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ABSTRACT: Objectives: Psychological resilience is a critical resource for vocational high school students navigating
social biases and fostering mental well-being. This six-month longitudinal study investigated the developmental
trajectories of discrimination perception, vocational identity, and psychological resilience in this population. It further
examined the longitudinal mediating role of vocational identity in the relationship between discrimination perception
and psychological resilience. Methods: A total of 526 students from five vocational high schools in Guangdong, China,
were assessed via convenience sampling at two time points: baseline (T1, September 2023) and six-month follow-up
(T2, March 2024). Measures of discrimination perception, psychological resilience, and vocational identity were
administered. Data were analyzed using a cross-lagged panel model to test for bidirectional relationships. Results:
Over the six-month period, students showed significant decreases in discrimination perception and vocational identity,
but a significant increase in psychological resilience. The cross-lagged model revealed significant bidirectional
relationships: discrimination perception and psychological resilience negatively predicted each other over time
(B =—0.124, p < 0.01; B = —0.200, p < 0.001), while psychological resilience and vocational identity positively predicted
each other (f = 0.084, p < 0.05; f = 0.076, p < 0.05). The mediation analysis revealed a dual-pathway mechanism. T1
discrimination perception exerted both a significant direct negative effect on T2 psychological resilience (f = —0.332,
p < 0.001) and a significant indirect positive effect via T1 vocational identity (indirect effect = 0.020, 95% CI [0.001,
0.046]). This confirms a partial mediating role, indicating that vocational identity functions as a compensatory
mechanism, transforming the experience of discrimination perception into a potential source of psychological
resilience. Conclusions: For vocational high school students, perception of discrimination directly undermines
psychological resilience, but also indirectly fosters it through the positive development of vocational identity. These
findings highlight vocational identity as a pivotal mechanism in the complex relationship between social adversity
and mental resilience.
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1 Introduction

Recent studies indicate a growing prevalence of mental health challenges among Chinese adolescents [1].
This issue is particularly acute within vocational high schools, where the detection rate for psychological
health problems reaches 37% [2]. In response, China’s Ministry of Education has emphasized the need to
cultivate positive psychological qualities and enhance mental health in this population through comprehensive
education [3]. Psychological resilience—defined as the capacity to recover from adversity, adapt to change,
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and respond positively to challenges—represents a crucial form of psychological capital [4]. Extensive
research has established resilience as a positive psychological resource that correlates strongly with adaptive
coping styles [5], and negatively with depression and other internalizing and externalizing problems [6].
Ultimately, it functions as a pivotal mechanism for enhancing adolescents’ psychological well-being. Therefore,
investigating the developmental trajectory of psychological resilience among vocational high school students
and its underlying influencing mechanisms is critical for developing effective mental health education and
interventions for this vulnerable group.

1.1 The Relationship between Discrimination Perception and Psychological Resilience

Discrimination perception, defined as an individual’s awareness of negative attitudes, prejudice, and
unfair treatment directed toward themselves or their group, is a primary risk factor for psychological
resilience [7]. Vocational high school students are a population particularly susceptible to such perceptions.
As they often enter vocational schools due to unsatisfactory performance on the secondary school entrance
examination, they confront a public stigma that positions them as academically disengaged, less capable,
and socially devalued. Studies indicate that over 90% of vocational high school students are cognizant of
this discrimination [8].

The well-established association between discrimination perception and adverse mental health outcomes
is particularly pronounced among disadvantaged student populations [9]. The Cumulative Risk and Protective
Factors Model offers a framework for understanding this association, proposing that significant risk factors
negatively impact well-being by depleting key protective resources [10]. Accordingly, we hypothesize that
discrimination perception—a potent risk factor—undermines mental health by eroding psychological resilience,
a critical protective factor. This pathway is further supported by evidence indicating that discrimination
perception activates an individual’s threat system, initiating cycles of self-doubt and self-criticism [11].

Therefore, this study proposes Hypothesis 1: Discrimination perception negatively predicts the
psychological resilience of vocational high school students.

1.2 The Relationship of Discrimination Perception, Vocational Identity, and Psychological Resilience

Symbolic Interaction Theory posits that individuals may internalize pervasive social prejudices, leading
to diminished self-evaluation [12]. In the context of vocational education, which is often publicly stigmatized
as inferior, students who perceive this discrimination are at risk of experiencing reduced self-worth [13].
This raises a critical question: how can this negative cycle be mitigated?

