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Objective: To understand the current situation of vocational college students’
mental health, take depression as independent variable, and explore the
mechanism of social support and mental toughness as mediating variables on
vocational college students’ career efficacy, so as to provide basis for effectively
improving teenagers’ career efficacy, promoting teenagers’ mental health and
future development.

Methods: A total of 780 students in the first and second grades of high school in
vocational schools were selected as the research objects by random cluster
sampling. The questionnaire survey was conducted by the 9-item Patient Health
Questionnaire (PHQ-9), Resilience Scale for Chinese Adolescents (RSCA), Social
Support Rate Scale (SSRS) and career decision self-efficacy scale of secondary
vocational students.

Results: Depression was negatively correlated with occupational efficacy, mental
toughness and social support (P < 0.01). Psychological resilience was negatively
correlated with occupational efficacy (P < 0.01), while social support was
positively correlated with occupational efficacy (P < 0.01). The influence of
mental toughness on occupational efficacy showed a masking effect, and the
indirect effect accounted for 18.90% of the direct effect. Social support plays a
partial mediating role in the effect of depression on occupational efficacy,
accounting for 35.87% of the total effect.

Conclusion: Psychological resilience shows masking effect in the influence of

depression on occupational efficacy, which is limited and influenced by personal
cognition, and emphasizes the importance of emotional management. Social
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support plays an important role in reducing adolescent depression and improving
adolescent occupational efficacy, and can effectively alleviate the adverse effects
of depression on adolescent occupational efficacy. It is suggested that family,
school and individual efforts should be made to strengthen the social support
network, improve the psychological resilience of adolescents, and help improve
their mental health level and professional efficacy.

social support, psychological resilience, occupational efficacy, depression, higher

vocational college students

1 Introduction

Adolescence is a critical period of cognitive and personality
maturity, self-consciousness differentiation, self-contradiction
intensifies, and physical and mental development presents a
significant imbalance, which is a high incidence period of
psychological problems (1). Under the influence of external
factors such as intense employment competition, academic
burden, peer pressure and parental control, vocational college
students are in a relatively high state of psychological stress.
When individuals make unreasonable evaluation of self-ability or
have unreasonable expectations for their life goals, internal conflicts
increase significantly, stress response increases, and depression and
anxiety are more likely to occur (2). Recent studies have found that
depression is an important risk factor for mental health. Family
heredity, family environment, parenting style, coping style and
personality traits may be the precipitating factors of depression. It
not only affects the individual’s quality of life and social adaptation
level, but also is closely related to the sense of professional efficacy,
causing great harm to the society (3, 4).

American psychologist Bandura proposed the concept of “self-
efficacy” (5), which is a kind of overall self-confidence that an
individual has when facing a new environment or new things.
Research found that self-efficacy was negatively correlated with
depression, state anxiety and trait anxiety, and positively correlated
with emotional intelligence and positive coping styles (6). Career
efficacy, also known as career decision self-efficacy, is the ability and
belief necessary for an individual to complete tasks related to a
career (7), which determines an individual’s participation,
investment and firmness in career activities. The level of career
efficacy directly or indirectly affects an individual’s career choice,
thus affecting the development of individual potential and the
realization of career goals (8). Zhou Jian et al. found that career
efficacy is significantly positively correlated with the employment
quality of higher vocational students (9). Compared with personal
background, career efficacy has a more prominent impact on the
employment quality of higher vocational students.

Psychological resilience is the ability of an individual to recover
quickly and overcome the damaging effects of severe stress or
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adversity. Psychological resilience plays a protective role in coping
with external pressure and psychological problems, and its good
development helps individuals avoid the influence of risk factors
and maintain their mental health (10). Social support refers to the
sum total of free help to socially vulnerable groups by a certain
social network using certain material and spiritual means. It usually
refers to the system that provides spiritual or material help and
support to individuals from various aspects of society, including
parents, relatives, friends and so on (11). Good social support can
improve individual social adaptability, and play an important role
in maintaining individual mental health and buffering the adverse
effects of psychological stress.

