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Employability is core to our understanding of career sustainability, and at an individual level, identifying the personal resources that support employability in the achievement of career success is warranted. This study builds on the conservation of resources theory, examining the role of employability as a mediator in the relationship between psychological capital and objective career success. To test our hypotheses, we utilised a context-specific practitioner sample of 135 individuals with UK-accredited occupational psychology qualifications. Employability was conceptualised using the competence-based model, underpinned by occupational expertise. Psychological capital and employability were measured using self-report questionnaires, whilst career success was determined via gross annual salary and practitioner status, ensuring objective measures of this outcome variable. Structural equation modelling identified that the relationship between psychological capital and objective career success was fully mediated by employability. These novel findings have important theoretical and practical implications for the role of psychological capital as a personal resource in achieving career success via its influence on employability.
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Introduction

Maximising employees’ career success (CS) lies at the core of current thinking on “sustainable careers” (see Van der Heijden and De Vos, 2015; Van der Heijden et al., 2020). The sustainable careers notion is purported to be a specific form of human sustainability, where individuals are creating, testing, and maintaining their ability to adapt (Holling, 2001), and is receiving increasing research consideration (e.g., Veld et al., 2016; Anseel, 2017), influencing recent conceptual papers (De Vos et al., 2017, 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated awareness of the need to protect one’s career sustainability, testing individual and organisational resilience and adaptability in a constantly changing world (Hite and McDonald, 2020). COVID-19 implies a “career shock”, referring to a highly disruptive and extraordinary event (Akkermans et al., 2020, p. 2), which may lead individuals to question and change their career direction. It is important to develop an understanding of what resources may support individuals through their careers as these are becoming more complex, less predictable, and require more individual agency (Akkermans and Kubasch, 2017). Empirical work in the field is at the initial stages of development (Van der Heijden et al., 2020).

Important to sustainable careers is the concept of employability (Veld et al., 2016), particularly in a post-COVID world (Zhou et al., 2022). Two broad definitions explain employability as an input (antecedent) or output (outcome). Input theories refer to knowledge, skills, abilities, and other characteristics (KSAOs) that assist individuals in finding employment, measuring employability indirectly via dispositions (Fugate et al., 2004) or competencies (Van der Heijden et al., 2018). Output theories or “self-perceived” employability measure employability directly via an internal assessment of one’s ability to find and retain work (Rothwell and Arnold, 2007; Berntson et al., 2008; Vanhercke et al., 2014). Input approaches are yet to be fully investigated in working populations, with the majority of employability research focusing on self-perceived employability. Ultimately, this focus has limited our understanding of the role of employability for career outcomes, which is urgently needed for developing interventions and sustainability.

Personal resources in the form of self-esteem, optimism, career adaptability, and so on have gained recent research interest demonstrating their relationship with career outcomes, including career success, both objective and subjective (Haenggli and Hirschi, 2020), and link to the conservation of resources (COR) theory (Hobfoll, 1989). The current research aims to build on COR and investigates an empirical model of how psychological capital (PsyCap), being a personal resource and an individual malleable state, enhances perceptions of input employability and also objective CS (OCS).

Psychological capital (PsyCap) is a higher-order construct that includes optimism, self-efficacy, resilience, and hope (Luthans et al., 2007b). As a personal resource, and thus an element of human capital, it is theoretically proposed as an important precursor for employability (Fugate et al., 2004). For applied researchers and practitioners, the state-like, malleable nature of PsyCap makes it a popular concept, with an evidence base demonstrating its benefits. Examples include improved individual performance (Luthans et al., 2007a), happiness and dedication (Larson and Luthans, 2006; Luthans et al., 2008b), and job search behaviour (Hulshof et al., 2020). In addition, a small amount of research has also begun to link PsyCap to career outcomes such as career commitment (Gan and Cheng, 2021); yet, this research line is emerging, and more scholarly work is needed given its complexity (Kauffeld and Spurk, 2021). Recently, research has sought to identify the antecedents of PsyCap, summarising that there are indeed many more research opportunities to be explored around this construct (Vilariño del Castillo and Lopez-Zafra, 2022).

