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Abstract: Amidst the unique challenges faced by rural educators is their sense of decent work influenced by levels
of social support, career self-efficacy, and marginalization. To investigate these relationships, we surveyed 435 rural
school teachers (females = 69.32%, mean years teaching experience = 13.6, SD = 7.7 years). The Structural Equation
Modeling results indicated that social support positively predicts teachers’ perceptions of decent work. Career self-efficacy
mediated the relationship between social support and a higher sense of decent work, while marginalization mediated
the relationship such that lower social support predicted lower perceptions of decent work. Career self-efficacy and
marginalization also had a sequential mediation relationship: higher social support enhanced career self-efficacy, which
in turn reduced marginalization experiences, ultimately improving teachers’ perceptions of decent work. These findings
align with the predictions of Social Cognitive Career Theory and the Psychology of Working Theory, demonstrating that
environmental supports enhance personal psychological resources, reduce marginalization risks, and promote positive
work-related outcomes. The study findings highlight the necessity for education departments to improve rural teachers’
perceptions of decent work by providing social support to foster positive work experiences for teachers at high risk for

marginalization and diminished career self-efficacy.
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Introduction

Across occupations, people desire decent work to enhance
their quality of work life. The concept of decent work
is closely related to an individual’s career development,
including job satisfaction, turnover intention, work moti-
vation, and career commitment (Wei & Duffy, 2022; Xu
et al., 2022). At the same time, social support makes a dif-
ference in how individuals manage their work lives (Taylor,
2011). Similarly, career self-efficacy (CSE) influences
career beliefs, career adaptability, decent work perception,
and career decision-making processes (Chan, 2020; Duffy
et al., 2016; Hou et al., 2019). Conceivably, with higher
social support, people have a sense of decency in their
work lives, although this may vary in unknown ways
by their career self-efficacy and sense of marginalization
or deprivation.

Although substantial research has been conducted on
decent work among various populations, such as blue-
collar workers, urban employees, and minority groups,
limited attention has been given to rural primary school
teachers (Kekana et al., 2022; Wang et al., 2019; Williams
et al., 2023). Given this gap, conducting in-depth research
on rural primary teachers holds significant theoretical and
practical significance.

Theoretical foundations. Social Cognitive Career
Theory (SCCT) proposes an interplay among environ-
mental factors, such as learning experiences and social
support, individual psychological traits, and behavioral
outcomes (Lent et al., 2002). Within this theory, Career
Self-Efficacy is a core concept in shaping an individual’s

career decisions, career beliefs, and work attitudes (Chan,
2020; Lent et al., 1994; Lent et al., 2019). Additionally,
CSE is influenced by factors such as social support and
learning experiences (Bassi et al., 2007; Orakci et al.,
2022). Hence, when teachers have greater social support,
their CSE would also increase. This heightened CSE
enhances their personal beliefs in their ability to perform
the teaching tasks they face, which, in turn, positively
influences their perceptions of decent work. Moreover, by
their socio-cognitive assets, people may experience less
marginalization or a sense of derogation of social status
(Ma et al., 2019). In the Psychology of Working Theory
(PWT), a sense of marginalization would negatively affect
decent work lives (Duffy et al., 2021). Therefore, we
propose that when rural teachers lack social support, they
are more likely to feel marginalized, thereby affecting their
perception of decent work.

Social Support and Decent Work

Within the SCCT framework, social support includes
encouragement, information sharing, and advice important
to people’s work motivations, interests, and abilities, which
would extend to a sense of decent work experiences (Lent
et al., 2022). Decent work comprises five components:
safe working conditions, access to healthcare, fair compen-
sation, leisure time during the workweek, and alignment
of workplace values with home life (Duffy et al., 2016).
Perception of decent work predicted their overall well-
being and job satisfaction (Alfa et al., 2023; Blustein et al.,
2020; Kozan et al., 2019; Mcllveen et al., 2021), as well
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as work volition and career adaptability (Blustein et al.,
2016). Perception of decent work was often constrained by
marginalization experiences (Wang & Chang, 2025).