Individuals with different personality traits respond differently to
the same external pressures. Foreign studies have proved that fragile
psychological quality can become a catalyst for extreme emotions and
behaviors of individuals (12). At present, most of the existing studies
focus on the influence of family environment on adolescent
depression and career effectiveness, and pay less attention to
vocational college students. This study takes vocational college
students as the research object, with depression as the independent
variable, psychological resilience and social support as the mediating
variable, and career efficacy as the dependent variable. It is of great
theoretical and practical significance to establish the mediating effect
model and explore the internal mechanism of psychological resilience
and social support in the relationship between depression and
occupational efficacy, which is helpful to improve the early
identification and intervention of adolescent depression and
enhance vocational college students’ occupational efficacy.

2 Methods
2.1 Participants

From December 1 to December 15, 2022, random cluster sampling
was used to select Grade 1 and Grade 2 high school students in a
district-level vocational school in Shanghai as the research objects.
Inclusion criteria: age 16 ~ 18 years old; Be able to participate in school
studies and activities; Normal understanding, ability to communicate
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normally and fully express their feelings; During the investigation, the
emotional state was stable and the consciousness was clear; Informed
consent, voluntary participation in this study. Exclusion criteria: severe
negativity, mania, autism, intellectual disability, borderline personality
disorder and other significant physical and mental illness can’t
cooperate with the investigation; Severe brain and physical disorders
and psychoactive substance abuse. A total of 813 questionnaires were
issued, and 780 valid questionnaires were collected, with an effective
rate of 95.94%. There were 780 valid subjects, including 485 males
(62.18%), 295 females (37.82%), 460 first-year vocational high school
students (58.97%) and 320 second-year vocational high school
students (41.03%).

2.2 Process and quality control

Trained psychiatrists and school psychology teachers formed
investigation teams, using uniformly printed self-designed
questionnaires and standardized measurement scales. After the
unified training, the school psychology teacher, under the
coordination of the class teacher, conducted a group test in class as a
unit, and collected the questionnaire immediately after filling in. All
respondents filled in the questionnaire voluntarily, and students and
parents signed the informed consent. As the main test, the psychology
teacher needs to explain the guiding words in detail, explain the
significance of the investigation, and require the students to answer
independently according to their actual situation. The questionnaire
was filled in anonymously, and all questions were required.

2.3 Measures

2.3.1 Sociodemographic variables
Sociodemographic variables included gender and age. In order
to protect the privacy of young students, personal name and contact

information were not involved.

2.3.2 Depression symptoms

The Patient Health Questionnaire-9 (PHQ-9) was adopted to
assess depression symptoms during the past two weeks (13). There
are 9 items and each item is rated from 0 (not at all) to 3 (nearly
every day), and higher total score indicates more severe depressive
symptoms. The Cronbach’s o was 0.922.

2.3.3 Occupational efficacy

The Scale of Self-efficacy of Career decision Making for
secondary vocational Students (14) was compiled and revised by
Peng and Long (14), and modified by Pan Y, (15) into a scale of
career decision making self-efficacy suitable for secondary
vocational students, including 39 items in 5 dimensions such as
self-evaluation, information collection, goal selection, planning and
problem solving. Likert 5-point scale is used to score points, and the
higher the score, the stronger the self-efficacy of career decision
making. The Cronbach’s o was 0.886.
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2.3.4 Psychological resilience

Resilience Scale for Chinese Adolescents (RSCA) was developed
by Hu Yueqin et al. (16), which was used to measure the
psychological resilience of adolescents in the face of life adversity
and trauma with major pressures. There are 5 dimensions in total,
of which 3 factors (goal focus, emotional control and positive
cognition) are classified as individual dimension, and 2 factors
(family support and interpersonal assistance) are classified as
supportive dimension. There are 27 items in the scale, and the
Likert 5-point scale is used to score points. A higher score indicates
greater psychological resilience. The Cronbach’s o0 was 0.914.

2.3.5 Social support

The Social Support Rate Scale (SSRS) was compiled by Xiao
Shuiyuan et al. (17), with a total of 10 items, 3 of which belong to the
objective support dimension (2/6/7), 4 of which belong to the
subjective support dimension (1/3/4/5) and 3 of which belong to
the social support utilization dimension (8/9/10). The total score is
the sum of the scores of ten items, and the higher the score, the
higher the social support. The Cronbach’s o was 0.891.

