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Abstract: The aim of the study was to explore the relationship between college graduates’ dual self-consciousness, job search clarity and perceived stress, and reveal the mediating role of perceived stress between dual self-consciousness and job search clarity. In this study, 467 college graduates were investigated using the Dual Self-Consciousness Scale, Job Search Clarity Scale, and Perceived Stress Scale. After controlling for gender, age, and region, the results revealed that: (1) private self-consciousness has a significant positive predictive effect on job search clarity; (2) perceived stress has a significant negative predictive effect on job search clarity; (3) perceived stress plays partial mediation effects between private self-consciousness and job search clarity; (4) perceived stress plays complete mediation effects between public self-consciousness and job search clarity; (5) perceived stress has suppressing effects between public self-consciousness and job search clarity.
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1  Introduction

With the increasing number of college graduates year by year, employment competition is becoming increasingly fierce. At the same time, due to the superposition of factors such as the downward pressure of the global economy and the transformation and development of China’s industrial structure, it is difficult to change the dilemma of “employment difficulty” of graduates in the future and even for a long period of time [1]. On the other hand, the current situation that many post-90s college graduates “leave” or frequently change jobs after short employment has also become an adverse factor perplexing employers and disturbing the human resources market [2]. The above phenomenon not only reflects that the knowledge and ability structure of college graduates do not adapt to the needs of society and posts, but also reflects the lack of scientific rationality of college graduates’ career positioning, conformity and blindness in career selection, and the lack of clear job search objectives.

Job hunting is a process of goal orientation, motivation and self-regulation [3]; at the core the job search process is one’s goal. This is because goals can transform people’s needs into motivation, provide an incentive effect, point out the direction of efforts and reference standards for individual behavior, and facilitate individuals to adjust and modify their behavior in time, conducive to job success [4]. Clarity is a major attribute of goals. It enables individuals to know more clearly which direction they want to go, how they want to go and how much effort they have to make, which is helps to achieve goals more efficiently [5]. For job seekers, job search clarity refers to the degree to which job seekers have at understanding of the content and type of work they want, the way to get the job they want, and the time it may take to obtain it [6,7]. A more specific definition of job search objectives is helpful for job seekers as it can help to clarify potential obstacles and countermeasures during the job search process. Having clarity and a specific understanding of what one is looking for in a future job can positively impact the intensity, efficiency and results of job search behavior [8–10] as well as create a stronger foundation for individual career development.

The establishment of clear job search objectives needs to be based on the individual’s full self-awareness. The higher the level of self-awareness—the fuller the individual’s understanding of themselves, the external environment (natural and social) they are in, and the relationship between themselves and that environment. This self-awareness can help to deepen one’s understanding of the core issues of career exploration such as what they need, have, and can offer. The more comprehensive this understanding is, the better information provided for career decision-making and the more favorable it is to form clear job search objectives [11–13]. Parsons [14] also believes that self-consciousness is the first and the premise of career exploration and career decision-making. Self-consciousness plays the role of information collection, processing and integration. It is the bridge between individuals and the external environment. It is the necessary basis and core element for college students to form a reasonable self-awareness and clarify their job search objectives. In the process of participating in individual self-cognition, self-consciousness needs to pay attention not only to the interior of self, but also to the external environment. Dual self-consciousness divides self-consciousness into private self-consciousness and public self-consciousness—according to this standard, although separate constructs, they both exist at the same time [15]. Therefore, this study considers private self-consciousness and public self-consciousness as two variables to explore their effects on the clarity of job search goals.

Private self-consciousness refers to the individual’s attention and understanding of their inner selff, such as feelings, attitudes and values [16]. Individuals with a high level of private self-consciousness pay more attention to their internal feelings and needs, and often establish their job search goals according to their own interests, hobbies and needs. Because of this, it can be easier for individuals high on this to define job search goals, as the state of their personal interests are consistent with the type of work they are generally interested in. Public self-consciousness refers to individual’s attention and understanding of external factors such as external evaluation criteria and others’ views on them [17]. Studies have found that individuals with a higher level of public self-consciousness pay more attention to their role as social members, pay attention to the gap between themselves and social standards, and tend to act according to social expectations [18]. Locke et al. [19] point out that external attention to standards can be linked with achievement motivation, and promote people to express themselves in high-level achievement behavior by obtaining external recognition and interests, which may help them establish clear career goals and increase their chances of career success.