CSE mediation

CSE includes factors such as social support, role models,
and career exploration and decision-making learning expe-
riences (Chan, 2020; Ireland & Lent, 2018; Rivera et al.,
2007) for guiding career decisions and behaviors (Lent,
2002). Individuals with high CSE are more inclined to
proactively pursue challenging career objectives, persevere
in their efforts, and ultimately experience greater job sat-
isfaction (Bandura, 2012; Perera et al., 2022). Conversely,
individuals with low CSE may be more susceptible to feel-
ings of discouragement and a tendency to withdraw from
career pursuits. CSE mediated the relationship between
calling and career outcome expectations (Domene, 2012)
and career exploration (Zhang & Huang, 2018).

Marginalization mediation

Marginalization is associated with employment discrimi-
nation, economic inequality, and social exclusion (Blustein
etal.,2016; Duffy et al., 2016). Rural teachers are at higher
risk for marginalization. This is primarily due to the chal-
lenges typically encountered in rural areas, such as limited
educational resources, relatively low socioeconomic status,
a lack of professional development opportunities, and
the remote geographical locations of schools (Sargent &
Hannum, 2005). Marginalization often involves limitations
on job opportunities and instability in social status, which
can impact how individuals perceive decent work (Duffy
et al., 2020).

CSE and marginalization chain mediation

Higher CSE instills greater confidence in individuals to
confront career challenges and actively seek good work,
consequently enhancing their prospects for attaining such
employment (Chan, 2020). Conversely, marginalization
may erode an individual’s CSE, leading them to perceive
a lack of value and opportunities within the occupational
sphere, thereby diminishing their motivation to seek decent
work (Blustein et al., 2019). Social support plays a piv-
otal role in this process. It can aid in strengthening an
individual’s CSE by offering emotional, informational, and
resource-based support, thereby mitigating the adverse
effects of marginalization on CSE. Consequently, social
support can act as a mediating factor in the relationship
between CSE and the pursuit of decent work by elevating
an individual’s CSE.

The Chinese rural teaching context

As of 2022, there were 2.2 million rural teachers in China,
constituting 25% of the total teaching workforce (Wu
& Qin, 2023). Additionally, the number of students in
non-urban compulsory education in China reached 93.208
million, approximately 60% of the total compulsory educa-
tion enrollment in the country (Fu & Liu, 2022). This data
indicated that rural teachers carried a substantial teaching
workload. Furthermore, previous research has shown that
many of these teachers desire to leave their positions.
Specifically, approximately 30% of teachers consistently

express a desire to resign, and about 52% of teachers
indicated a moderate to strong intention to resign (Wang,
2023). Rural teachers in China have been deeply rooted
in grassroots education for years. However, due to poor
working conditions, limited social resources, underdevel-
oped local economies, and limited interaction with a less
diverse population, these factors often make rural primary
teachers feel marginalized (Zhou, 2020).

Goals of the study. We aimed to examine the per-
ception of decent work among Chinese rural primary
teachers by their sense of social support, career self-
efficacy and marginalization. (see Figure 1). We tested the
following hypotheses.

Hypothesis 1: Social support is positively related to
decent work.

Hypothesis 2: CSE mediates the relationship between
social support and decent work.

Hypothesis 3: Marginalization mediates the relation-
ship between social support and decent work.

Hypothesis 4: CSE and marginalization mediate the
relationship between social support and decent work.

CSE » M

SS  DW

Figure 1. Conceptual framework. Note. SS: Social Support,
CSE: Career Self-efficacy, M: Marginalization, DW: Decent
Work.

Method

Participants

The participants were 435 rural school teachers, of whom
69.32% were female. In terms of age distribution, 28.84%
of the teachers were aged 30 years or younger, 19.41%
were between 31 and 40 years old, 30.13% were between
41 and 50 years old, and 21.63% were aged 51 years or
older. Regarding marital status, 76.71% of the participants
were married, while 23.29% were unmarried.