2.4 Statistical analysis

All questionnaires were recorded by two persons and SPSS 24.0
was used for statistical analysis. Continuous variables were
represented as mean * standard deviation, and independent
sample t-test was used to test the difference. The categorical
variable was expressed as percentage and Chi-square test was
used to test the difference. Spearman correlation analysis was
used for the correlation between the two variables, and AMOS
24.0 was used to establish, revise and evaluate the structural
equation model to test the mediation effect. P < 0.05 was
considered statistically significant.

3 Results
3.1 Correlation analysis of each scale

PHQ-9 was negatively correlated with occupational efficacy scale,
RSCA and SSRS (P < 0.01). There was a significant negative correlation
between RSCA and occupational efficacy scale (P < 0.01), and there was
a significant positive correlation between SSRS and occupational
efficacy scale (P < 0.01), as shown in Table 1. In the professional
efficacy scale, the scores of the five factors of self-evaluation,
information collection, goal selection, plan making and problem
solving were significantly negatively correlated with the two factors
of goal focus and positive cognition in the RSCA scale, and were
significantly positively correlated with the two factors of emotional
control and interpersonal assistance. The scores of 5 factors in the
occupational efficacy scale were significantly positively correlated with
the three factors of objective support, subjective support and social
utilization in the SSRS scale (P < 0.01), as shown in Table 2.
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TABLE 1 Correlation analysis of each scale score.

PHQ-9 RSCA
PHQ-9 1
RSCA -0.323** 1
SSRS -0.288** 0.005
Occupational efficacy -0.286** -0.144%%

“p < 0.01.

3.2 The mediating effect of psychological
resilience on the influence of depression
on occupational efficacy

In Model 1, with occupational efficacy as the dependent variable
and depression as the predictor, the results showed that depression
significantly negatively predicted occupational efficacy(ff = -0.2751,
p < 0.001), which could explain 7.57% of the variation of the
dependent variable. In Model 2, with mental toughness as the
dependent variable and depression as the predictor, the results
showed that depression significantly negatively predicted mental
toughness (3= -0.2839, p < 0.001), which could explain 8.06% of the
variation of the dependent variable. In model 3, when depression
and mental toughness predicted occupational efficacy at the same
time, the negative prediction effect of mental toughness on
occupational efficacy was significant (8 = -0.226, p < 0.001), and
the negative prediction effect of depression on occupational efficacy
was still significant (8 =-0.3392, p < 0.001), 12.26% of the variation
in the dependent variable can be explained jointly. The mediating
effect is 0.0641. Psychological resilience has a masking effect on the
influence of depression on occupational efficacy, and the indirect
effect accounts for 18.90% of the direct effect, as shown in
Figure 1, Table 3.

3.3 The mediating role of social support in
the influence of depression on
occupational efficacy

In Model 1, with occupational efficacy as the dependent variable
and depression as the predictor, the results showed that depression
significantly negatively predicted occupational efficacy (8 = -1.5053,
p < 0.001), which could explain 7.57% of the variation of the
dependent variable. In Model 2, with social support as the
dependent variable and depression as the predictor, the results
showed that depression significantly negatively predicted social
support (f = -0.3192, p < 0.001), which could explain 9.40% of
the variation of the dependent variable. In model 3, when
depression and social support predicted occupational efficacy at
the same time, social support had a significant positive predictive
effect on occupational efficacy (8 = 1.6913, p < 0.001), while
depression had a significant negative predictive effect on
occupational efficacy (8 = -0.9654, p < 0.001). It could jointly
explain 16.95% of the variation in the dependent variable, and the
mediating effect was 0.5399. Among the effects of depression on

Frontiers in Psychiatry

10.3389/fpsyt.2025.1470204

Occupational efficacy

occupational efficacy, social support showed a partial mediating
effect, and the mediating effect accounted for 35.87% of the total
effect, as shown in Figure 2, Table 4.

4 Discussion

Vocational college students’ cognitive ability has gradually
developed and improved. Due to the influence of stressful events
such as career selection and the instability of their own hormone
level, their psychological state is prone to drastic changes, and they
often experience the emotional arousal of high pressure level. High
intensity emotional arousal can induce anxiety, depression,
depression, boredom and other adverse emotional experiences,
which makes vocational college students’ mental health problems
become increasingly prominent, and they become high-risk groups
of depression. Some individuals have self-harm and suicide
behaviors, which seriously affect life and study (18). In this study,
a mediating effect model was established to explore the internal
mechanism of psychological resilience and social support in the
influence of depression on occupational efficacy.