Psychological capital (PsyCap) represents people-based advantages that enable individuals to harness improvements across workplace behaviours (Newman et al., 2014, p. 120) and, therefore, we posit that it comprises a valuable resource for one’s sustainable employability (see also Tomlinson et al., 2017). Empirical work examining the link between PsyCap and employability is limited. Research suggests that PsyCap relates to job insecurity; a relationship that is partially mediated by self-perceived employability (Chiesa et al., 2018). In addition, PsyCap is related to employability perceptions in the unemployed (Ngoma and Ntale, 2016), indicating that PsyCap can enhance the perceptions of employability (Chiesa et al., 2018, p. 7). More widely reported are the relationships between career constructs, such as employability and career success, on the one hand, and individual components of PsyCap, on the other hand. For instance, self-efficacy has been investigated as a predictor for salary and subjective career success (Abele and Spurk, 2009; Dacre-Pool and Qualter, 2013; Ahmed et al., 2019), optimism as an adaptive psychological resource to support career success (Lounsbury et al., 2003; Spurk et al., 2015, p. 413; Spurk et al., 2019), and resilience as a predictor of job search behaviours in the unemployed (Fleig-Palmer et al., 2009), of subjective career success (Ahmad et al., 2019) and of sustainable employability measured via vitality in Dutch police officers (Semeijn et al., 2019). Hope has received least attention, although aspects of hope (such as goal setting) have been linked to greater OCS (Abele and Spurk, 2009), proactive career behaviours in students (Clements and Kamau, 2018), and to employability (Liu et al., 2020), and goal setting appears to be an important component of career self-management (Hirschi et al., 2018).

It is important to note that not all research suggests relationships between PsyCap constructs, on the one hand, and employability and career success, on the other hand. Perhaps, the most noteworthy is self-efficacy, with contradictory research in this area. Whilst researchers generally agree that self-efficacy is related to but different from employability (Fugate et al., 2004; Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2006; Berntson et al., 2008), there have been inconsistencies in how both the constructs of self-efficacy and employability have been measured, leading to alternative conclusions. These include employability and career success leading to self-efficacy due to an accumulation of positive experiences (Berntson et al., 2008), not the other way around, and additionally that there are reciprocal benefits.

However, PsyCap is a higher-order factor, and Luthans et al. (2006) suggested that (PsyCap) is greater than the sum of its parts (human and social capital) (p. 21), and these authors argue that we need more insight into both this higher-order factor and its individual components. Interestingly, in the previous work in this field, there are contradictions between whether PsyCap (or its components) can directly predict OCS or whether this relationship is enhanced by some other mechanism, such as employability [e.g., as in Chiesa et al. (2018)], and whilst we believe the research suggests direct relationships, we intend to understand this further through our empirical work.

As far as we are aware, no previous studies have considered the predictive power of PsyCap on employability using the competence-based approach developed by Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden (2006). Employability competencies are important indicators of one’s potential and are argued as a strong antecedent of individual career success (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2006; Van der Heijden et al., 2009). The core notion postulates that skilled use and, if needed, further development of competencies will lead to greater perceptions of employability (Wittekind et al., 2010; Vanhercke et al., 2014). Underpinned by an earlier suggestion that up-to-date occupational expertise (i.e. domain-specific knowledge owned by the individual) is a requirement for one’s employability sustainability (Van der Heijden, 2002). Occupational expertise is accompanied by four competencies: (1) anticipation and optimisation: working creatively and planning for and adjusting to future challenges; (2) personal flexibility: flexing to internal and external job market changes; (3) corporate sense: partaking in activities outside specific job roles, for example, sharing experiences with professional networks; and (4) balance: achieving compromises between individual and organisational goals (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2006). It is worth knowing that there is research to suggest that perceived employability (i.e. the output perspective) is not related to OCS (Bargsted et al., 2021). This urges us to be very explicit about the specific conceptualisation of employability that we use in scholarly work, as it is obvious that there are differences in the way one measures employability, depending on the discipline wherein it is studied, the focal stakeholders, key responsibilities, and key outcomes, amongst others (Fugate et al., 2021). PsyCap, as an individual resource, and competence-based employability provide a rich research foundation on which to understand career sustainability in professional groups, who often have to harness their own resources and build occupational expertise in the pursuit of career success.

Some empirical work investigates employability amongst academic staff, hospital and care staff, and manufacturing staff in the Dutch workforce (Van der Klink et al., 2014; Veth et al., 2015; Van der Heijden et al., 2016; Van der Heijden and Spurk, 2019); yet, research on working UK populations is scarce. In addition, we respond to calls to understand the context (Scalise et al., 2019; Weng and Zhu, 2020), in career research by concentrating on a homogeneous sample of UK-based occupational psychology (OP) professionals, where “occupational expertise” defines career and leads, therefore, to the adoption of the competence-based model of employability (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2006).

