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Introduction: Education and vocation are crucial to one’s identity. The current study aimed to see the association between
educational identity and career identity development among Chinese PE students. The mediating effect of self-efficacy on educational
identity and career identity was explored. Further, the study intended to see the moderating role of gender for the mediating effect of
self-efficacy between educational identity and career identity development.

Methods: A total of 369 (age range= 16-22) Chinese PE students were recruited as participants in the study. There were 180 (48.8%)
males and 189 (51.2%) females in the sample. Hayes process model 58 was applied to develop a moderated mediation model.
Results: The results reported that there was a significant positive association between educational identity with self-efficacy and
career identity. However, self-efficacy was not related to career identity. Further, self-efficacy did not play a mediating role between
educational identity and career identity development. On the other hand, gender significantly moderated the mediating effect of self-
efficacy between educational identity and career identity development.

Discussion: The study suggests that individuals who have a strong sense of educational identity are more likely to possess higher
levels of self-efficacy and a clearer understanding of their career goals. However, it is notable that self-efficacy did not directly impact
career identity, suggesting the presence of other factors influencing this aspect of identity formation. Interestingly, moderating role of
gender suggests that the influence of self-efficacy on career identity development may vary depending on one’s gender, highlighting
the importance of considering gender-specific factors in career-related interventions and counseling programs. The practical and
theoretical implications of the study are discussed.

Implications: The practical implications of this study suggest the importance of educational identity, the need for comprehensive
career counseling interventions, and the consideration of gender-specific factors. The theoretical implications contribute to identity
development theory, mediation and moderation frameworks, and cross-cultural research on career identity.
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Introduction

At a very young age, individuals learn to define and pursue long-term objectives, as well as develop the ability to modify
their goals to change social settings.! A large number of the goals young people create and pursue in this period revolve
around the domains of education and vocation.” An educational institution is considered a dominant social context for
adolescents as they learn and set future goals, thus developing themselves in that setting.> The major goal of education is
to develop the overall personality of an individual and prepare him or her for future work and life, by making them able
to internalize the association between education and work to learn basic skills for a better future.*> Hence, it is perceived
that adolescents’ educational and vocational identities should be interconnected to enable them to learn during their

education to develop vocational skills.
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Educational identity refers to the aims and ideals that people research and then pursue in the educational realm.” The
three-factor identity model reflects this domain of identity in the field of education.® This approach conceptualizes
identity development as the interaction of three interrelated educational identity processes: commitment, in-depth
investigation, and rethinking of commitment. These processes coexist in the dynamic of two identity cycles: the identity
formation cycle, which creates strong educational commitments by abandoning goals that are no longer satisfactory, and
the identity maintenance cycle, which strengthens current educational commitments through in-depth exploratory
pursuits.>”®* The research on educational identity shows that it plays a significant role in the adaptive development of
adolescents.’ Strong educational commitments and educational identity are positively associated with high levels of well-
being among adolescents. "’

Further, career identity is a major component of self-concept that is defined by the clarity, coherence, and consistency
of perceived vocational motivation and talents. In infancy and adolescence, vocational identity undergoes a series of
developmental changes as a consequence of the self-exploration and commitment determined by the individual and his
social surroundings. The process of forming a professional identity may result in the attainment of a personalized, self-
selected identity, identity foreclosure, or identity confusion. In contemporary, post-industrial civilizations, having an
adaptable, flexible, and self-centered professional identity is a crucial factor in achieving job success and fulfillment
(Meijers, 1998). Child and adolescent vocational development include the acquisition of knowledge, beliefs, and values
regarding work options and requirements, the exploration of interests that will be relevant for vocational interest
development, and the development of academic aspirations, self-efficacy, expectations, and attainment (London, 1983).