4.1 Correlation analysis between
depression and psychological resilience,
social support and occupational efficacy

The results of this study show that vocational college students’
depression is significantly negatively correlated with mental toughness,
social support and career efficacy, and mental toughness is significantly
negatively correlated with career efficacy. It shows that vocational college
students with depression have poor mental toughness and social
support, low career efficacy and decreased career confidence. Poor
mental toughness, reduce individual emotional control ability, the
ability to buffer the impact of negative life events is insufficient, easy
to produce negative, self-directed negative automatic thinking (19). At
the same time, the interaction between negative thinking and the
external environment affects the individual’s self-cognitive ability,
resulting in a plummeting level of psychological resilience of patients,
resulting in negative self-evaluation, withdrawal, avoidance and other
behaviors, resulting in an increased level of depression, and lower
confidence in coping with occupational pressure and successful
employment. When in a stressful environment, individuals are prone
to accumulate depression and anxiety, increasing the risk of depression
(20, 21). Combined with the stress-susceptibility model, the group with
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TABLE 2 Correlation analysis among the factors of the scales.

10.3389/fpsyt.2025.1470204

Occupational efficacy

Self- Information Goal Plan Problem
evaluation collection selection making solving
goal focus -0.452%* -0.436** -0.414** -0.432%* 04114
emotional 0.222% 0.224** 0.229** 0.183** 0.183**
control
RSCA positive -0.318* -0.339** -0.310% -0.333** -0.326**
cognition
family support -0.019 -0.028 -0.018 -0.044 -0.025
interpersonal 0.097** 0.115%* 0.147** 0.105** 0.118**
assistance
objective 0.160** 0.195** 0.201%% 0210 0.189%*
support
SSRS subjective 0.306* 0348 0.334%% 0.307 0.274%%
support
social utilization 0.297* 0.298** 0.294* 0.290** 0.273*

**p < 0.01.

low mental toughness is indeed a vulnerable group to academic stress
problems, and they are more likely to have strong depression and
suicidal thoughts (22). The higher the psychological resilience, the more
positive the individual’s emotional cognition, emotional regulation and
control, which can help adolescents cope with pressure in a positive way,
have a stronger positive recovery from adversity, produce the ability to
cope with stressful events, successfully adapt to setbacks, reduce the
occurrence of depression, and inhibit the subsequent damage of
negative emotions (23, 24).

Social support includes providing emotional support, material
support, dealing with realistic problems in life, and providing
accessible and effective information, social networks and other
positive social relationships to protect the mental health function
of individuals by creating a safe and supportive environment for
individuals. This study found that vocational college students’
social support has a significant negative correlation with
depression, and a significant positive correlation with career

efficacy. When adolescents lack effective social support, they find
it difficult to cope with failure, have no confidence in success again,
and are prone to academic burnout such as anxiety, compulsion and
depression (25). Insufficient social support is also related to
academic adjustment problems, peer rejection, and impulsive
behaviors (26). Cheong et al. found that the lack of social support
in childhood increases the probability of depression, indicating that
social support has a protective effect. When individuals lack social
support, stress resistance decreases and depression is more likely
(27). Watanabe et al. found that accessible social support, such as
professional help objects and methods, is an important link in
reducing the risk of self-injury and suicide caused by depression
(28). Empirical studies have also confirmed that teenagers raised by
their grandparents are prone to neglect, lack of spiritual and
material support when they encounter problems, and cannot get
timely attention and guidance, and depression and other negative
emotions occur frequently (29).

Psychological
resilience

B=-0.2839"""

Direct B=-0.2751""

B=-0.226"""

Occupational

Depression

FIGURE 1
The mediating model of psychological resilience.
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TABLE 3 Analysis of the mediating effects of psychological resilience.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Y = Occupational efficacy = Psychological resilience Y = Occupational efficacy
B SE B SE B SE
X = PHQ-9 -0.2751%% 0.0345 -0.2839%%* 0.0344 -0.3392%%+ 0.035
M = Psychological resilience -0.226%%* 0.035
F 63.70+ 68189 5429744
R 0.0757 0.0806 0.1226
Sobel Test Indirect effect Z = 5.059%*
=0.0641
Indirect effect BootLLCI BootULCI
Bootstrap 0.0641 0.0329 0.1001
“op < 0,001,
Social
support
B=-0.3192"" 5 G

Direct B=-1.5053""

Occupational
B=-0.9654""* efficacy

v

Depression

FIGURE 2
The mediating model of social support.