Occupational psychology (OP) is concerned with human behaviour in the workplace, also referred to as industrial and organisational (IO), work or business psychology. OP professionals careers are complex, often self-managed, individualised, and characterised by roles that may not have the title “occupational psychologist” (Elsey et al., 2020) and, therefore, comprise a challenging path for individual practitioners. Whilst career literature theoretically discusses the individual nature of career management and employability as an individual responsibility (Zheltoukhova and Baczor, 2016), it offers little in the way of practical suggestions to support individuals. OP employability and professional sustainability were a key priority for the profession [Division of Occupational Psychology (DOP) Strategic Plan, 2016-2020] and were the focus of the DOP (2021) Virtual Conference. Using this niche professional group enables us to develop our understanding through a microscope and not use a “broad brush” approach to defining careers, which is often criticised in the career literature (Abele and Wiese, 2008; Forrier et al., 2018). Developing contextual understanding is the first step to gain more knowledge about career similarities and differences across professions, herewith enabling more targeted interventions and a more robust evidence base on which to intervene to support careers. It is hoped that this research encourages replication across many professional groups within psychology and more broadly.

The present study, therefore, aims to investigate whether PsyCap is associated with a competence-based conceptualisation of employability. We further aim to examine whether the relationship between PsyCap and OCS is mediated by employability as conceptualised in Figure 1. We hypothesise that:


[image: image]

FIGURE 1
The hypothesised (partial) mediation model of objective career success enhancement.








	

	
Hypothesis 1): There will be a positive correlation between PsyCap and employability in occupational psychology professionals.












	

	
Hypothesis 2): Employability will partially mediate the relationship between PsyCap and OCS in occupational psychology professionals (see Figure 1).








Materials and methods


Participants and procedure

Ethical approval to conduct the research was granted following scrutiny from the Department of Psychology Ethics Committee at the University of Northumbria, UK. The research was advertised on social networking sites (including Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn), targeting groups with OP professionals and advertising at the Division of Occupational Psychology Annual Conference. The principal investigator emailed university alumni, accredited OP UK Programme Directors, and their professional network, asking them to share the survey with their contacts. Thus, adopting a snowballing approach (Atkinson and Flint, 2004) to maximise participation. Interested participants could follow a link to the study questionnaire on SurveyMonkey.1 Participation took an average of 30 min and all participants were debriefed fully on the aims of the research.

An a priori power analysis suggested that for our specified model, with three latent variables and 12 (parcelled) observed variables (Hall et al., 1999; Little et al., 2002; see Figure 2, for parcelling), a minimum of 119 participants would be needed to detect a medium effect at 0.8 power. The final sample comprised 135 participants (30 men and 105 women; 71.4% of returned questionnaires; responses were removed where participants completed consent and demographic questions but no other questions). All participants were required to have achieved Graduate Basis for Chartered (GBC) status with the BPS and completed an MSc in OP (The Stage One Qualification in OP, UK-based and accredited by the British Psychological Society), therefore, controlling for qualifications which afforded equivalence in education.
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FIGURE 2
Significant structural paths for alternative model with employability as a full mediator between PsyCap and objective career success.


A total of 118 participants disclosed their age, ranging between 22 and 59 years (M = 34.29, SD = 8.38). At the same time, 119 participants disclosed information about professional membership; 31% (n = 42) were Chartered Psychologists and/or Registered Practitioners with the HCPC (Health and Care Professions Council), 28% (n = 37) were contemplating embarking on the Stage Two OP Qualification to become HCPC Registered, 10% (n = 14) were Trainee OPs (i.e. enrolled on the Stage Two Qualification), 19% (n = 26) stated that were not pursuing the Stage Two Qualification or had no professional body membership. Finally, all participants worked in OP-related roles, such as consultant, psychologist (business, work, organisational, or occupational), learning and development, human resources, lecturer, company director, or organisational development.