Measures

Social support. To assess participants’ perceived social
support, we utilized the 22-item Chinese Social Support
Questionnaire (CSSQ, Liu, 2010). This scale comprises
three distinct dimensions: family support (7 items), friend
support (12 items), and other support (3 items). Sample
items include statements such as “My family provided
emotional support when I needed it”, “I have friends who
assist me during times of trouble”, and “I have someone
to offer guidance in my work or studies”. Respondents
rate their level of agreement on a scale ranging from 1 to
5, where 1 corresponds to “never” and 5 corresponds to
“always”. Higher scores on the scale indicated a greater
level of perceived social support. The Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient for CSSQ scores was 0.981, indicating strong
internal consistency.
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Career self-efficacy. To measure participants’ CSE,
we employed the 12-item Teacher Efficacy Scale
(TSE, Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001). Sample items
from each of the three subscales include statements such
as “Being able to stop disruptive student behavior in the
classroom”, “Being able to encourage students who are
not interested in learning”, and “Being able to assess
students from multiple perspectives”. Items are rated on
a S5-point Likert scale, where 1 represents ‘never’ and 5
represents ‘very much’. Higher scores on this scale were
indicative of greater teacher self-efficacy. The Cronbach’s
alpha coefficient for TES scores was 0.968, indicating
strong internal consistency.

Marginalization. To assess participants’ percep-
tions of marginalization experiences, we utilized the
3-item Lifetime Experiences of Marginalization Scale
(LEMS, Duffy et al., 2019). An example item from
the scale was “During my lifetime, I have had many
interpersonal interactions that have often left me feeling
marginalized”. Items were rated on a 7-point Likert scale,
with 1 indicating “Strongly Disagree” and 7 indicating
“Strongly Agree”. Higher scores on this scale signified
a greater degree of perceived marginalization. The Cron-
bach’s alpha coefficient for the LEMS in the present study
was 0.943.

Decent work. To assess participants’ perceptions of
decent work, we employed the 15-item Decent Work
Scale (DWS, Duffy et al., 2017). This scale comprises
five subscales: adequate compensation (3 items), access
to adequate healthcare (3 items), safe working conditions
(3 items), work hours allowing for sufficient rest and
leisure (3 items), and organizational values congruent
with familial and social values (3 items). Sample items
include, “I feel emotionally safe interacting with people at
work”, “I receive good healthcare benefits from my job”,
“I am fairly compensated for my work”, “I have leisure
time during the workweek”, and “My organization’s values
resonate with my family values”. Items are on a seven-
point Likert scale, ranging from “Strongly Disagree” to
“Strongly Agree”. Higher scores on this scale signified a
greater degree of perception of decent work. DWS scores
yielded a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.924.

Procedure

The UCSI University Ethics Committee approved the
study. The teachers consented to the study on the
Wenjuanxing (www.wjx.cn) in the WeChat workgroup.
We assured the participants of the anonymity of the
study responses.

Data analysis

Following these analyses, we employed AMOS 26.0
software to explore the relationships between various con-
structs and variables, thereby validating the theoretical
model proposed in our study, including an examination
of factor loadings, average variance extracted (AVE), and
other indicators to assess the construct validity of the
measurement model. Moreover, we conducted various fit
indices, including x2/df (the ratio of the chi-square statistic
to degrees of freedom), CFI (Comparative Fit Index), TLI,
SRMR (Standardized Root Mean Square Residual), and

RMSEA (Root Mean Square Error of Approximation)
were considered to ensure the adequacy of the model’s fit
to the data. These analyses were conducted to investigate
the interrelationships between variables and verify our
research hypotheses.

Results

Descriptive statistics and measurement model. Table |
presents the descriptive statistics of the research variables
and the results of the reliability and validity assessments
conducted through CFA. The standardized factor loadings
all exceeded 0.6, and all indicator factor loadings were
significantly different from zero at the 0.001 level. Further-
more, AVE values were all greater than 0.5, demonstrating
excellent convergent validity for each dimension of the
measurement model (see Table 2).

Structural model. Model fit was employed to assess
the degree of alignment between the theoretical model
and actual data. In this process, a range of indicators was
utilized to measure the adequacy of model fit. Firstly,
x2/df serves as a crucial indicator, where a value less
than 5 signifies an acceptable level of model fit. Secondly,
SRMR and RMSEA should fall within the range of 0
to 1, exhibiting an inverse relationship with model fit.
Values less than 0.05 indicated a good fit, while a value
of 0.08 suggested an acceptable level of fit. Moreover,
various other indices such as GFI (Goodness of Fit Index),
CFI, and TLI should exceed 0.9, indicating a positive
association with the model fit.