Rejection-Identification Theory offers a potential pathway, suggesting that individuals facing discrimination
may strengthen their in-group identification as a buffer against its adverse effects [14]. For vocational high school
students, discrimination perception may thus catalyze a deeper engagement with their professional group, thereby
fostering a stronger vocational identity. Vocational identity—defined as a student’s comprehension of the value
and significance of their future career, as well as an exploration of its intrinsic worth and ideals [15]—can thus
be strengthened by external social pressures. Consequently, this study proposes Hypothesis 2: Discrimination
perception positively predicts vocational identity among vocational high school students.

Furthermore, a robust vocational identity is posited to confer significant psychological benefits.
Research consistently demonstrates a positive correlation between vocational identity and psychological
resilience, as evidenced in studies of nursing students [16]. As a key protective factor, vocational
identity facilitates intentional self-regulation, whereby individuals enhance goal commitment and optimize
personal resources, thereby directly bolstering psychological resilience [17,18]. Supporting this mechanism,
individuals with a well-defined vocational identity report higher levels of hope and stronger resilience
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capacities [19,20]. It is therefore hypothesized that a stronger vocational identity contributes directly
to enhanced psychological resilience. This leads to Hypothesis 3: Vocational identity positively predicts
psychological resilience among vocational high school students.

1.3 The Mediation Effect of Vocational Identity on the Relationship between Discrimination
Perception and Psychological Resilience

A longitudinal perspective reveals a more complex relationship between discrimination perception,
vocational identity, and psychological resilience. The Rejection-Identification Model suggests that
discrimination perception can exert dual opposing effects on individuals: when individuals internalize
a disadvantaged status, they experience negative psychological consequences; however, when they
strengthen their identification with a meaningful in-group, this identification can buffer against the
detrimental effects of discrimination [21,22]. For vocational high school students, this framework suggests
a paradoxical pathway in which perceived discrimination may indirectly enhance psychological resilience
by strengthening vocational identity. Rather than solely constituting a risk factor, perceived discrimination
may simultaneously motivate students to strengthen their connection to their vocational identity—a
meaningful in-group affiliation. This enhanced identification, in turn, may develop into a psychological
resource that supports psychological resilience. Thus, we propose that vocational identity serves as
a mediating mechanism that transforms the experience of discrimination perception into potentially
adaptive outcomes. This leads to Hypothesis 4: Vocational identity serves as a mediator in the relationship
between discrimination perception and psychological resilience. Specifically, higher initial discrimination
perception predicts a stronger subsequent vocational identity, which in turn longitudinally predicts greater
psychological resilience.

2 Methods
2.1 Participants

A longitudinal design was implemented to investigate a cohort of Chinese vocational high school
students, who are enrolled in a three-year upper-secondary track operating alongside general academic
high schools. The research focused exclusively on first- and second-year students. This sampling frame
was selected for two primary reasons: first, these students have completed foundational vocational
curricula, providing a stable basis for assessing mental constructs like vocational identity and discrimination
perception; second, third-year students were excluded as they undertake mandatory off-campus internships,
resulting in a dispersed population that is methodologically challenging to track and would introduce
significant environmental heterogeneity.

Data were collected via convenience sampling from five vocational high schools in Guangdong Province.
The baseline assessment (T1) was administered in September 2023, yielding 1158 responses. A six-month
follow-up (T2) was conducted in March 2024, resulting in 886 responses. After merging datasets and
removing cases with single-time participation, careless responses (e.g., straight-line answering), and other
invalid data, the final matched sample comprised 526 participants, representing a 45.4% retention rate
from T1 to T2. The final sample consisted of 358 females (68.1%) and 168 males (31.9%), with 292 first-year
students (55.5%) and 234 second-year students (44.5%). The mean age of participants was 15.78 years
(SD = 0.74).
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2.2 Measures

2.2.1 Discrimination Perception Scale

The discrimination perception Scale developed by Dong et al. [23] was used in this study. This
scale comprises six items, divided into two dimensions: individual discrimination perception and group
discrimination perception. It employs a 5-point rating scale, with higher scores indicating a higher level of
discrimination perception. In this study, the Cronbach’s « coefficients for this scale at T1 and T2 were 0.93
and 0.94, respectively.