A longitudinal study on educational identity and academic achievement of Romanian adolescents supported the
notion that academic and educational identity leads to career identity development.'? Moreover, Negru-Subtirica and
Pop? found a significant reciprocal association between the educational and vocational identity of adolescents. Hence, it
is expected that the educational identity of Chinese adolescents would also significantly affect their career identity
development. Education is an important factor in selecting one’s future job path. The relationship between educational
identity and career development will have long-term effects on an individual’s growth. Teenagers can develop a sense of
continuity in their occupational pursuits when they have long-term commitments to their educational choices."
Surprisingly, less work on the link between educational and occupational identity is undertaken among Chinese
adolescents.'*

Previous research has suggested investigating mediators between educational and career identity. A mediator worthy
of consideration could be self-efficacy; which refers to the evaluation of one’s ability to plan and carry out an activity
successfully.'> There are ample pieces of research in the previous literature exhibiting a positive association between self-
efficacy with educational identity.'®'® Moreover, self-efficacy is also found to be positively related to an individual’s
professional growth.'” Research has supported the evidence of the positive impact of self-efficacy on the career
development of individuals. For example, Chan has examined the relationship between self-efficacy and job-related
factors and found that self-efficacy positively predicted the career growth of college sports students.?’ > Also, a recent
meta-analysis indicated that self-efficacy significantly increased career exploration among undergraduate students.*
Hence, it is expected that self-efficacy would play a significant mediating effect between educational identity and
vocational development.

In addition, past research suggested that the link between educational identity and career development may vary for
different moderators. Negru-Subtirica and Pop?® investigated the role of gender in the association between education and
career identity development. The authors found a positive association between educational and vocational identity in
a three-wave longitudinal analysis reporting that girls are more oriented towards educational exploration for vocational
commitments than boys.**2® Hence, it is expected that gender would play moderating role in the mediating effect of
self-efficacy between educational identity and career development.

Based on the available research, we hypothesized that there would be a significant relationship between educational
identity and career identity development among adolescents from the physical education field. It was expected that the
patterns of identity beliefs would be different for males and females with higher educational commitment among girls. It
was further predicted that self-efficacy would mediate between educational identity and career identity development. It
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was also expected that gender would play a significant moderating role in the association between education and career
identity, and in the mediating effect of self-efficacy.

Method
Study Design

This research study was a descriptive cross-sectional study. A survey method was used to collect quantitative data.

Participants

This is a survey-type study and participation in the research was completely voluntary. The study was approved by the
review board committee of the university. The population of the study was college students in China within the age range
of 16—19 years. The study was delimited to the departments of physical education. A convenient sampling technique was
used for the selection of respondents belonging to the physical education field. We distributed around 400 questionnaires
among the students. However, 369 valid responses were returned with a response rate of 92.25%. There were 180
(48.8%) males and 189 (51.2%) females in the sample. Due to the significant gender ratio difference in physical
education department, random distribution of questionnaires may lead to gender imbalance. Therefore, we randomly
selected 400 students, but fixed the gender as 200 male and 200 female students.

Instruments

Educational ldentity

The Chinese version of the 13-item Utrecht-Management of Identity Commitments Scale (U-MICS) was used to assess
the educational identity of adolescents in the current study.”” The scale was originally developed in Dutch,”® and also
validated as an English version in the previous literature.”” The scale contains 13 items, and three sub-components such
as commitment to education (eg, “My education gives me certainty in life”; 5 items), in-depth exploration (items such as
“I think a lot about my education”; 5 items), and reconsideration of commitment (eg, “I frequently think it would be
better to try to find a different education”; 3 items). Participants responded to each item on a 5-point Likert scale from 1
(does not relate to me at all) to 5 (applies to me very well). Cronbach alpha for the scale is 0.83.

Career ldentity Development

Career identity development was assessed in terms of commitment making, identification with that commitment, in-depth
investigation, and in-breadth exploration. It was measured by using the Chinese version of the 30-item Vocational
Identity Status Assessment.>® The scale was originally developed by Porfeli, Lee, Vondracek and Weigold®' It has three
factors each containing two sub-components. For example, career exploration is divided into In-Breadth Career
Exploration (eg, “casually learning about careers that are unfamiliar to me to find a few to explore further”; 5 items),
and In-Depth Career Exploration (eg, “learning as much as I can about the particular educational requirements of the
career that interests me the most”; 5 items); career commitment is split into Career Commitment Making (eg, “I have
invested a lot of energy into preparing for my chosen career”; 5 items), and Identification with Career Commitment (eg,
“My career choice will permit me in order to have the kind of family life I wish to have”; 5 items), and career
reconsideration is divided into Career Self-Doubt (eg, “When I tell other people about my career plans, I feel like I am
being a little dishonest”; 5 items), and career flexibility (eg, “My career choice might turn out to be different than
I expect”; 5 items). The internal consistency of the scale for the current study is 0.74 indicating reliability.