Measures

To reduce common-method bias, Podsakoff et al. (2003) suggested procedure was followed. This included informing participants of anonymity and confidentiality and stressing that there were no correct or incorrect responses. Finally, participants were informed that all data would be analysed in a collective, not individual, way. The risk of acquiescence, that is, answering positively on all scales (see McCrae, 2018), was addressed by the different scale anchors used in the questionnaires. The study was also confirmed to be independent of any organisation or professional body. Permission to use the measures was sought from the authors or publisher, and scales were selected based on psychometric properties, relevance for the target audience, and the theoretical justification outlined in the introduction.


Demographic variables

Age is a contributing factor in career perceptions, with research suggesting that employability is associated with chronological age (Fugate et al., 2004; Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2005; McQuaid, 2006; Clarke and Patrickson, 2008; Van der Heijden et al., 2009; Le Blanc et al., 2017), and that age is positively correlated with salary (Ng et al., 2005). Due to prior research suggesting a relationship between age and the study variables, we have included this variable in our study.



Psychological capital

The 24-item PsyCap Questionnaire (PCQ) (Luthans et al., 2007a) was utilised, measuring four aspects of PsyCap: optimism (e.g., I always look on the bright side of things regarding my job), self-efficacy (e.g., I feel confident presenting information to a group of colleagues), resilience (e.g., I feel I can handle many things at a time in this job), and hope (e.g., I can think of many ways to reach my current work goals). Each construct was rated by six statements on a scale where 1 represents strongly disagree and 6 represents strongly agree. Previous research indicates individual construct coefficient alphas vary between 0.66 and 0.89 (ibid.) and, in the current research, between 0.77 and 0.87.



Employability

Employability was measured via Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden’s (2006) competence-based employability tool, which included 47 items relating to the five dimensions of employability: occupational expertise (e.g., I consider myself competent to engage in in-depth, specialist discussions in my job domain), anticipation, and optimisation (e.g., In formulating my career goals I take account of external market demand), personal flexibility (e.g., How easily would you say you can adapt to changes in your workplace?), corporate sense (e.g., In my organisation I take part in forming a common vision of values and goals), and balance (e.g., My work and private life are easily balanced). Rating was on a 6-point scale (1 representing the lower end). Previous research indicates Cronbach’s alpha for occupational expertise between 0.82 and 0.96, for anticipation and optimisation of between 0.67 and 0.91, personal flexibility between 0.68 and 0.89, for corporate sense of 0.83 to 0.92 and balance ranging from 0.82 to 0.96 (ibid), and in the current sample between 0.79 and 0.93.



Objective career success

Gross annual salary and practitioner level (determined by consultation with practitioners in the field) were utilised as measures of OCS (1 = entry/trainee and junior practitioner, 2 = practitioner, 3 = senior practitioner, and 4 = Chief Executive or Director).




Analysis strategy

We checked for missing data before conducting the analyses, and where appropriate, data imputation was used (replacement by respondent’s mean where single scale items were missing, no more than 10% missing). Data imputation was not conducted on age, gender, current practitioner level, and salary. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using AMOS 26 was carried out to confirm the presence of an appropriate factor structure. Item loadings of less than 0.5 (Chin, 1998) were removed. This led to the removal of a single item from the PsyCap measure and nine items from the employability measure (final versions of the questionnaire and CFA analysis can be provided on request), which were then parcelled (Little et al., 2002) according to their theoretical constructs. To test the measurement and hypothesised model, structural equation modelling (SEM) using AMOS 26 was adopted. Alternative model (AM) testing was utilised on both measurement and structural models. Our measurement model was tested with three latent factors: PsyCap, employability, and OCS. Model fit was determined through fit indices chi-square (χ2) and indices less impacted by sample size (see also Fan et al., 1999; and MacCallum and Austin, 2000), including root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA), normed chi-square (χ2/df), and comparative fit indices (CFI; Byrne, 2001). Values between 1 and 5 on χ2/df indicate sufficient model fit, with values lower than 2 being preferred, values close to 1 suggested an improved fit for CFI, and RMSEA ≤ 0.05 indicates good fit and ≤ 0.08 is acceptable (Browne and Cudeck, 1993).




Results


Preliminary analysis of descriptive statistics and correlations

Good internal consistencies were observed by coefficient alphas for all PsyCap measures and employability measures (see Table 1). We observed significant positive correlations amongst all aspects of PsyCap and the five dimensions of Employability. Salary and practitioner level correlated positively with occupational expertise, Personal flexibility, and corporate sense and with the self-efficacy and hope subscales of PsyCap. Salary and optimism were positively correlated. Age correlated with salary, practitioner level, occupational expertise, self-efficacy, and hope. None of the study variables were significantly correlated with gender (Table 1).