For determining clear job search objectives, it is important for individuals to gather sufficient internal and external information about what they want in a career as well as what is needed to obtain that career. Understanding this integration of what goes into this career trajectory, processing that, analyzing what steps are needed to initate and obtain this, and ultimately deciding on what steps to take next are key in determining one’s job search goals and their clarity. At the same time, one’s emotional state can impact the clarity of those goals and the decision-making process [20]. Isbell et al. [21] also pointed out that negative emotions can inhibit the overall processing of information, and that one of the main factors in inducing negative emotions is stress. Specifically perceived stress, which is a series of physical and mental tensions and discomfort individuals feel in stimulating events and threats. Fresh college graduates are not only facing the challenge finding, but are also in a turning point in life, transitioning from school to society. As a result, college graduates often can feel great pressure to find a job upon or before graduating. We anticipate that the resulting negative emotional problems for trying to find employment can affect graduates’ mental health and jointly affect the clarity of their job search objectives. Perceived stress is likely to be an intermediary factor between dual self-consciousness and job search clarity. In this study, five hypotheses were tested:

H1—Private self-consciousness positively predicts job search clarity;

H2—Public self-consciousness positively predicts job search clarity;

H3—Perceived stress negatively predicts job search clarity;

H4—Perceived stress plays a mediating role between private self-consciousness and job search clarity;

H5—Perceived stress plays an intermediary role between public self-consciousness and job search clarity.

2  Method

2.1 Participants

A total of 500 questionnaires were distributed to individuals who just graduated from college and who in the fourth year of undergraduate had only a job search plan. The individuals who reported having other choices such as postgraduate entrance examination, entrepreneurship and freelance were deleted. A total of 467 valid questionnaires were obtained, with an effective recovery rate of 93.4%. Participants’ ages ranged between 21 and 25 years (M = 22.1; SD = 0.7). Among them 253 (54.2%) were women and 214 (45.8%) were men; 156 (33.4%) were from the urban areas and 311 (66.6%) rural areas. Other demographic information of the participants is presented in Table 1.

[image: images]

2.2 Measures

2.2.1 Dual Self-Consciousness Scale

The Chinese version [22] of the Self-Consciousness Scale [23] was utilized to assess Dual Self-Consciousness. There are 17 items in the scale, of which 10 items measured private self-consciousness (including “I usually pay close attention to my inner feelings”); 7 items measured public self-consciousness (including “I care about what others think of me”). The measure was scored on a 5-point Likert scale. The higher the total score of the public self-awareness subscale, the higher the level of public self-awareness, and the higher the total score of the private self-awareness subscale, the higher the level of private self-awareness. In this study, the Cronbach’s α of total scale is 0.838, The Cronbach’s α of public self-awareness and private self-awareness scale are 0.802 and 0.760, respectively.

2.2.2 Stress Perception Scale

The Chinese version [24] of the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-10) [25] was utilized to assess perceived stress. There are 10 questions in the scale, including two dimensions of crisis perception and coping style. The scale includes four reverse scoring questions, which are scored on a 5-point Likert scale. The higher the total score of all items, the higher the subjects’ stress perception. In this study, the Cronbach’s α of total scale is 0.800.

2.2.3 Job Search Clarity Scale

Job search clarity was assessed using the subscale of it from the Job Search Self-Efficacy Questionnaire [26]. The questionnaire contains 7 questions, which are scored from 1 to 5; each question is then summed for a score of one’s job search goal clarity. The higher the score, the clearer the job search goal. In this study, the Cronbach’s α of total scale is 0.920.

2.3 Data Processing

In this study, SPSS 25.0 version was used for statistical analysis of the data, Mplus 8.0 was used for structural equation model construction analysis, and the mediation effect test was conducted by constructing 5,000 random samples with return and estimating the 95% confidence interval.

2.4 Ethics

The present study was carried out in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki and its later amendments. The Ethics Committee of the Northwest Normal University, China approved this study (ERB No. 2021016, Dated: 9/3/2021).