2.2.2 Adolescent Psychological Resilience Scale

The Adolescent Psychological Resilience Scale revised by Hu et al. [24] was utilized. The scale consists
of 27 items across two dimensions: personal strength and support strength. It uses a 5-point rating scale,
with items 1, 2, 5, 6, 9, 12, 15, 16, 17, 21, 26, and 27 scored in reverse. Higher total scores indicate higher
levels of psychological resilience. In this study, the Cronbach’s a coefficients for this scale at T1 and T2
were 0.82 and 0.86, respectively.

2.2.3 Vocational Identity Scale

Based on the vocational identity Scale developed by Zhang [25], this questionnaire was modified according
to the future expected occupations of the study participants to investigate vocational identity among vocational
high school students. The questionnaire includes 20 items across four dimensions: vocational belonging and
identification, practical exploration, in-depth exploration, and commitment reconsideration. It uses a 5-point
rating scale, with higher scores indicating higher levels of vocational identity. In this study, the Cronbach’s &
coefficients for this scale at T1 and T2 were 0.95 and 0.96, respectively.

2.3 Research Procedures

Data for the first wave were collected in September 2023 using an online questionnaire platform, while
data for the second wave were gathered offline in March 2024. This study was conducted according to the
Helsinki Declaration and approved by the Non-Clinical College Human Research Ethics Committee of School
of Education Science, Guangdong Polytechnic Normal University (Approval No. GPNU-PSY-2022-007).
Informed consent was obtained from the participants and their guardians.

2.4 Data Analysis

Data analysis was conducted using Mplus 8.3 (Muthén & Muthén, Los Angeles, CA, USA) and SPSS 26.0
(IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA) in a sequential analytical procedure. The process began with an assessment
of common method bias via Harman’s single-factor test, following the approach proposed by Zhou and
Long [26]. Subsequently, longitudinal measurement invariance for the key constructs—discrimination
perception, vocational identity, and psychological resilience—was established through confirmatory factor
analysis in Mplus 8.3. A 2 x 2 x 2 repeated-measures MANOVA was then performed to examine the main
and interactive effects of time (T1 vs. T2), gender and grade level on the dependent variables. Following
these preliminary analyses, descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations were computed to evaluate
baseline relationships among the variables. The core analysis involved estimating the reciprocal longitudinal
relationships among the constructs. Model fit was considered acceptable with CFI/TLI > 0.90, RMSEA < 0.08
and SRMR < 0.10. Finally, the longitudinal mediating effect of psychological resilience on the relationship
between discrimination perception and vocational identity was tested using the SPSS macro PROCESS
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(Model 4) with bias-corrected bootstrapping based on 5000 samples. The indirect effect of T1 discrimination
perception on T2 vocational identity through T1 psychological resilience was considered statistically
significant if the 95% bias-corrected confidence interval did not include zero.

3 Results
3.1 Common Method Bias

The results indicated that at T1, there were 10 common factors with eigenvalues greater than 1, with
the first factor explaining 23.24% of the variance; at T2, there were 9 common factors with eigenvalues
greater than 1, with the first factor explaining 29.40% of the variance. Given that these percentages are well
below 40%, common method bias is not a significant concern in this study.

3.2 Longitudinal Measurement Invariance of Discrimination Perception, Psychological Resilience
and Vocational Identity

To evaluate whether the constructs of discrimination perception, psychological resilience, and
vocational identity maintained equivalent conceptual meaning and measurement properties across the
six-month study period, a series of longitudinal measurement invariance tests were performed. As
summarized in Table 1, the results supported full measurement invariance for all three scales, confirming
that the factor structures, loadings and intercepts remained equivalent across time.

Table 1: Results of longitudinal measurement invariance tests for each scale across two time points.