In the study, x*/df = 3.089, SRMR = 0.0463,
RMSEA = 0.069, GFI = 0.931, IFI = 0.970, CFI = 0.970,
and TLI = 0.962. According to the aforementioned cri-
teria, the preliminary assessment suggested a substantial
level of fit between the data and the model, indicating our
ability to proceed with further empirical analysis.

Social support and decent work with CSE. As
in Table 3, social support predicted a higher sense of
decent work (B = 0.329, Z = 5.716, p < 0.001),
thereby supporting Hypothesis 1. Social support predicted
CSE (B = 0.537, Z = 11.904, p < 0.001), supporting
Hypothesis 2. Furthermore, higher CSE predicted decent
work (B = 0.158, Z = 2.848, p < 0.05) in support of
Hypothesis 2.

Marginalization mediation. Marginalization media-
ted the relationship between social support and perceptions
of decent work, such that lower levels of social support
led to higher marginalization, which in turn was associ-
ated with lower perceptions of decent work (see Table
2) (B = —0.22, Z = —3.759, p < 0.001). Furthermore,
marginalization predicted lower decent work (B = —0.23,
Z = —4.692, p < 0.001). The indirect effect of social
support through marginalization was a B = 0.010, with a
95% BC bootstrap confidence interval of [0.004, 0.020].
This lends support to Hypothesis 3.

CSE and marginalization sequential mediation. The
relationship between social support and decent work was
explained by the strong positive correlation between social
support and CSE (B = 0.537, p < 0.001)and negative
CSE and marginalization (B = —0.118, Z = —2.042,
p < 0.05). Moreover, within the comprehensive model,
marginalization is negatively correlated with decent work
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Table 1. Correlation analysis and descriptives statistic of potential variables

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4
SS 4.1 0.722 1
CSE 4.278 0.576 0.350%* 1
M 3.603 1.533 —0.360%** —0.216%* 1
DW 4.029 0.729 0.426%** 0.509** -0.263** 1
Note. SS: Social Support, CSE: Career Self-efficacy, M: Marginalization, DW: Decent Work;
**p < 0.01.
Table 2. Standardized loadings and reliabilities
Variables Dimension Coef. S.E. V4 p  Std. Estimate Cronbach’sae C.R. AVE
DW1 1 0.743
DW2 1.348 0.076 17.706  *** 0.874
DW DW3 1.078 0.079 13.638  *** 0.670 0.924 0.864 0.563
DW4 1.106 0.082 13.457 *** 0.662
DWS5 1.178 0.073  16.03  *** 0.783
CSE1 1 0.935
CSE CSE2 0.993 0.032 31.338 *** 0.899 0.968 0.939 0.838
CSE3 0.982 0.030 32415 *** 0.912
M1 1 0.883
M M2 1.106  0.033 33316 *** 0.979 0.943 0.944 0.849
M3 0975 0.034 28.624 *** 0.900
SS1 1 0.939
SS SS2 0.517 0.018 27.969 *** 0.857 0.981 0.934 0.826
SS3 0.252 0.007 34.03  *** 0.928

Note. SS: Social Support, CSE: Career Self-efficacy, M: Marginalization, DW: Decent Work; ***p < 0.001.
CFA indicated that the measurement model exhibited a good fit to the data, as evidenced by x*/df = 3.089,
CFI = 0.970, TLI = 0.962, RMSEA = 0.069, and SRMR = 0.046.