3  Results

3.1 Common Method Bias

This study controls for common method deviation by setting some items as reverse questions during sample collection and measurement. In addition, the Harman single factor test was used to test the common method deviation of the collected data. The results of non-rotating exploratory factor analysis extracted 6 factors with characteristic roots greater than 1, of which the interpretation rate of the maximum factor variance was 23.55%, less than the critical value of 40%, which shows there is no serious common method deviation in this study.

3.2 Descriptive Statistical Analysis

Compared with previous studies, the average value of the total score of self-awareness of college graduates in this study is significantly lower than the research results of Chen et al. [27] (t = −3.078, p < 0.001); there was no significant difference between the average value of the total score of public self-awareness and this study (t = −1.481, p > 0.05). The average of the total score of stress perception was significantly higher than that of Qin et al. [28] (t = 4.260, p < 0.001). The average value of the total score of job search clarity is significantly lower than the research results of Kang et al. [29] (t = −6.156, p < 0.001). This shows that college students in the job-searching period have an insufficient understanding of themselves, unclear job-searching objectives and are under greater stress. As shown in Table 2, there is a significant positive correlation between private self-consciousness and public self-consciousness, and both are significantly positively correlated with the clarity of job search objectives. Perceived stress is significantly negatively correlated with private self-consciousness, positively correlated with public private self-consciousness, and negatively correlated with job search clarity.
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3.3 The Predictive Effect of Dual Self-Consciousness and Perceived Stress on Job Search Clarity

Multiple stepwise regression analyses were carried out with private self-consciousness, public self-consciousness and perceived stress as predictive variables and job search clarity as the outcome variable. The results are shown in Table 3. The variables that can significantly predict the job search clarity are private self-consciousness and perceived stress, which explains 25.7% of the variation for job search clarity.
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3.4 The Predictive Effect of Dual Self-Consciousness and Perceived Stress on Job Search Clarity

On the basis of the correlation analysis, we used Mplus 8.0 further to construct and analyze the structural equation model, and test the mediating role of perceived stress between dual self-consciousness and job search clarity. Taking private self-consciousness and public self-consciousness as predictive variables; gender, age and region as control variables; and job search clarity as the outcome variable, four paths were constructed: private self-consciousness → perceived stress → job search clarity; public self-consciousness → perceived stress → job search clarity; private self-consciousness → job search clarity; and public self-consciousness → job search clarity. The boot-strap method was used to test the mediating effect directly through 5,000 repeated sampling. The results show that the fitting degree of the model is poor. According to the hint of the model correction index, after deleting the direct path of public self-consciousness → job search clarity, the verification results of the modified model show that the fitting degree of the model is good (χ2 = 294.814, df = 11, χ2/df = 3.372, RMSEA = 0.071, CFI = 0.992, TLI = 0.908, SRMR = 0.015). In order to better show the mediation effect model, the path from the control variable to the dependent variable is not presented. The simplified modified model is shown in Fig. 1.
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Figure 1: Simplified modified model

The path analysis results of the structural equation model showed that: the direct effect of private self-consciousness → job search clarity was significant (p < 0.001), the effect value was 0.407, and the 95% confidence interval was [0.321, 0.486]; the indirect effect of private self-consciousness → perceived stress → job search clarity path is significant (p < 0.001), the effect value is 0.108, and the 95% confidence interval is [0.061, 0.160]. This indicates that perceived stress has a significant partial mediating effect between private self-consciousness and job search clarity. The indirect effect of public self-consciousness → perceived stress → job search clarity is also significant (p < 0.001), the effect value is −0.120 and the 95% confidence interval is [−0.177, −0.068]. This indicates that the mediating effect of perceived stress between public self-consciousness and job search clarity is significant and plays a complete mediating role. On the other hand, the intermediate effect value ab is opposite to the sign of c and c′, indicating that there is a “suppressing effect” that is the phenomenon that the indirect effect in the intermediary effect offsets the direct effect, resulting in a low or even non-significant total effect [30].

4  Discussion

For college graduates, active and effective job-searching behavior (maintaining appropriate frequency and intensity of job-searching behavior, degree of job-hunting effort, and rational use of job-searching resources) is a necessary condition for their successful employment [31–33]. Some studies have found that individuals with higher job search clarity have more active and effective job-hunting behavior [34,35]. Therefore, job search clarity is the key to success in getting a job for college graduates. This study reveals the mediating effect of perceived stress on dual self-consciousness and job search clarity by exploring this relationship among college graduates.

