obstacles in the face of setbacks, and their self-efficacy
is enhanced, which, in turn, promotes the likelihood of career success [68]. Other studies
have pointed out that individuals with high career goals tend to be accompanied by high
CDMSE in CDM and, therefore, have a clearer positioning in the CDM process [69,70].
Based on the above research, this study proposed the following hypothesis.

H3. Career goals play a moderating role in CDMSE and CDM.

2.5. Background Variables

The development and formation of CDM are long processes, and each person’s life
is unique from the perspective of special events and experiences. The differences in the
events experienced by individuals can have an impact on CDM, which is reflected in
different genders, ages, and educational backgrounds [71]. Pan (2022) believes that college
students will find it more and more difficult to make career decisions as their grades
increase [72]. The results of Chen (2021) showed that there is a significant difference in
the degree of difficulty exhibited by men and women in CDM [73]. At the same time,
Chen’s (2021) research also pointed out that different groups of college students also have
certain differences in CDM [73]. In addition, children with higher family economic status
have more advantages in career decision-making, mainly because their parents have a
certain economic foundation that can encourage the children to explore careers, and may
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provide them with richer career information and resources, resulting in differences in
career decisions [74]. Therefore, this study included gender, grade, family income, and
educational level into background variables to explore differences in CDM.

2.6. Research Model

Based on the above hypothetical inferences, combined with the CSM model of SCCT,
the route framework diagram of this study (Figure 1) was constructed, and the research
assumptions were as follows: Work values have a significant positive impact on college
students’ CDM; CDMSE plays a mediating role in professional values and CDM; career
goals play a moderating role in CDMSE and CDM.
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3. Research Method
3.1. Participants and Procedure

Questionnaire Star APP is a tool widely used in online questionnaires in China, which
has the characteristics of convenience, speed, and stability. Based on this tool, three
universities in Guangxi, China were selected as sample units and snowball sampling
was used for sample collection. First, the URL address of the questionnaire was sent to
the teachers of the sample universities, and the teachers sent it to some students. When
these students filled them out, we encouraged them to send the questionnaire to the class
QQ group, WeChat group, and other social media, because these media are commonly
used communication tools, with fast transmission speed, crowd concentration, and other
characteristics, so the number could be fully guaranteed when the sample is collected. The
survey period was from 12 June 2022 to 20 June 2022.

The questionnaire survey method was used with college students from three uni-
versities in Guangxi, China, and the snowball sampling method was used to collect the
samples. Participation was voluntary, and the data responses were anonymous in accor-
dance with the ethical standards of the Declaration of Helsinki [75]. Participants filled in
information about their gender, grade, household income, educational level, and scored
measures of work values, CDMSE, career goals, and CDM. A total of 1300 students filled
out the questionnaire, and after screening, 97 questionnaires were returned too late; thus,
1203 valid questionnaires were retained, giving a response rate of 93%. The sample covered
undergraduate and junior college students in their first to fourth years. The demographic
information is shown in Table 1.



Sustainability 2023, 15, 426 6 of 17

Table 1. Background information of participants (N = 1203).

Variables Quantity Percent

Gender Male 329 27%
Female 874 73%

Grade (Low) Freshman and sophomore year 545 72%
(High) Junior and senior years 249 28%

Household income (RMB) Below 5000 (including 5000) 644 54%
More than 5000 559 46%

Educational level Junior college 480 40%
Undergraduate course 723 60%

3.2. Instruments
3.2.1. Career Decision-Making Self-Efficacy Scale—Short Form (CDMSE-SF)

Betz et al. (1996) developed the CDMSE-SF, which contains five dimensions: self-
evaluation, career information, goal selection, planning, and problem solving, for a total of
25 questions (e.g., preparing a good job resume). Using a Likert five-point scale, respondents
concluded that higher scores for the variables were associated with higher self-efficacy,
with a scale reliability of 0.94 and cumulative explanatory variation of 62% [76].

3.2.2. Career Value Scale

Song (2020) developed a scale to measure work values, including five dimensions of
freedom, cognition, work team relevance, instrumentality, and altruism, over a total of
27 questions (e.g., good working environment and comfort). A Likert five-point score is
used, and the score indicates that the item reflects the relative importance of work values
to a certain extent. The total reliability of the scale is 0.94, and the cumulative explanatory
variation is 66.85% [77].