Table 3. Mediation effect analysis

Effects types Point estimate Product of coefficients Bootstrapping
Bias-corrected 95% CI Percentile 95% CI
SE V4 Lower Upper Lower  Upper
Indirect effects
Model 1: SS — CSE 0.017 0.007 2.429 0.005 0.032 0.004 0.031
— DW
Model 2: SS - M 0.010 0.004 2.500 0.004 0.020 0.003 0.019
— DW
Model 3: SS — CSE 0.003 0.002 1.500 0.000 0.007 0.000 0.007
— M — DW
Direct effects
Direct effects 0.066 0.012 5.500 0.044 0.089 0.043 0.088
Total indirect effects
Total indirect effects 0.030 0.009 3.333 0.015 0.048 0.014 47.000
Total effects
Total effects 0.096 0.010 9.600 0.078 0.117 0.077 0.116

Note. SS: Social Support, CSE: Career Self-efficacy, M: Marginalization, DW: Decent Work.

(B = -023,Z = —-4692, p < 0.001). The estimated
value for the chained mediation effect is B = 0.003, with
a 95% BC bootstrap resampling confidence interval of
[0.000, 0.007]. This outcome lends support to Hypothesis
4. Table 3 presents three sets of comparisons: Model 1 vs.
Model 2, Model 1 vs. Model 3, and Model 2 vs. Model

3. Model 1 vs. Model 2 showed no significant difference
as the 95% BC bootstrap resampling confidence interval
for the comparison includes zero. On the other hand,
Model 2 and Model 3 exhibited a significant difference.
This comparison revealed that the mediating effect of
marginalization was greater than the chain mediation effect
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of CSE and marginalization. Furthermore, there was also
a significant difference between Model 1 and Model 3.
Among these three types of indirect effects, the indirect
effect of CSE (Model 1) had the largest magnitude.

Discussion

Social support was found to positively predict higher
levels of decent work perceptions among rural primary
school teachers. Strengthening individuals’ awareness of
decent work is critical, as it contributes to enhanced job
satisfaction and overall career well-being (Koekemoer &
Masenge, 2023). The pivotal influencing factor of decent
work, social support, should receive ample attention at
both educational authority and school management levels.
According to SCCT, enhancements can be implemented
across various dimensions, such as improving material
conditions, including income and working environment
(Lent et al., 2002). Additionally, at the psychological level,
school management should exhibit greater concern for
teachers’ daily work situations.

The results indicated that CSE mediated the relation-
ship between social support and perceptions of decent
work among rural primary school teachers. This finding is
consistent with prior research suggesting that higher levels
of social support enhance individuals’ career self-efficacy,
which in turn positively influences their work-related
outcomes (Chan, 2020; Hou et al., 2019). Based on
SCCT, environmental supports, such as social support,
can strengthen individuals’ beliefs in their ability to suc-
cessfully navigate career tasks, ultimately promoting more
positive perceptions of their work environment (Lent &
Brown, 2013). In the context of rural education, enhanc-
ing teachers’ CSE through supportive resources appears
critical for fostering a stronger sense of decent work and
improving their career satisfaction and stability.

The findings further revealed that marginalization
mediated the relationship between social support and per-
ceptions of decent work, such that lower levels of social
support were associated with increased experiences of
marginalization, which in turn diminished individuals’ per-
ceptions of decent work. This result is aligned with prior
research indicating that social and economic marginaliza-
tion negatively impacts work-related outcomes, including
access to decent work opportunities (Blustein et al.,
2016; Duffy et al., 2016). Within the framework of the
PWT, marginalization is considered a key barrier that
restricts individuals’ fulfillment of work needs and under-
mines their perceptions of career quality (Kim etal., 2021).
For rural teachers, the lack of adequate social support may
exacerbate their sense of marginalization, thus limiting
their sense of empowerment and career satisfaction (Dong
& Wang, 2023). These findings highlight the need for
targeted interventions to reduce marginalization and foster
more equitable and supportive work environments for
teachers in under-resourced areas.

The results also demonstrated that CSE and marginal-
ization jointly served as chained mediators between social
support and perceptions of decent work. Specifically,
greater social support enhanced individuals’ career self-
efficacy, which subsequently reduced their experiences

of marginalization, ultimately leading to stronger percep-
tions of decent work. This finding extends prior research
suggesting that psychological resources and social barri-
ers jointly shape work-related outcomes (Blustein et al.,
2016; Duffy et al., 2016). Consistent with the frameworks
of SCCT and the PWT, the results highlight that social sup-
port not only directly fosters career self-efficacy but also
indirectly mitigates feelings of marginalization, both of
which are critical pathways toward enhancing perceptions
of decent work. These insights underscore the importance
of holistic intervention strategies that simultaneously build
psychological strengths and reduce structural barriers in
supporting the career development of rural teachers.