4.1 Relationship between Private Self-Consciousness, Public Self-Consciousness and Job Search Clarity

The results show that there is a significant positive correlation between one’s own self-awareness and job search clarity, and this self-awareness can positively predict job search clarity, which supports H1. In real life, people with a high level of private self-consciousness pay more attention to their interests and hobbies. People are usually willing to spend more time on their favorite activities, which can help them to think deeply about the specific contents of career goals and clarify the methods to achieve them. The results also revealed a significant positive correlation between public self-consciousness and job search clarity. This may be because job seekers who pursue external evaluation often actively pay attention to the development of social situations and the needs of the employment market, which is conducive to individuals to effectively use this information to establish their job search goals. Moreover, a strong sense of social responsibility and professional mission are also important ways to improve job search clarity [36]. However, public self-consciousness was not found to predict the job search clarity, so we fail to reject H2. This may be because individuals with a high level of public self-consciousness often neglect their own needs due to an excessive pursuit of social recognition when making career choices [37].

From the micro level, everyone can get the career they are interested in and good at, which is the favorable basis for an individual’s career development. From a macro perspective, helping individuals make career choices consistent with organizational and social needs is also a necessary measure to promote social development and progress [38]. Therefore, under the comprehensive consideration of social development and personal development, in order to improve the job search clarity of college students, it is necessary to make a reasonable analysis of students’ private self-consciousness and public self-consciousness, and promote their harmonious development on this basis.

4.2 Relationship between Perceived Stress and Job Search Clarity

The results show that perceived stress negatively predicts job search clarity, supporting H3. This is because, when individuals perceive greater perceived stress (such as difficulty to overcome an obstacle, lack of necessary support, etc.), they often do not turn their interest into career goals, and it is difficult to trigger effective actions [39,40]; furthermore high stress is not conducive for individuals’ to make better decisions [41]. For the vast majority of fresh graduates, job hunting is a major challenge in life, and it is inevitable to feel the pressure finding and getting a job. Tension, anxiety and other negative emotions caused by stress are important factors leading to their career decision-making difficulties, which can cloud the formation of clear job search goals [42,43].

Therefore, the employment services of colleges and universities can take the adjustment of graduates’ stress perception into consideration. Specifically, they can start by understanding their levels of stress on the student level and from society more broadly. They can also provide support and guide graduates to correctly understand the possible setbacks, learn positive stress coping styles [44], master the methods of emotion regulation, and help them manage their time more efficiently to alleviate their stress perceptions [45,46]. Further, uniting families and society to provide practical employment support for graduates and build a positive and safe job-hunting atmosphere (for example, avoid blindly exaggerating the degree of employment difficulties) should also be considered in order to lessen stress levels. Other studies have shown that clear goals can in turn alleviate job seekers’ anxiety and stress [47,48]. By providing support and lessening anxiety, job-hunting for graduates can become more clearer.

4.3 The Role of Perceived Stress between Dual Self-Consciousness and Job Search Clarity

The model constructed in this study shows that perceived stress plays a partial intermediary role between private self-consciousness and job search clarity, supporting H4. Additionally, perceived stress plays a complete mediating role between public self-consciousness and job search clarity, which supports H5. Moreover, there is a special case found in this study where perceived stress has a “suppressing effect,” in the relationship between public self-consciousness and job search clarity, resulting in the failure of the direct path from public self-consciousness to job search clarity. This effect explains the low correlation between public self-consciousness and job search clarity in this study. That is, perceived stress masks the relationship between public self-consciousness and job search clarity, reducing the correlation between them. This is also one of the reasons for the low correlation between public self-consciousness and the job search clarity than for job search clarity and private self-consciousness, in this study. The model constructed also shows that for the path public self-consciousness → perceived stress → job search clarity, the higher the public self-consciousness, the higher the perceived stress, which inhibits the improvement of job search clarity; indicating that pressure perception is an obstacle between public self-consciousness and job search clarity. For senior graduates, the employment problem is imminent. They do not have much time for career exploration. This time pressure can affect the depth and mode of career information searches, which can reduce the quality of career decision-making [49] and lower the clarity and rationality of their job search objectives. However, in the path of private self-consciousness → perceived stress → job search clarity, the higher the private self-consciousness, the smaller the perceived stress, which promotes the improvement of job search clarity, indicating that perceived stress is a favorable factor between private self-consciousness and job search clarity. Individuals with a high level of private self-consciousness need to appropriately increase crisis awareness, which is conducive to making decisions faster and clarifying job search objectives. Therefore, it is necessary to evaluate the characteristics of dual self-consciousness when adjusting for stress perception to help graduates clarify their job-hunting goals.