3.2.3. Career Goals Scale

Yu (2004) developed a one-dimensional scale to measure career goals, consisting of
five items (e.g., I set a career goal and tried to achieve it). Using a Likert five-point scale,
the higher the score, the higher the level of career goals. The internal consistency reliability
of the scale is 0.80 [78].

3.2.4. Career Decision-Making Scale

The CDM Scale compiled by Xu (2020) contains two dimensions, namely satisfactory
decision-making and active creation, with a total of 12 questions (e.g., I don’t think there
is the best career choice). It also uses Likert five-point scoring. The internal consistency
coefficients of the two dimensions of satisfactory decision-making and active creation are
0.79 and 0.80, respectively, and the cumulative explanatory variation is 44.07% [79].

3.3. Data Analysis

In research in the social sciences, structural equation modeling (SEM) is considered a
powerful and widely used tool [80]. It is often used to help measure the effects between
variables and the structural relationship of models [81], i.e., to evaluate the validity of
theories or hypotheses through the use of data [82]. Based on the characteristics of the
above statistical methods, SEM was used to test the relationship between variables. The
test criteria and complete validation analysis results are as follows.

4. Results
4.1. Reliability and Normality Test

In order to test the internal consistency of each variable, Cronbach’s α was used
to perform reliability analysis on each scale; Cronbach’s α values of 0.7 and above are
acceptable [83]. The Cronbach’s α of each variable in this study is shown in Table 2, ranging
from 0.855 to 0.964, indicating good reliability.
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Table 2. Summary table of reliability and normality.

M SD Number of Questions Mardia Coefficient Cronbach’s α

Threshold - - - - >0.70
Career Goals 2.970 0.766 5 19.821 0.907
Career Value 3.744 0.398 21 248.950 0.886

CDM 3.389 0.640 9 61.356 0.855
CDMSE 3.458 0.645 24 348.047 0.964

The estimation method for selecting the structural equation model was based on data
allocation, with Maximum Likelihood Estimate (MLE) as the main criterion if the sample
data are multivariate normal allocations, and the asymptotic distribution freedom method
(ADF) if the data allocation is non-multivariate normal [84]. Mardia and Foster (1983)
argued that the Mardia coefficient can be used to test the hypothesis of multivariate
normality, and when the Mardia coefficient is less than P × (P + 2) [85], the data can be
considered to conform to multivariate normality [86], where P is the number of observed
variables. As shown in Table 2, the Mardia coefficients of each variable in this study were
less than their corresponding P × (P + 2) values, so the model estimation method used
MLE to measure the data.

4.2. Convergent Validity

Studies have shown that the convergent validity of variables can be tested by Standard-
ized Factor Loading (SFL), Average Variance Extracted (AVE), and Composite Reliability
(CR) [87]. As shown in Table 3, the observed variables SFL of each variable were greater
than 0.5, and the t values all reached a significant level. The AVE of each variable exceeded
0.5 and the CR value also exceeded 0.6, so the work values, CDMSE, CDM, and career goal
scales all had good convergent validity [87,88].

Table 3. Convergent validity table.

SFL t CR AVE

Threshold >0.50 >1.96 >0.60 >0.50
Career Goals 0.743–0.853 29.059–37.161 0.907 0.662
Career Value 0.557–0.904 20.598–39.989 0.760–0.913 0.517–0.640

CDM 0.660–0.813 21.842–31.149 0.763–0.873 0.520–0.536
CDMSE 0.713–0.852 29.570–36.156 0.864–0.915 0.632–0.684

4.3. Discriminant Validity

Fornell and Larcker (1981) recommended that the AVE square root of each facet be
greater than the number of correlation coefficients for each facet, accounting for at least
75% of the overall comparison [89]. From the results of Table 4, there was good difference
validity between the variables in this study.

Table 4. Discriminant validity table.