Theoretical implications

From the perspective of PWT, previous academic inquiries
seemed to have not delved deeply into exploring the direct
impact of social support on individuals’ perception of
decent work and its underlying mechanisms (Duffy et al.,
2016). According to SCCT, social support was believed to
positively influence individuals’ self-efficacy (Lent et al.,
2002). Through the affirmation, encouragement, and assis-
tance from others, individuals gained confidence in their
abilities and potential within the professional domain
(Reddan, 2015).

The mediating roles of career self-efficacy and
marginalization in the relationship between social sup-
port and the perception of decent work could also be
explained through SCCT. Individuals, by receiving recog-
nition, support, and guidance from others, were more
likely to believe in their ability to overcome professional
challenges, enhancing their occupational confidence (Lent
etal., 2000). In situations where individuals perceive them-
selves as competent and capable of achieving professional
goals, a higher perception of decent work is likely to be
obtained (Pajares, 20006).

As for the explanation of marginalization as a mediat-
ing variable, the decrease in self-efficacy may also impact
marginalization. This may be due to individuals lacking
sufficient external support over an extended period in
society, leading to feelings of marginalization and causing
doubts about their abilities (Lord & Hutchison, 1993).
These doubts may influence their goal-setting and achieve-
ment in their careers. In this context, the introduction of
SCCT becomes particularly crucial.

Grounded in the SCCT framework, this study
employed empirical research methods to address gaps in
previous research within this domain, providing a fresh
theoretical perspective on understanding how individuals
perceive decent work. This research offers additional theo-
retical insights for scholars working within the frameworks
of SCCT and PWT.

Practical implications

This study holds significant practical implications, par-
ticularly within the realm of managing teachers in rural
primary schools. Firstly, the research underscores the cru-
cial importance of enhancing social support for teachers
in rural primary schools in influencing their perception of
decent work. Rural teachers serve as the cornerstone of
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successful rural education and play a pivotal role in driving
rural revitalization (Peng et al., 2014).

Educational authorities can institute incentive and
reward policies, including preferential treatment in pro-
fessional title evaluations, raising the income levels of
rural primary school teachers, and improving their daily
living and working environments (Chapman & Adams,
2002). Creating a social environment that respects rural
primary school teachers and alleviates their sense of
marginalization can further enhance their perception of
decent work.

In conclusion, this research offered valuable insights
into education policies and practices at a practical level.
Strengthening social support for decent work, enhancing
teachers’ self-efficacy, and mitigating marginalization can
contribute to improvements in education quality. It pro-
vided substantial guidance for education policymakers,
school leaders, and government decision-makers, thereby
supporting the development of a robust education system.

In summary, this study provided crucial revelations for
both theoretical and practical domains, guiding enhance-
ments in the career development of the education sector
and offering valuable references for career development
research and policy-making in other fields. This research
not only enriched the theoretical framework but also posi-
tively influenced actual education policies and practices.

Limitations and directions for future research

The study had several limitations. Firstly, the data
primarily originated from China and may not be gener-
alizable to other settings. Secondly, the study employed
a cross-sectional research design, and self-reporting by
participants, which can be susceptible to recall biases,
potentially impacting the accuracy of the data (Rindfleisch
et al., 2008). To address these limitations, future research
could consider using more longitudinal research designs
to delve into causal relationships, as well as conduct more
in-depth investigations into specific themes to enhance the
credibility and transparency of the research.

Conclusions

The study found that social support is an important pro-
tective factor for decent work among rural primary school
teachers. CSE mediated the relationship between social
support and decent work. Marginalization mediated the
relationship between social support and decent work. This
chained mediation emphasized the pivotal role of CSE and
marginalization in the occupational development process,
highlighting how social support impacted decent work
through multiple pathways. Therefore, education systems
should help rural primary school teachers get a higher
perception of decent work by improving social support,
CSE, or declining marginalization to effectively enhance
their perceptions of decent work.
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