Variable Model x? df CFI TLI RMSEA (90% CI) ACFI
L Model 1: Configural Invariance 255.99 18 0.93 0.88 0.16 [0.14, 0.18]
Discrimination . K
. Model 2: Metric Invariance 293.66 23 0.92 0.89 0.15 [0.14, 0.17] 0.01
Perception .
Model 3: Scalar Invariance 334.45 28 0.91 0.90 0.14 [0.13, 0.16] 0.01
) Model 1: Configural Invariance 7050.28 648 0.39 0.34 0.14 [0.13, 0.14]
Psychological . .
Resili Model 2: Metric Invariance 7139.66 674 0.38 0.36 0.14 [0.13, 0.14] 0.01
CSIMENCE  Model 3: Scalar Invariance 7313.89 700 037 0.37 0.13 [0.13, 0.14] 0.01
Vocational Model 1: Configural Invariance 1743.38 340 0.84 0.83 0.09 [0.08, 0.09]
Identit Model 2: Metric Invariance 1806.93 359 0.84 0.83 0.09 [0.08, 0.09] 0.00
enti
Y Model 3: Scalar Invariance 1871.58 378 0.83 0.83 0.09 [0.08, 0.09] 0.01

Note: df, degree of freedom; CFI, comparative fit index; TLI, Tucker-Lewis index; RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation;
CI, confidence interval.

3.3 Descriptive Statistics of Discrimination Perception, Psychological Resilience and Vocational
Identity among Vocational High School Students

The results of the 2 x 2 x 2 repeated-measures MANOVA are presented in Table 2. In terms of
psychological resilience, the main effect of gender was significant (F(1, 522) = 5.85, p < 0.05, nzp =0.01),
with males having a higher level of psychological resilience than females. Regarding vocational identity,
the main effect of grade was significant (F(1, 522) = 6.84, p < 0.01, n?, = 0.01), with second-year students
having a higher level of vocational identity than first-year students. For discrimination perception, neither
the main effects of gender nor grade were significant, but the interaction effect between discrimination
perception and grade was significant (F(1, 522) = 4.97, p < 0.05, r*,, = 0.01). Simple effect analysis revealed
that at T1, there was no significant difference in discrimination perception between grades. However, at T2,
first-year students had a significantly higher score in discrimination perception than second-year students.
No other main effects or interaction effects were significant.
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Table 2: Descriptive Statistics and ANOVA Results for Key Variables by Gender and Grade.

. Male Female 1st-Year Students 2nd-Year Students 2
Variable F (1522) n
(n = 168) (n = 358) (n = 292) (n = 234)
T1 Psychological
yenolog 89.52 (14.86)  85.75 (14.61) 86.29 (15.57) 87.79 (13.71)
Resilience Gender: 5.85* 0.01
T2 Psychological
yenolog 91.46 (14.51)  88.52 (15.20) 88.32 (15.13) 90.88 (14.82)
Resilience
T1 Vocational
, 69.67 (16.27)  69.80 (12.77) 68.33 (13.34) 71.54 (14.54)
Identity Grade: 6.84™" 0.01
T2 Vocational
_ 67.93(16.88)  67.93 (16.88) 66.27 (13.17) 69.34 (16.57)
Identity
T1 Discrimination
) 13.85 (6.66)  13.14 (5.16) 13.33 (5.44) 13.41 (5.99)
Perception Time*Grade: 4.97* 0.01
T2 Discrimination
12.40 (5.82)  12.36 (5.12) 12.97 (5.20) 11.63 (5.45)

Perception

Notes: Values are M + SD. The table presents significant between-subjects main effects. n?, effect sizes are reported (small = 0.01).
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

3.4 Relationships among Discrimination Perception, Psychological Resilience and Vocational Identity

3.4.1 Correlation Analysis of Discrimination Perception, Psychological Resilience and Vocational Identity

The results of the correlation analysis are shown in Table 3. At the same time point, psychological
resilience was significantly positively correlated with vocational identity and significantly negatively
correlated with discrimination perception. However, at T1, discrimination perception was significantly
positively correlated with vocational identity, while at T2, the correlation between discrimination perception
and vocational identity was not significant. Across different time points, T1 discrimination perception was
significantly negatively correlated with T2 psychological resilience, T1 vocational identity was significantly
positively correlated with T2 psychological resilience, T1 psychological resilience was significantly
negatively correlated with T2 discrimination perception and significantly positively correlated with T2
vocational identity.

Table 3: Correlations among Discrimination Perception, Psychological Resilience and Vocational Identity.