TABLE 1    Descriptive statistics and correlation coefficients of the study variables (diagonal/parentheses represent Cronbach’s alpha).
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The measurement model: A preliminary analysis

The measurement model yielded an acceptable model fit 𝒳2 (40) = 56.356, p = 0.045, χ2/df = 1.409, CFI = 0.973, RMSEA = 0.055. All estimates from the observed variables to the second-order latent variables were significant at the p < 0.001 level (employability variables: balance = 0.47, anticipation and optimisation = 0.65, corporate sense = 0.69, personal flexibility = 0.82, and occupational expertise = 0.78; PsyCap variables: optimism = 0.56, self-efficacy = 0.77, resilience: = 52, and hope = 0.82; OCS variables: salary = 0.69; practitioner level = 0.82). We observed better fit for the three-factor model over the one-factor model where PsyCap, employability, and objective success factors were grouped together [𝒳2 (44) = 112.614, p = 0.001, CMIN/df = 2.559 CFI = 0.886, RMSEA = 0.108].



Testing hypothesis 2: Partial mediation between psychological capital and objective career success—The structural model

Next, we tested our structural model, where employability was a partial mediator between PsyCap and OCS (hypothesis 2). Fit indices are presented in Table 2. We found support for hypothesis 2 [𝒳2 (44) = 59.916, p = 0.193, CMIN/df = 1.181, CFI = 0.987, RMSEA = 0.037]. We also tested an alternative model (AM) where employability was included as a full mediator between PsyCap and OCS (Table 2). AM presented slightly better fit to the data [𝒳2 (45) = 52.078, p = 0.218, CMIN/df = 1.157, CFI = 0.989, RMSEA = 0.034]. In addition, AM demonstrated statistically significant relationships between the model’s paths which were not the case in the hypothesised model. Therefore, AM had the most appropriate fit to the data that could be theoretically explained and was accepted in favour of the hypothesised model.


TABLE 2    Measurement model, hypothesised model, and alternative model fit.
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It is clear from Figure 2 (accepted alternative model, showing all significant paths) that PsyCap significantly and positively predicted employability (β = 0.89,p < 0.001). Those individuals with greater PsyCap demonstrated higher perceptions of their employability competencies. In addition, employability significantly and positively predicted OCS (β =  0.30,p <  0.01) in that higher employability led to increased OCS. There were also significant paths between age and objective success, as well as between age and PsyCap (β =  0.56,p <  0.001andβ =  0.27,p = 0.002, respectively). Contrary to the partial mediation model predicted in hypothesis 2, these data support a full mediation of employability between PsyCap and OCS, and instead, the alternative model of full mediation was supported.




Discussion

The present study aimed to understand the role that PsyCap and employability played in the OCS of individuals working in OP. In doing so, we responded to calls for context-specific career research (Scalise et al., 2019; Weng and Zhu, 2020) by focusing on a professional group of occupational psychology professionals, provided an important contribution to extant employability literature, also adopting the competence-based conceptualisation of employability (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2006), not previously explored in a UK context, but relevant for our hypotheses. As predicted, in H1, we observed a positive relationship between PsyCap and employability, and despite predicting that we would observe a partial mediation between the study variables (H2), we found evidence to support a fully mediated model.

The first hypothesis was supported by the significant positive correlations between the four components of PsyCap and the five components of employability; in fact, all correlations were significant. This was anticipated based on the previous literature suggesting that PsyCap is a potential indicator of employability (Williams et al., 2016) but builds upon a heavy emphasis on self-efficacy in employability literature above other PsyCap constructs (Fugate et al., 2004; Berntson et al., 2008; Dacre-Pool and Qualter, 2013). Strong correlations between self-efficacy and occupational expertise suggest that those individuals who possess confidence also report greater perceptions of their technical and specialist knowledge. This finding supports Bandura’s original definition of self-efficacy, indicating that the best way to build self-efficacy is through mastery experiences (Bandura, 1982) and suggests that in occupational psychology professionals an important step in building occupational expertise could be through experiences. As a correlational result, we do not know whether this could also work the other way around (i.e. occupational expertise builds self-efficacy) or perhaps there are also reciprocal benefits. This finding is worthy of further in-depth investigation. In addition, Hope correlated strongly with Personal Flexibility supporting Goal Setting Theory (Locke et al., 1981) in making future goals that can enhance career adaptability and planning. This finding relates to research indicating that training university students in goal setting can support their longer-term employability (Clements and Kamau, 2018) and extends it by indicating that, in fact, setting goals can increase one’s ability to adapt to the job market, which is perhaps counter-intuitive. However, it could be possible that in this group of practitioners, people are setting flexible rather than rigid goals, which support them in their pursuit of career success. In fact, previous research suggests that hope supports proactive career behaviour and identification of potential future challenges (Hirschi, 2014) and that hope can support individuals to retain an optimistic focus, linked to the exploration of opportunity, creativity, and taking risks in successful entrepreneurs (Tang, 2020). Again, further investigation due to the correlational nature of the study would be warranted.