Self-Efficacy

Self-efficacy was measured using the Chinese version of the Generalized Self-Efficacy (GSE) Scale.>” We used the
updated Chinese version of the GSE which was adapted from the conventional Chinese used in Hong Kong and Taiwan
(Zhang and Schwarzer 1995). The scale was translated into simplified Mandarin from mainland China. The measure had
10 items rated on a 4-point Likert scale with a range of 1 = not at all true, to 4 = precisely true. An example is, “I can
solve most problems if I invest the necessary effort”. A minimum score of 10 indicated the lowest level of self-efficacy,
while a maximum score of 40 indicated the highest level of self-efficacy. Each variable on the scale contains five
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elements. Yet, this experiment used the unidimensional scale. The internal consistency of the scale utilized in this study is
0.92, indicating a good degree of dependability.

Analysis Techniques

Data were analyzed using SPSS ver. 26. Descriptive statistics were calculated with mean and standard deviations. As
recommended by Podsakoff and Organ,®® common method bias was checked. It was found that the first factor explained
29.37% of the variance showing no bias in data. The sum score for each variable was calculated to explore the educational and
vocational identity patterns among adolescents. The total score on educational identity and vocational identity by males and
females showed patterns across sex. Bivariate correlations were calculated to see the relationship among all variables.
Moderated mediation was assessed by applying moderated mediation model 58 of Hayes PROCESS ver. 3.4.1.

Results

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

First descriptive statistics were applied to get the means and standard deviations of the variables. Detailed gender-wise
identity patterns and self-efficacy are shown in Table 1. Mean values show that the overall career identity of male
adolescents (M = 94.51, SD = 12.41) is higher than that of females (M = 92.75, SD = 10.45). However, career
commitment making, identification with career commitment, and career self-doubt is less in males as compared to
females. On the other hand, educational identity is higher in females (M = 42.72, SD = 6.39) than in males (M = 42.47,
SD = 6.71). However, educational identity commitment and reconsideration are a little higher in males. In addition, the
self-efficacy of males (M = 25.19, SD = 2.77) is lower than females (M = 25.75, SD = 2.48).

Table 2 presents gender-wise correlation among career identity, educational identity, and self-efficacy of adolescents.
Career identity of adolescents is significantly positively associated with the educational identity (» = 0.367, p<0.01 for
males and » = 0.281, p<0.01 for females), and self-efficacy (» = 0.571, p<0.01 for males and » = 0.670, p<0.01 for
females). However, there is no relationship between educational identity and self-efficacy (» = 0.019, p>0.01 for males
and r = 0.009, p>0.01 for females).

Mediation Model (#4)

All the standardized regression paths of mediation models are presented in Figure 1. The results revealed that
adolescents’ self-efficacy is not significantly affected by educational identity (# = 0.00, p >0.05), but self-efficacy had

Table | Descriptive Statistics

Variables Males n= 180 (48.8%) | Females n=189 (51.2%)
Mean SD Mean SD

I. Career Ildentity 94.51 12.41 92.75 10.45

Career Exploration

In-Breadth Career Exploration 14.52 3.86 13.15 3.17

In-Depth Career Exploration 11.87 4.52 10.19 3.74

Career Commitment

Career Commitment Making 15.57 2.77 15.75 2.48

Identification with Career Commitment 19.19 4.48 20.26 3.6l

Career Reconsideration

Career Self-Doubt 18.98 321 19.25 2.94

Career Flexibility 14.38 429 14.13 3.68

2. Educational Identity 4247 6.71 42.72 6.39

Commitment 13.97 4.90 13.78 423

In-depth Exploration 17.13 333 17.61 331

Reconsideration of Commitment 11.37 2.82 11.32 2.74

3. Self-efficacy 25.19 2.77 25.75 2.48
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Table 2 Gender-Wise Correlation Among Study Variables

Gender Variables Career Educational | Self-Efficacy
Identity Identity

Males n= 180 Career |dentity | 0.367%* 0.571%*

(48.8%) Educational Identity | 0.019
Self-efficacy |

Females n=189 Career Identity | 0.28]** 0.670%*

(51.2%) Educational Identity | 0.009
Self-efficacy |

Note: **Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

a significant direct effect on the career identity development of adolescents (f = 2.64, p < 0.001). Further, educational
identity significantly directly predicted the career identity development of adolescents (f = 0.54, p < 0.001). Moreover,
the mediation of self-efficacy between educational identity and career identity development is not significant (indirect
effect = 0.022, 95% CI = —0.080, 0.121). It means educational identity does not transfer its effect to career identity
through self-efficacy.