A B C D E F G H I J K L M

A 0.813
B 0.313 ** 0.8
C 0.094 ** 0.127 ** 0.766
D 0.081 ** 0.112 ** 0.398 ** 0.78
E 0.092 ** 0.123 ** 0.433 ** 0.368 ** 0.791
F 0.089 ** 0.171 ** 0.295 ** 0.246 ** 0.292 ** 0.719
G 0.082 ** 0.014 −0.026 0.033 0.001 0.001 0.72

H 0.233 ** 0.374 ** 0.108 ** 0.093 ** 0.061 ** 0.126 ** 0.482 ** 0.732
I 0.512 ** 0.387 ** 0.056 0.048 0.033 0.077 ** 0.271 ** 0.483 ** 0.795
J 0.474 ** 0.356 ** 0.004 0.015 0.015 0.078 ** 0.267 ** 0.443 ** 0.780 ** 0.827
K 0.485 ** 0.328 ** 0.028 0.02 0.02 0.081 ** 0.281 ** 0.430 ** 0.787 ** 0.802 ** 0.805
L 0.448 ** 0.372 ** 0.125 ** 0.114 ** 0.095 ** 0.144 ** 0.148 ** 0.389 ** 0.699 ** 0.639 ** 0.721 ** 0.825
M 0.452 ** 0.425 ** 0.099 ** 0.072 * 0.085 ** 0.130 ** 0.209 ** 0.473 ** 0.723 ** 0.679 ** 0.738 ** 0.797 ** 0.807

Note1: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01. The diagonal value is the square root of AVE. A: Career goals; B: Cognitive; C: Free;
D: Instrumentality; E: Altruism; F: Working team; G: Satisfactory decision-making; H: Active creation; I: Planning;
J: Career information; K: Self-evaluation; L: Target selection; M: Problem-solving.
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4.4. Common Method Variance (CMV)

As all key variables in this study were generated by a single participant’s self-report,
the relationship between the variables was inevitably affected by common method bias [90].
Harman’s one-factor test is often used to test the CMV of a sample. The test data showed
that the Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) value was (0.945 > 0.8) and Bartlett’s test of sphericity
was significant (p < 0.001). A total of 10 non-rotating factors were extracted, of which the
explanatory power of the first factor was 27.490%, which does not exceed the critical value
of 50%; that is, the CMV problem was acceptable [90].

4.5. Difference Analysis

The differences in career decision-making under different background variables were
examined by independent sample t-tests, and the results of gender were t = 5.416, p = 0.000.
The results of grade were t = 2.223, p = 0.023. This showed that there were significant
differences in career decision-making among college students of different genders and
grades. However, there were no significant differences in career decisions between college
students at different educational levels (t = 1.841, p = 0.066) and household incomes
(t = 0.277, p = 0.782).

4.6. The Mediating Role of CDMSE and the Moderating Role of Career Goals
4.6.1. Model Fit Analysis

In the verification of model fit, the value of χ2/df is required to be less than 5; the
values of GFI, AGFI, NFI, NNFI, CFI, IFI, and RFI should be greater than 0.8; the value of
PNFI and PGFI should be greater than 0.5 [83]. However, χ2 values fluctuate depending on
the sample size, and samples that are too large may be rejected and, therefore, not included
in the examination criteria [91]. The fitted SEM indices for this study were GFI = 0.903,
AGFI = 0.852, NFI = 0.892, NNFI = 0.869, CFI = 0.899, IFI = 0.899, RFI = 0.861, PNFI = 0.690,
and PGFI = 0.591. Therefore, the model had a good fit.

4.6.2. Direct and Indirect Effects

The path relationship between variables was examined by SEM, as shown in Figure 2.
The direct effect of work values on CDM was β = 0.116, ***, p < 0.001; the effect of work
values on CDMSE was β = 0.156, ***, p < 0.001; the effect of CDMSE on CDM was β = 0.516,
***, p < 0.001. In addition, the above effects were verified using the bootstrap method
(Table 5). The direct effect of work values on CDM was 0.116 and its 95% confidence interval
was (0.056–0.175). The mediating effect of CDMSE was 0.081, with a 95% confidence interval
(0.045–0.120). The total effect of work values on CDM was 0.197, with a 95% confidence
interval of (0.124–0.271), and the 95% confidence interval for each path effect did not contain
“0”; that is, the effect of each path was significant [92]. Based on the above data, work
values can positively and significantly affect CDM. The CDMSE plays a partial mediating
role between work values and CDM, and the mediating effect accounts for 40.9% of the
total effect. Hypothesis 1 and hypothesis 2 were verified.
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Table 5. Bootstrap verification.