5  Limitations and Future Research

The present study has some limitations. First, the research participants recruited in this study are college students in Northwest China. Compared with other regions in China, the economy of this region is not as developed, and the employment market is not very prosperous, which can have narrowing impacts in terms of their vision and horizons for understanding the vast amount of available employment options. Therefore, whether the results of this study are applicable to college students in other parts of China remains to be discussed and further investigation. Second, this study only uses scale tools to collect data, and the research method occurred at one timepoint; the data also could be biased based on the deterioration of the social approval expectation or memory of the participants. Third, there might be other factors that contribute to job search clarity for Chinese graduates not assessed in this study. In this study, we only examined the contribution of perceived stress and dual consciousness to job search clarity.

Further research should include representative samples from different regions of China in order to obtain an overall norm, providing a more general basis for this evaluation. In addition, future research can also adopt the mixed research paradigm combining qualitative research and quantitative research, and combine experimental research methods more deeply. Finally, the level of dual self-consciousness and perceived stress is not invariable, and the career guidance (assessment and intervention) carried out by colleges and universities for college students also needs to be tracked for across time to achieve better results.

6  Conclusion and Implications

Results of this study show that dual self-consciousness ultimately affects college graduates’ job search clarity through perceived stress. For them, perceived stress is not only a favorable factor between private self-consciousness and job search clarity, but also a hindering factor between public self-consciousness and job search clarity. In view of the complex role of perceived stress, we should guide college students reasonably on the basis of clarifying their level of private self-consciousness and public self-consciousness which can help adjust their perceived stress and overall help to improve their job search clarity.

This study further enriches the theory of career development and provides empirical evidence for the direction of career planning intervention for college students. It also has important educational significance for improving job search clarity of college students. In summary, college students need to start career planning as early as possible; invest more time in career exploration; reasonably improve their level of private self-consciousness and public self-consciousness; have a better handling on stress so that it does not interfere; and put forth efforts to initate improving their job search clarity—so they can lay the foundation for high-quality successful employment and rapid development of career. A start to helping recent graduates can be for the career planning services offices and programs in universities to take these variables into consideration and create resources to better serve undergraduates and recent graduates at whatever stage they are in to propel them to their desired career trajectory.
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Table 2: Descriptive statistics of the study variables (n = 467)

Variables M SD 1 2 3

1. Private self-consciousness 26.842 4.638 -

2. Public self-consciousness 17.424 3.882 0.463%** -

3. Perceived stress 18.987 5.109 —0.225%** 0.298%** -

4. Job search clarity 24.304 4.338 0.451%** 0.171%** —0.327***

Note: M = mean; SD = standard deviation. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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Table 1: Demographic information of the participants

Variables Groups Frequency (%)
Gender Women 253 (54.2%)
Men 214 (45.8%)
Age 21 58 (12.4%)
22 330 (70.7%)
23 53 (11.3%)
24 19 (4.1%)
25 7 (1.5%)
Region Urban 156 (33.4%)
Rural 311 (66.6%)
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Table 3: The predictive effect of private self-consciousness and perceived stress on the job search

p SE 95% CI [lower, upper] p value
Pr-SC — PS —0.462 0.052 [-0.563, —0.362] <0.001
Pu-SC — PS 0.512 0.047 [0.420, 0.604] <0.001
Pr-SC — JSC 0.407 0.042 [0.321, 0.486] <0.001
PS — JSC —0.234 0.049 [—0.327, —0.138] <0.001
Pr-SC — PS — JSC 0.108 0.025 [0.061, 0.160] <0.001
Pu-SC — PS — JSC —0.12 0.027 [-0.177, —0.068] <0.001

Note: Pr-SC = private self-consciousness, Pu-SC = public self-consciousness, PS = perceived stress, JSC = job search clarity.
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