With reference to hypothesis 2, we anticipated that employability would be a partial mediator between PsyCap and OCS. The best-fitting model, however, was fully mediated by employability. This suggests that the positive state alone does not directly lead to OCS, measured by salary and practitioner level. Rather, a positive state is needed to protect and further enlarge one’s competencies, which then results in OCS, and this adds prediction over and above age alone (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2006; Van der Heijden et al., 2009). What was different in our research was that age and employability were not represented by a significant path in our model. In fact, age only correlated with the occupational expertise component of employability (see Table 1). This finding is worthy of further investigation in this population (and other professional groups) to identify whether there is a “tipping point” or whether there are greater nuances in the age employability relationship, depending on context, contrary to previous research (De Lange et al., 2021). The future research is also needed incorporating different conceptualisations of age, over and above just calendar age [see, for instance, the categorisation by Sterns and Doverspike (1989) into chronological age, functional or performance-based age, psychosocial or subjective age, organisational age, and the concept of lifespan age] (cf. De Lange et al., 2021).

What is interesting about our findings is that full mediation was the best-fitting model, and not partial mediation, despite prior research leading to the development of this hypothesis (e.g., Chiesa et al., 2018). These findings are correlational and, thus, must be treated with caution. Speculatively, it may be possible to improve employability by focusing on investments in PsyCap and through an increase in employability one’s OCS could be enhanced. This is different from the research by Chiesa et al. (2018), who identified that employability perceptions partially mediated the relationship between PsyCap and, in their case, job insecurity as the outcome. The fact that our employability measure was competence-based might be part of the explanation. Furthermore, longitudinal research would be needed to understand whether this could be replicated. In addition, Bargsted et al. (2021) found that employability related to OCS but suggested that OCS was less in the control of the individual and, therefore, not easily enhanced by personal resources. The latter supports our findings that the personal resource of PsyCap did not directly impact OCS but indirectly via employability. Indeed, research indicates that resilience can help individuals to cope with career shock (Akkermans et al., 2020), and it is entirely possible that the relationship found in our research between PsyCap and employability is the mechanism by which the impact of career shock is managed. To safely conclude and to better understand the underlying mechanism requires further research.

Psychological capital’s malleability (Luthans et al., 2006, 2008a,b, 2010; Luthans and Youssef-Morgan, 2017), coupled with the relationships observed in our study, indicates that interventions focused on developing PsyCap may enhance employability and, in turn, improve one’s OCS. These findings build upon our current understanding of the role of employability in the relationship between personal resources and OCS, adding to the emerging evidence-base on the importance of PsyCap in career and employability outcomes through a lens of COR. This research also identifies how resources can foster improved perceptions of employability and, in turn, objective career success, adding to the growing amount of research around predictors of both employability (Fugate et al., 2021) and career success (Kauffeld and Spurk, 2021), and their role in promoting sustainable careers (Ngo et al., 2013; Newman et al., 2014; Cenciotti et al., 2017; Alessandri et al., 2018; Van der Heijden et al., 2020).