Estimate

95% Confidence Interval
Bias-Corrected Percentile Method

Lower Bounds Upper Bounds

Career Value→ CDMSE→ CDM 0.081 0.045 0.120
Career Value→ CDM 0.116 0.056 0.175
Career Value→ CDMSE 0.156 0.086 0.232
CDMSE→ CDM 0.516 0.056 0.175
Career Value→ CDM (Total) 0.197 0.124 0.271

4.6.3. Moderating Role of Career Goals

Using SPSS 22.0 software, the K-means classification method was used to divide career
goals into low-score and high-score groups. The number of high-score group samples was
726 and the number of low-score group samples was 477, and the independent sample
t-test confirmed that the two groups had significant differences (p < 0.001); that is, the
grouping was effective [93]. Before the adjustment effect was judged, the low grouping
sample model and the high grouping sample model of the occupational target were first
tested for model fit, and the verification results are shown in Table 6. Both sample models
had a good fit [83,94].

Table 6. Occupational goal high-grouping and low-grouping model adaptation test table.

Threshold Low-Grouped Sample
Verification Values

High-Grouped Sample
Verification Values

GFI >0.800 0.902 0.892
AGFI >0.800 0.849 0.836
RMR >0.080 0.031 0.051

NFI >0.800 0.881 0.875
NNFI >0.800 0.870 0.851
CFI >0.800 0.900 0.885
RFI >0.800 0.846 0.838
IFI >0.800 0.900 0.885

PNFI >0.500 0.681 0.676
PGFI >0.500 0.589 0.584

The original work values, CDMSE, and CDM model were used as the benchmark
model. On the basis of the benchmark model, according to the two groups of low score
and high score for career goals, the influence coefficient of work values on the CDMSE
was set to be equal in the two groups, and this was used as the interference model. By
establishing an unrestricted model (i.e., the baseline model) and a restricted model (i.e., the
interference model), the chi-square values and degrees of freedom of the two models were
compared to obtain the difference in the chi-square values of the two. If the test results of
this difference in chi-square value were statistically significant, then it could be inferred
that the adjustment effect was significant, and vice versa [93]. As can be seen from Table 7,
the chi-square value of model 1 (the basic model) was 808.894 (DF = 102), the chi-square
value of model 2 (interference model) was 817.748 (DF = 103), the difference between model
1 and model 2 was 1 degree of freedom, and the difference between the chi-square values
of the two models was 8.854. The results showed that when the difference in degrees of
freedom between the two models was 1, the difference between the chi-square values was
greater than 3.84 (α = 0.05), so the difference in chi-square values was significant. As the
gap between the two models only added a restriction (low grouping = high grouping) to the
second model, if the chi-square values of the two models differed significantly, it meant that
the limit (the assumption that the path coefficients of the two groups are equal) was not true.
Therefore, the path estimation values of CDMSE→ CDM in the high-career-goal group
and the low-career-goal group were not equal, and it can be inferred that the moderating
effect of career goals is significant.
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Table 7. Single-path identity coefficients (CDMSE→ CDM).

Model χ2 DF ∆χ2 ∆DF p

Model 1 baseline model 808.894 102 8.854 1 0.003 **Model 2 interference model 817.748 103
Note. ** p < 0.01.

The path coefficient sizes of the high- and low-occupational-goals groups were further
compared, and the results are shown in Table 8. The path coefficient of CDMSE on CDM
was 0.551 (p < 0.001) in the high-occupational-target-group model and 0.3621 (p < 0.01) in
the low-occupational-target-group model. That is, the influence of CDMSE on CDM when
career goals are low was lower than that of high career goals. Thus, it can be verified that
career goals play a role of interference. Hypothesis 3 was verified.

Table 8. Interference path coefficient analysis table (CDMSE→ CDM).

Path
High Grouping of Career Goals Low Grouping of Career Goals

Estimates

CDMSE→ CDM 0.551 *** 0.362 **
Note: ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

5. Discussion
5.1. Differences in CDM across Background Variables

The results of the study showed that there were significant differences in CDM among
college students of different genders, consistent with Kazi and Akhlaq’s (2017) study [95].
This may have been due to the fact that female college students may have more hesitation
and lack preparation and self-understanding in the career decision-making process, have
lower awareness of personality characteristics such as the possibility of self-development
within a certain time limit in the future, and are more likely than male students to regret
their decisions [96]. Yu (2006) argued that due to the existence of gender stereotypes,
compared with male students, female college students have a relatively narrow range of
future career choices, and gender stereotypes restrict female college students’ exploration
of future career information [97]. In addition, female college students may be socialized to
present as more introverted and be less likely to voice opinions, while male college students
may have been socialized to be more assertive and more decisive in dealing with problems.