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6
T1 Discrimination Perception 1
T2 Discrimination Perception 0.41*** 1
T1 Psychological Resilience —0.47*** —0.35"* 1
T2 Psychological Resilience —0.31"** —0.54™ 0.50*** 1
T1 Vocational Identity 0.11** —0.04 0.15™** 0.14™** 1
T2 Vocational Identity 0.02 —-0.01 0.14** 0.37*** 0.36*** 1

Notes: “*p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

3.4.2 Cross-Lagged Analysis of Discrimination Perception, Psychological Resilience and Vocational Identity

Based on the correlation analysis, a cross-lagged model was constructed to examine the longitudinal
relationships among discrimination perception, psychological resilience, and vocational identity (Fig. 1).
The cross-lagged panel model was tested and showed excellent fit to the data, x?/df = 0.834, CFI = 1, TLI = 1,
standardized root mean square residual [SRMR] = 0.010 and RMSEA = 0.010. The CFI and TLI reached their
ceiling values, which is common for parsimonious models with outstanding fit [27]. The results showed
that: (1) The auto-regressive predictive coefficients of discrimination perception, psychological resilience,
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and vocational identity were all significant (p < 0.001). (2) T1 discrimination perception significantly
negatively predicted T2 psychological resilience (f = —0.124, standard error [SE] = 0.040, p < 0.01);
T1 psychological resilience significantly negatively predicted T2 discrimination perception (8 = —0.200,
SE = 0.044, p < 0.001); T1 psychological resilience significantly positively predicted T2 vocational identity
(B = 0.084, SE = 0.041, p < 0.05); T1 vocational identity significantly positively predicted T2 psychological
resilience (8 = 0.076, SE = 0.035, p < 0.05).

T1 Discrimination T2 Discrimination

perception < perception
T -0.124* T
-0.471%
l -0.200***

0.030

0.112*
T1 Psychological
resilience

T2 Psychological
resilience

0.076*
4
T1 Vocational ‘ 0.348** T2 Vocational
identity : identity

Figure 1: Cross-Lagged Panel Model among Discrimination Perception, Psychological Resilience, and Vocational
Identity. Note: Standardized results are shown in the figure; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

3.4.3 Longitudinal Mediating Effect of Vocational Identity on the Relationship between Discrimination
Perception and Psychological Resilience

The longitudinal mediating effect of vocational identity on the relationship between discrimination
perception and psychological resilience was examined using the SPSS macro program PROCESS Model 4
(Fig. 2). The results showed that T1 discrimination perception significantly predicted T1 vocational identity
(B =0.112, p < 0.05), T1 vocational identity significantly predicted T2 psychological resilience ( = 0.182,
p < 0.001), and the direct effect of T1 discrimination perception on T2 psychological resilience was also
significant (f = —0.332, p < 0.001, 95% CI [-0.412, —0.251]). Therefore, T1 vocational identity played a partial
mediating role between T1 discrimination perception and T2 psychological resilience, with a mediating
effect size of 0.182 x 0.112 = 0.020 (95% CI [0.001, 0.046]).

L 0.471% —_—

0.112*
l— 0.151

T1 Discrimination T1 Vocational
perception identity

<
~
~

S 0.348***

T1 Psychological
resilience

0.319*** ~

T2 Discrimination T2 Vocational T2 Psychological
perception identity resilience

T -0.438+ —/

Figure 2: Longitudinal Mediating Model of Vocational Identity on the Relationship between Discrimination Perception
and Psychological Resilience. Note: Standardized results are shown in the figure; Solid lines represent cross-lagged
paths, and dashed lines indicate the longitudinal mediation path. *p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001.
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4 Discussion

Against the backdrop of China’s ongoing initiatives to strengthen its vocational education system,
supporting the psychological well-being of vocational high school students has emerged as a critical priority.
This longitudinal study contributes to this effort by examining psychological resilience as a core protective
factor for mental health within this population. Specifically, we investigated the longitudinal relationship
between discrimination perception and psychological resilience, while also elucidating the mediating role
of vocational identity in this dynamic.