TABLE 4 Analysis of the mediating effects of social support.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Y = Occupational efficacy M = Social support Y = Occupational efficacy
B SE B SE B SE
X = PHQ-9 -1.5053%* 0.1886 -0.3192%%* 0.0355 -0.9654*** 0.1879
M = Social support 1.6913*** 0.1805
F 63.6995+ 80.703**+ 79.30644*
R 0.0757 0.094 0.1695
Sobel Test Indirect effect Z = -6.4656"%*
=-0.5399
Bootstrap Indirect effect BootLLCI BootULCI
-0.5399 -0.7441 -0.3748
“0p < 0.001.
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Individual psychological development mainly depends on the
support of external resources or protective factors. Psychological
resilience is an indicator of the ability to resist pressure, while social
support is a very important external resource. Both psychological
resilience and social support can be involved in the regulation of
depression, and are closely related to the formation of career efficacy,
which further affects the career choice and development of adolescents.
Under the influence of depression, teenagers often feel that they cannot
adapt to the workplace environment, are confused about career choice,
full of anxiety and fear, and lack of planning and confidence in future
career development, which leads to uncertainty and confusion in career
development and affects personal career development (30). Zeng
Rongxia found that adolescents’ self-efficacy was negatively
correlated with depression and anxiety, and positively correlated with
emotional intelligence and positive coping styles (3). Therefore,
attention should be paid to the influence of depression on
adolescents’ occupational efficacy, and timely measures should be
taken to actively reduce the occurrence of depression and improve
adolescents” occupational ability and ability to plan their career future.

4.2 The mediating effect of psychological
resilience on the influence of depression
on occupational efficacy

The results show that there is a significant negative correlation
between vocational college students’ mental toughness and career
efficacy. Among the effects of depression on occupational efficacy,
psychological toughness has a masking effect. Adolescents are in the
slow formation stage of the psychological resilience structure, and the
more setbacks they experience, the more personality traits such as goal-
focused and positive cognition will develop. Although the higher the
psychological resilience of adolescents in coping with adversity or
pressure, the more positive the individual’s emotional cognition,
emotional regulation and control will be, the impact of setbacks and
adverse events has not been effectively eliminated. Accompanied by
depression, the degree of self-acceptance is low, which further affects
the development of professional efficacy. Studies have found that
adolescents with high psychological resilience have self-regulation to
form internal thinking and motivation for positive coping, view
negative events with a calm mind, better emotional control in the
face of academic and occupational pressure, better interpersonal
assistance ability, often have positive job-hunting behaviors, easier to
make career decisions and succeed in employment, and have more
confidence in their career. However, this is only a high starting point
advantage brought about by the development of psychological quality,
and it is speculated that it may be related to cognitive bias rather than
protective effect. Similar findings were found in Wu et al. (31).

Studies have confirmed that a good social support environment is
conducive to psychological training, in which the improvement of
mental toughness is an important manifestation, thus stimulating more
positive behaviors of adolescents (32). Family is an important basic
factor to cultivate adolescent psychological resilience, including
parental encouragement, support, help and guidance, etc. A good
family atmosphere and parenting style are also positive factors to
improve psychological resilience, guide to change negative
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self-cognition and other personality traits, help individuals to learn to
obtain favorable resources to promote growth, and eliminate the
negative impact on the long-term development of higher
vocational students.

In addition, the mediating role of psychological resilience
emphasizes the importance of emotional management. Teaching
adolescent positive emotion management strategies, such as
changing perspective and cultivating optimistic future orientation,
can change adolescents’ negative self-cognition in the face of failure
and reduce the impact of negative events on professional efficacy.
Studies have confirmed that a good supportive environment is
conducive to improving psychological resilience, thus stimulating
more positive behaviors among adolescents Family is an important
basic factor to train the psychological resilience of adolescents, and
a good family atmosphere and parenting style are positive factors to
improve psychological resilience, which can help individuals to
obtain favorable resources and promote growth.