In addition, there were significant differences in CDM among college students in
different grades, consistent with the findings of Yang and Xie (2017) [98]. With the increase
in grades, college students participate in social practices and campus culture training, and
receive more opportunities for systematic vocational training, which strengthens their
vocational ability. In addition, because juniors and seniors are under pressure to enter the
world and enter the workplace, they have a stronger sense of urgency, which will make
these senior students more active in seeking information about careers and give them a
richer choice in terms of career decisions.

5.2. The Positive Effect of Work Values on CDM

The results show that work values have a positive and significant impact on college
students’ CDM. This validates the views of scholars such as Lewis-Smith et al. (2021)
and Rietveld and Hoogendoorn (2022) that values can positively guide professional
behavior [17,99]. Values are the inner scale for judging and evaluating whether things
are good or bad, and determine and command people’s attitudes, motivations, and be-
havior patterns [100]. College students are an important group in the younger generation
and are in a critical period of value establishment, and professional value orientation is
crucial to future career development, but the values of college students are not completely
determined, especially in the face of multiple career choices. Sometimes, they do not
know where to go, resulting in a confused mentality, which is mainly due to the lack of
discernment and analysis skills, insufficient life experience, etc. [101]. Therefore, in the
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education link of career planning, colleges and universities should tilt more class hours
toward the interpretation and analysis of careers, and guide students to interpret careers
from a dynamic and comprehensive perspective. Through career learning and planning,
let students determine a clear career positioning, provide students with favorable employ-
ment conditions through policy publicity, contact professional internship work as soon as
possible, and increase students’ job search weight. Task-driven teaching has strong support
for the improvement of employability, and applies task-driven teaching to mental health
education and career planning education to help students establish correct value goals and
emotional goals and cultivate positive work values [16].

5.3. The Mediating Role of CDMSE

The research showed that CDMSE plays a partially mediating role between work
values and CDM. It confirms the conclusions of scholars such as He et al. (2021) and
Hamzah et al. (2021) that self-efficacy in career decision-making can play a mediating role
in the occupational field [102,103]. Therefore, improving an individual’s CDMSE is critical
to helping individuals make career transitions and transitions between workplaces [104].
For college students, work values can be reflected in their preferences and expectations for
future jobs and workplaces [105], so they will further promote their CDMSE by tending to
collect employment information consistent with their work values, and high self-efficacy
can help them make an accurate self-assessment of themselves and use their abilities or
skills to build confidence in completing career decisions, which, in turn, makes college
students feel less difficulty in career decision-making [72]. The intrinsic reason for this may
be because values have a certain motivating function that can promote positive moods in
individuals; that is, values can stimulate the improvement of self-efficacy [106], increasing
confidence to complete professional decision-making behaviors.

5.4. Moderating Role of Career Goals

The research showed that career goals promote the impact of CDMSE on CDM. Specif-
ically, when a career goal is high, the impact of CDMSE on CDM is greater than the impact
on CDM when career goals are low. Previous studies have found that higher goals are
associated with positive emotions, while lower goals signify stress and worry [107,108].
Positive and optimistic emotions can effectively promote CDMSE [25]. Therefore, this
study further verifies the conclusions of the predecessors. As young people have not
yet developed a stable lifestyle, they are at a stage where career choices and goals are
shaped [109]. Goal setting is an important adaptive skill, so the promotion of this skill
could be incorporated into early education programs to develop more active, resilient, and
adaptable young people, in order to prepare them for the turbulence of future professional
life [110].

6. Contributions and Suggestions
6.1. Contributions
6.1.1. Theoretical Implications

First, the hypotheses of this study are tested and supported. Studies have shown that
(Table 9) work values have a positive predictive effect on CDM, and CDMSE has a partial
mediating effect on it. In addition, career goals regulate the effect of CDMSE on CDM. In
particular, high-level career goals can increase the effect of CDMSE on CDM compared to
lower-level career goals.

Table 9. Summary table of results.