4.1 Development Trajectories of Discrimination Perception, Psychological Resilience and
Vocational Identity

The longitudinal data revealed distinct developmental patterns across the core constructs. Both first-
and second-year students began the academic year with comparable levels of discrimination perception,
which decreased significantly over the subsequent six months. This decline was more pronounced among
second-year students (p < 0.05). The higher initial levels at T1 could reflect accumulated exposure to
stigmatizing experiences during the summer break, when students increased contact with a public that
holds widely held pejorative views toward vocational tracks. The subsequent decrease may be attributed to
the protective school environment, where interaction with peers reduces these social threats. The steeper
decline among second-year students suggests a developmental progression, potentially reflecting their
more advanced cognitive maturity and refined coping strategies, enabling more effective management of
discriminatory experiences.

Contrary to the pattern for discrimination perception, psychological resilience demonstrated a
significant increase across the six-month period. This positive trajectory aligns with current educational
reforms emphasizing student mental health, suggesting that structured interventions—such as group
counseling and dedicated mental health curricula—may be effectively fostering this crucial capacity.
However, a persistent gender gap emerged, with female students reporting consistently lower psychological
resilience than males, corroborating previous findings [28]. Grounded in Individual-Environment Interaction
Theory [29], this discrepancy may be explained by the unique psycho-social challenges faced by adolescent
females, including more complex physiological changes, social expectations, and adaptation pressures [30].
These compounded stressors can impede their ability to mobilize psychological resources effectively,
resulting in lower observed psychological resilience.

Contrary to expectations, levels of vocational identity decreased significantly between the two time
points. This suggests that initial, often idealized, perceptions of one’s chosen career path undergo a process
of reality testing and realignment as academic engagement deepens. Encountering the inherent challenges
of their coursework may lead students to recalibrate their professional expectations, temporarily lowering
identity consolidation. Despite this overall decline, second-year students maintained a significantly higher
level of vocational identity than their first-year peers. This underscores a positive developmental trend,
likely driven by increased practical exposure and accumulated domain-specific knowledge, which gradually
builds a more robust and realistic professional self-concept over time.

4.2 Longitudinal Relationships among Discrimination Perception, Psychological Resilience and
Vocational Identity

The cross-lagged analyses revealed stable, reciprocal relationships between core constructs over
time. Consistent with Hypothesis 1, discrimination perception and psychological resilience demonstrated
significant bidirectional negative prediction, confirming a vicious cycle wherein each factor exacerbates
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the other. This aligns with existing literature documenting the erosive effects of chronic discrimination on
mental resources [11,31].

The negative impact of discrimination perception on psychological resilience can be understood through
several interlinked mechanisms. First, persistent exposure to stigma depletes key psychological resources,
which in turn compromises emotional regulation and hinders adaptive recovery from adversity [32].
This process aligns with conservation of resources theory, wherein chronic demands gradually erode an
individual’s capacity to cope. Second, discrimination directly activates neurocognitive threat systems,
triggering cycles of self-doubt and self-criticism. This response undermines foundational psychological
capitals—such as self-esteem and self-efficacy—that are essential for resilient functioning. Together, these
pathways illustrate how discrimination not only drains emotional and cognitive reserves but also actively
damages the core psychological foundations upon which resilience is built.

The protective function of psychological resilience was further evidenced by its negative prediction of
subsequent discrimination perception. According to the Psychological Resilience Protection Model [33],
resilience acts as a stable personal trait that moderates the impact of risk factors. Applied to this context,
students with higher resilience more effectively mobilize coping resources when facing social challenges,
which helps mitigate negative emotional responses and reduces their subjective sensitivity to stigma [31].

Notably, Hypothesis 2 received only partial support. Although T1 discrimination perception
was positively correlated with vocational identity—potentially indicating initial rejection-identification
processes—this relationship became non-significant by T2. This temporal pattern suggests developmental
asynchrony between these constructs. The initial positive correlation may reflect a protective identification
mechanism, wherein early discrimination experiences strengthen in-group identity. However, as students
adapt to the school environment and reported discrimination decreases, the salience of this protective
mechanism may diminish, ultimately decoupling the variables over time. Furthermore, the parallel decrease
in vocational identity suggests that without ongoing discrimination pressure, this specific identity pathway
may not be sufficiently maintained to preserve the initial correlation.