4.3 The mediating effect of social support
on the influence of depression on
occupational efficacy

The results of this study show that social support is significantly
positively correlated with career efficacy and has a significant positive
predictive effect on career efficacy, indicating that adolescents with
stronger social support are more confident in career choice. Liu
Chunhui also found that social support can improve adolescents’
self-efficacy and career maturity (33). The mediating model analysis
showed that social support had a partial mediating effect on the
significantly negative prediction of career efficacy of depression. With
relatively sufficient social support and a relaxed growth environment,
teenagers are easy to form a lively, cheerful and trusting personality.
When they encounter problems, they can communicate with their
parents to solve problems in time, improve their ability to cope with bad
emotions, enhance their ability to cope with academic pressure, and
have high achievement motivation, which plays a positive regulating
role in career efficacy (34) and resists the negative influence of
depression on occupational efficacy. In addition, the successful
experience of using social support systems has enhanced the
confidence of regulating negative emotions such as depression, which
can effectively buffer the adverse consequences of occupational stress.

The emotional support of family members is an important
positive factor for adolescents’ independent development. Positive
parent-child communication can improve teenagers’ problem-
solving ability and play an important role in their career
development (35). Good family intimacy provides a good
atmosphere for the healthy physical and mental development of
adolescents (36). Parents’ effective participation and support in young
people’s study, life, interpersonal communication, and school affairs
can help young people improve their ability to cope with all kinds of
bad emotions, cultivate psychological resilience, and enhance career
achievement. On the contrary, family dysfunction, adolescents’
emotional needs are easily ignored, they are prone to insecurity
when facing pressure, lack of reasonable coping methods, and
increase the risk of academic burnout and depression. Therefore, it
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is necessary to strengthen the support of family, school, relatives and
society to teenagers, reduce the influence of bad emotions, enhance
happiness, and promote the formation of professional efficacy.

5 Conclusion

This study explores the mechanism of the influence of
psychological resilience and social support on vocational college
students’ career efficacy through the mediation effect model.
Psychological resilience shows masking effect in the influence of
depression on occupational efficacy, which is limited and influenced
by personal cognition, and emphasizes the importance of emotional
management. Social support plays an important role in reducing
adolescent depression and improving adolescent occupational
efficacy, and can effectively alleviate the adverse effects of
depression on adolescent occupational efficacy.

6 Suggestion

In order to improve the mental health level of adolescents, on the
one hand, it is necessary to guide and change their negative self-
cognition, and on the other hand, it is necessary to use a powerful
social support system to cultivate and shape the psychological
resilience of adolescents (37). It is necessary to help teenagers deal
with pressure and cope with external adverse events in a timely
manner, pay attention to emotional education and cognitive coping
education for teenagers, enrich their social resources, improve the
cultivation of individual personality characteristics such as emotional
regulation ability, reduce the occurrence of depression, and make
teenagers more confident in employment and more adaptable to
adversity (38). Efforts are made to improve the parenting style of
parents, increase the time of parent-child companionship, especially
the companionship of fathers, and strive to create a democratic and
tolerant family atmosphere; Cultivate the positive psychological
quality of adolescents, improve the level of resilience to cope with
negative events, and reduce the level of depression; The campus
should increase the corresponding mental health lectures, and
provide channels for campus psychological counseling and crisis
management; Encourage and guide adolescents to participate in
social activities, establish more social relationships with others, and
provide a supportive environment for the whole society (39). We need
to increase the channels to provide social support through various
ways to help teenagers fully understand themselves, improve self-
efficacy, develop their own potential, actively explore, and correctly
choose the future career direction in the constant adjustment, and help
them improve their professional efficacy.

7 Limitations

At present, most studies on career efficacy take single factor as
independent variable, and few studies explore the mediating role of
multiple factors. The conclusion of this study provides a new idea for
the promotion mechanism of career efficacy. At the same time, there
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are limitations. The first and second grades in higher vocational
schools are selected, and the sample representation is insufficient.
Our study could not exclude the influence of gender and age on the
results. The follow-up study will further expand the study area and
study population to obtain more reliable conclusions.
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