Hypothesis Conclusions

H1 Work values have a significant positive impact on college students’ CDM.
assumption holdsH2 CDMSE plays a mediating role in professional values and CDM.

H3 Career goals play a moderating role in CDMSE and CDM.
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Second, the findings help improve our understanding of the antecedents of college
students’ career decisions. Although there appears to be a logical link between kaleido-
scopic career orientations and career decisions, no studies have theoretically or empirically
linked career values to career decisions. Therefore, our study fills a research gap.

Finally, using SCCT, we explore possible mechanisms by which work values are
associated with career decision-making. The analysis results show that CDMSE plays a
significant mediating role in this pathway, and career goals can play a moderating role
in the process of CDM. By incorporating variables from different theoretical perspectives
while testing their ability to explain career decisions, our study clarifies their respective
roles and is somewhat innovative in its research model.

6.1.2. Practical Implications

The findings highlight the importance of career values in improving career decision-
making among college students. As college students’ work values are thought to influence
long-term career choices and employability, a comprehensive description of work values
may help develop career counseling interventions to help improve students’ career paths
and employment arrangements [109]. In addition, in order to facilitate career decision-
making among college students, universities must help students establish reasonable
career values to guide their careers. For example, universities can offer individual career
counseling, career-related training, and seminars to help students understand their career
values and develop their own definition of career success. Through these trainings and
activities, students also gain access to career-related information and competencies that
improve their career decision-making and self-efficacy.

6.2. Suggestions

The development of students and the dynamic nature of social development re-
quire that students’ career development education should not only be short-term but
also penetrating and systematic at all stages of student development, to improve career
development education in an all-round and whole-process manner and promote student
employment [111], i.e., career development must be a sustainable, long-term process [2].
Colleges and universities must maintain sustainability in the education of career decisions
to ensure their future career success and development [112]. For college students who are
about to enter the workplace, the following three suggestions are put forward based on the
results of this study.

First, value orientation is relatively stable after the formation of personal values, and it
plays a role for a relatively long period of time. Value orientation and behavior are not easy
to change [113]. Therefore, colleges and universities should shape the values of college
students as soon as possible, for example, by utilizing educational guidance advantages of
campus news media and highlighting the government’s guiding role.

Secondly, CDMSE as an intervention variable makes a positive contribution to CDM
among college students. Therefore, in university vocational education, we should cultivate
a positive and optimistic attitude. In daily education, teachers should be more encouraging
and can strengthen college students’ CDMSE by inviting outstanding alumni to present
and carry out vocational lectures.

Finally, high-level career goals are linked with better career decision-making per-
formance than low-level career goals. Therefore, we should rely on educators to have
richer social experience than students, and use targeted case explanations, themed class
meetings, employment guidance, and other methods to help students concretize goals and
directions, so that students can understand their own connection with society and realize
that people themselves are goals, and so they learn to treat every life choice carefully and
take responsibility for their lifelong development.
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7. Research Limitations and Future Study

Although this study achieved its intended purpose, there were still some limitations,
and some suggestions for future research are put forward in view of the limitations of
this study. First, this study used a self-report questionnaire. Further, quantitative research
emphasizes that the purpose of hypotheses, variable control, and causality is to reveal the
objective nature of things, and there was a lack of understanding and explanation of the
meaning of factual phenomena in this study. Interviews could be introduced in future
studies and mixed studies adopted, which could not only verify the causal relationship be-
tween variables, but also introduce the subjective perspective and subjective interpretation
of participants.

Second, from Table 1, the sample size of subjects of different sexes and different
grades in this study was unevenly distributed, so the results of the difference analysis may
be somewhat imprecise. In the future, when collecting sample information, we should
recruit sample categories more evenly so the results of the difference analysis will be
more rigorous.

Finally, the sample selected in this study was college students in Guangxi. Guangxi is
located in the western region of China, and its economic development is relatively behind
that of the eastern region. There is a lack of educational resources and social resources, and
there has also been a certain delay in the specific implementation of some policy measures
introduced by the state. At the same time, there are also some gaps in the quality of higher
education in more developed areas, and Guangxi is dominated by ethnic minorities, which
may be different from Han college students in terms of behavior, value orientation, and
professional cognition. Therefore, the sample had certain limitations, and the coverage of
the sample could be expanded in the future to increase the breadth of the research results.
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