Moderated Mediation Model (#58)

After checking the mediating effect of self-efficacy between educational identity and career identity development,
a moderated mediation model was developed by using the Hayes PROCESS model 58 (see Figure 2). First, self-
efficacy is regressed on educational identity (ali), gender (a2i), and the interaction between educational identity and
gender (a37). The results revealed that self-efficacy is not affected by the educational identity of adolescents (f = 0.03,
p >0.05). On the other hand, there is a significant impact of gender (f = 3.77, p <0.05), and interaction term (5 = 0.08,
p <0.05) on self-efficacy. The findings suggest that gender plays a significant moderating role in the direct effect of

/ Self-efficac
/al:.oo bI=2.63%**
Educational Career
Identity ol=.54%x* identity
Figure | Mediation of self-efficacy between educational identity and career identity development.
ali=.03 bli=2.95

a2i=3.77 \ Carcer

Educational c’=.56 2 identity
Identity a3i= .08 development

b2=11.09
Gender b3=.55
EI x Gender SE x Gender

Figure 2 Moderated mediation model for educational identity and career identity development.
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educational identity on adolescents’ self-efficacy. That is the effect of educational identity on self-efficacy is significant
for both males and females.

Then, the outcome variable, career identity development, was regressed on educational identity (c’), self-efficacy
(bl), gender (b2), and the interaction between self-efficacy and gender (b3). It is found that career identity development
was significantly affected by educational identity ((f = 0.56, p <0.001), self-efficacy (f = 2.95, p <0.05), gender (f =
11.09, p <0.05), and the interaction between self-efficacy and gender (f = 0.55, p <0.05). It means that gender plays
a significant role for the effect of educational identity on career identity development in the presence of self-efficacy.
However, the indirect effect through self-efficacy was insignificant in both males (effect = 0.104, 95% CI = —0.260,
0.034) and females (effect = 0.118, 95%, CI = —0.022, 0.256). The index of moderated mediation (index = 0.222, 95%,
CI = 0.024, 0.427) also confirms the moderating effect of gender on the association of educational identity and career
identity development.

Discussion

The current study aimed to investigate the relationship between educational identity and career identity development of
physical education students in Chinese colleges. The study further intended to see the indirect effect of educational
identity on career identity development through self-efficacy. The current study broadens the existing research by
examining the moderating effect of gender on the mediating effect of self-efficacy between educational identity and
career identity development. The study possesses theoretical and practical significance in educational and professional
fields. It contributes to the theory of career construction and social cognitive career theory.

First, it was hypothesized that educational identity would significantly predict career identity among male and female
Chinese adolescents. The results indicated that there was a significant positive association between educational identity
and career identity development. That is, adolescents with higher educational identity are more likely to develop career
and vocational identity. The results are in line with the previous work in which the reciprocal association between
educational identity and vocational identity was authenticated.” The authors suggested that higher educational commit-
ments facilitated the development of strong occupational commitments. These results also confirm the previous notion
that a steadfast commitment to an educational direction assisted adolescents in making better career explorations and
integrating these decisions into their self-system.?® It implies that students should be encouraged to develop educational
and academic commitment for future career development. Further, it was also expected that the patterns of identity would
be different for males and females with higher educational commitment among girls. It is found that girls and boys have
different attributions toward educational identity and career identity development. There is higher career identity
development in males than females indicating males have higher carecer identity beliefs and commitments. It means
males are more likely to agree with the statements like “trying to have many different experiences so that I can find
several jobs that might suit me”, and this result echoes.** On the other hand, girls were found academically more
committed than their male counterparts. They agreed more with the statement “My education gives me self-confidence”.
The finding is consistent with the work of*> who found girls to be more concerned and focused on their educational
endeavors. The findings suggest that educational and career development strategies must be designed according to
different genders.