Supporting Hypothesis 3, vocational identity and psychological resilience demonstrated positive
reciprocal relationships. Students with higher resilience developed stronger vocational identities over time,
likely due to their tendency to maintain positive career-related cognitive schemas [34,35] and selectively
attend to positive professional information [36]. Conversely, established vocational identity predicted
subsequent resilience gains, consistent with Relational Systems Development Theory. Vocational identity
facilitates intentional self-regulation, enhances goal commitment, and promotes resource optimization [18].
Furthermore, the hope associated with clear vocational goals [19] provides positive motivation during
challenges, directing attention toward solutions rather than negative emotions [17], thereby strengthening
psychological resilience [20].

4.3 The Longitudinal Mediating Role of Vocational Identity

The mediation analysis confirmed Hypothesis 4, revealing that T1 vocational identity partially mediated
the relationship between T1 discrimination perception and T2 psychological resilience. This finding
demonstrates a theoretically significant dual-pathway model: while discrimination perception directly
undermines psychological resilience, it simultaneously fosters psychological resilience indirectly through
strengthening vocational identity.

The direct negative pathway aligns with established theoretical frameworks. Consistent with the
Cumulative Risk and Protective Factors Model, discrimination perception functions as a chronic stressor that
activates threat responses, eroding self-efficacy and depleting psychological resources [11,32]. Individuals
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with diminished self-efficacy tend to amplify negative emotional states, further exhausting cognitive
resources and impairing their capacity to mobilize protective factors when confronting adversity [37].
More remarkably, the indirect positive pathway reveals an adaptive mechanism through which
discrimination perception ultimately enhances psychological resilience. Vocational high school students
primarily encounter two forms of public stigma: stereotypes regarding their academic capabilities (e.g.,
“poor learning ability”) and prejudices concerning their professional futures (e.g., being relegated to “menial
tasks”) [38,39]. Rather than passively internalizing these negative labels, students actively resist them
through identity reconstruction processes. When confronting discrimination, they strengthen in-group
identification and engage in career exploration to contest stigmatizing narratives. This identity work fosters
vocational commitment, which subsequently enhances hope and goal-directed persistence—core components
of psychological resilience [19,20,31]. This compensatory mechanism aligns with the Dual-Effect View of
Rejection-Identification Theory and represents a promising avenue for mental health intervention.

4.4 Limitations and Future Research

Several limitations warrant acknowledgment. First, the exclusive reliance on self-report measures
introduces potential common method variance. Future studies would benefit from multi-method assessments
incorporating observational data, interviews and informant reports (e.g., from teachers or parents) to
enhance measurement validity. Second, the sampling frame excluded third-year students, who face unique
developmental challenges during the transition from school to work. Including this cohort would permit
examination of these constructs across the entire vocational education trajectory. Third, the two-wave design
constrains our ability to model non-linear developmental patterns. Future research should implement three
or more measurement waves over extended periods to better capture dynamic relationships among these
variables. Finally, future investigations should examine potential moderating factors (e.g., social support,
school climate) that might condition the observed relationships, thereby providing a more comprehensive
understanding of the psychological resilience development in this population.

5 Conclusions

This longitudinal investigation demonstrates the complex, dynamic relationships among discrimination
perception, vocational identity, and psychological resilience in Chinese vocational high school students. The
findings reveal a robust reciprocal relationship between discrimination perception and psychological resilience,
with each construct negatively reinforcing the other over time. Simultaneously, psychological resilience and
vocational identity exhibited positive bidirectional reinforcement, highlighting their synergistic relationship.

The study’s most significant contribution lies in identifying the dual-pathway mechanism through
which discrimination perception influences psychological resilience. While directly corrosive to resilience,
discrimination perception also indirectly enhances it through the mediating role of vocational identity.
This compensatory pathway aligns with rejection-identification processes, wherein students transform
discriminatory experiences into motivation for identity consolidation.

These findings offer actionable insights for enhancing mental support within vocational education.
Practically, they advocate for dual-focused interventions that concurrently mitigate experiences of
discrimination and actively cultivate psychological resilience. More pivotally, the central role of vocational
identity points to a powerful avenue for intervention. Structured programs that foster career exploration,
deepen professional commitment, and nurture a positive future orientation can equip students to reframe
social adversity into a catalyst for identity consolidation and psychological growth. Consequently, this
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study provides an empirical foundation for developing integrated mental support systems that synchronize
psychosocial well-being with career development in vocational educational settings.
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