It was expected that self-efficacy would play a significant mediating effect between educational identity and the
career development of adolescents. The results revealed that self-efficacy did not play an intermediary role in the
association of educational identity with career identity. The results are opposite to previous studies which confirm the
association of self-efficacy with educational identity,'®'® leading to vocational identity.36 A possible explanation could
be the collectivistic nature of Chinese adolescents who perform academic and career activities for meeting the expecta-
tion of significant others not for personal satisfaction.?’ It implies that the self-system of physical education students may
not be important for their educational and career commitments.

Third, it was hypothesized that gender would play a moderating role in the mediation of self-efficacy between
educational identity and career identity development. Our study explored that gender played a significant moderating role
in the mediation of self-efficacy between educational identity and career identity development; however, the indirect path
was insignificant. The finding is consistent with a recent study in which gender moderated the association of educational
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identity and career identity indicating a significant path from educational identity to vocational identity among girls.”
A possible explanation could be that girls are more involved in identity construction and maintenance processes than
boys,?* particularly when identity strivings are studied in the vocational domain.*® Thus, it is necessary to pay attention
to gender roles when educational and career identity enhancement is considered.

Strengths and Limitations of the Study

The study gives us a deeper understanding of the moderating role of gender in the self-system as a mechanism between
educational identity and career identity development of adolescents from the physical education field. The study might be
a pioneer one to develop a concurrent model for the variables. However, the study has a few limitations to address in
further investigations. First, we evaluated identity processes using self-reported questionnaires. The respondents may find
issues in giving views on the prescribed response scale. We may, however, integrate narrative accounts of identity-central
personal occurrences in the educational and professional domains in future research studies. Further, the study is cross-
sectional. Collecting data at different time points to see longitudinal effects may generate better results. Another
limitation of the study is the small sample from only one region in China. The researchers are recommended to collect
data from other areas of the country to have a representative sample. Moreover, the study has reported associations
between variables (eg, educational identity with self-efficacy and career identity), and did not provide information about
the directionality of these relationships or whether they are causal in nature. Establishing causality requires rigorous
study designs, such as longitudinal studies or experimental designs, which have not been employed in the present study.
Hence, further research is necessary to confirm and expand upon the current findings.

Conclusion

To conclude, a positive and strong relationship was found between educational and vocational identity. Career identity in
males is higher than that of females indicating the significant difference between male and female students. However, the
educational identity of females is comparatively high. Further, the mediating effect of self-efficacy between educational
identity and vocational identity was not statistically significant. On the other hand, gender played a significant moderat-
ing role in the mediation of self-efficacy between educational identity and career identity. The study suggests that
individuals who have a strong sense of educational identity are more likely to possess higher levels of self-efficacy and
a clearer understanding of their career goals. However, it is notable that self-efficacy did not directly impact career
identity, suggesting the presence of other factors influencing this aspect of identity formation. The study suggested
considering gender roles in the academic and professional domains of identity development. Interestingly, moderating
role of gender suggests that the influence of self-efficacy on career identity development may vary depending on one’s
gender, highlighting the importance of considering gender-specific factors in career-related interventions and counseling
programs. The study suggested considering gender roles in the academic and professional domains of identity develop-
ment. The practical and theoretical implications of the study are discussed. Implications: The practical implications of
this study suggest the importance of educational identity, the need for comprehensive career counseling interventions,
and the consideration of gender-specific factors. The theoretical implications contribute to identity development theory,
mediation and moderation frameworks, and cross-cultural research on career identity.

Recommendations
The study’s results recommend adding to the above conclusion:

1. Future study should examine cultural and societal implications on educational and career identities. Identity
development in different cultural contexts can help explain educational and vocational identity since the study
focused on Chinese college students.

2. Educators, counsellors, and policymakers must recognise gender variations in educational and career identity
development. Career development outcomes can be improved by designing interventions and support systems that
address male and female student needs and objectives.
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3. Self-efficacy did not mediate the association between educational identity and career identity in this study, but
additional mediators should be investigated. Motivation, goal-setting, and social support may be mediators in
future research.

4. To improve generalizability, future studies should use longitudinal designs and a more diverse and representative
population.

5. Qualitative research approaches like interviews and focus groups can enhance our understanding of educational
and vocational identity development.
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