Implications for future research, policy, and practice

Our research points to the potential benefits of PsyCap in enhancing employability when using a competence-based employability framework strategically chosen to fit with the professional group under investigation (after Vanhercke et al., 2014). PsyCap interventions could occur at multiple points in the career journey of OP practitioners to build their resources and support them in managing their careers (Akkermans and Kubasch, 2017). In addition, the competence-based model of employability promotes occupational expertise as an element of human capital essential to career success. In this practitioner group of occupational psychologists, it would seem that occupational expertise, alongside the other elements of employability, is important to fostering objective career success. Higher education providers might consider how the educational environment can be utilised as a way of building the resources necessary to support a sustainable career. This is over and above the current focus on self-efficacy (Dacre Pool and Sewell, 2007; Williams et al., 2016) as the cumulative impact of PsyCap may prove fruitful to the development of employability and, in turn, OCS, and in addition to our findings suggest further consideration of hope, which is often overlooked in the literature. Furthermore, the route to independent practice for OP graduates is long and challenging (Elsey et al., 2020), so the development of PsyCap throughout one’s career could build personal resource caravans (Hobfoll, 1988, 2011), which, in turn, enhance employability and OCS, a consideration for individuals, the professional body, and employers alike. Importantly, we must understand how to increase PsyCap as a way to foster sustainable careers. However, our research suggests that objective career success can only be improved indirectly through employability and not directly by investments in PsyCap, and thus we must develop a further understanding of what employability means in professional groups and how this resource is harnessed by individuals.



Limitations and directions for future research (split section)

We recognise that the strength of our study was in the establishment of a pattern of relationships between psychological capital, employability, and objective career success in a homogenous sample; however, we recognise its limitations. By design, the study was self-report and cross-sectional. The future research would benefit from a multi-method approach (e.g., multi-source ratings and supervisor ratings) as in previous employability research (e.g., Van der Heijden et al., 2009, 2016; McAbee and Connelly, 2016). Where obtaining supervisor ratings is difficult (e.g., self-employed), asking clients or colleagues, who form part of the individuals’ network could be used as alternative.

Second, we measured a limited number of variables determined by the study’s hypotheses. Due to the complexity of careers and potential factors which could impact objective success and employability, the future work should control for fixed traits, such as personality, and investigate other “capitals”, for example, social, movement, and identity (Eby et al., 2003; Fugate et al., 2004; Ng and Feldman, 2014; Forrier et al., 2015; Tomlinson, 2017; Clarke, 2018). In addition, our focus on two markers of objective career success only (gross annual salary and practitioner level) may have failed to capture some of the complexities associated with career success. We excluded other variables seen in the literature, such as a number of promotions due to the involvement of self-employed practitioners (Elsey et al., 2020) and the reality of boundaryless careers, where lateral moves rather than hierarchical (i.e. promotions) are common (DeFillippi and Arthur, 1994). We also deliberately included an objective career outcome measure to avoid common-method bias and following research suggesting that happy individuals are generally more positive in research (Hogan et al., 2013). A future emphasis on subjective career success would enable us to understand individual perceptions, which could be based on factors over and above salary and level, potentially including opportunities for growth and development, herewith responding to the positivist emphasis traditionally observed (Dries, 2011; Spurk et al., 2019). Furthermore, the research could utilise the indicators as conceptualised in the notion of sustainable careers (i.e. health, happiness, and productivity; Van der Heijden et al., 2020) in addition to objective measures. Understanding the lived experiences of individuals in this profession to build on this research and on the work by Elsey et al. (2020) would further support our understanding of exactly how resources are utilised in support of career outcomes alongside quantitative research.

Finally, the sample size of 135, was an acceptable cut-off for conducting SEM and within the a priori parameters for a medium effect (Boomsma, 1985; Wolf et al., 2013), but it meant that we could not utilise full disaggregation models and instead operated at the parcelled level, a convention used in many studies (such as Little et al., 2002; Abele and Spurk, 2009; De Hauw and De Vos, 2010; Van der Heijden and Bakker, 2011). Nonetheless, parcelling does not allow us to fully appreciate the distinct contribution of individual variables, which could lead to model misspecification, particularly in multi-dimensional frameworks (Little et al., 2002). In the future, SEM should be performed on item-level data, as well as utilising newer, shorter versions of questionnaires, such as the 22-item short-form competence-based measure of employability (Van der Heijden et al., 2018).




Conclusion

In conclusion, our research adds to the emerging evidence-base on PsyCap as a personal resource in careers but importantly looks in further depth at how it can support career outcomes via employability. Our findings indicate that PsyCap can enhance perceptions of employability which, in turn, can lead to greater OCS and that the relationship between PsyCap and OCS is full, not partially (as hypothesised), mediated by employability. In addition, our research points to some interesting relationships between components of PsyCap and employability, such as hope and personal flexibility, which are fruitful avenues for future research. For practitioners, understanding the factors that can enhance career outcomes, such as OCS, provides useful information on where to intervene when supporting and developing those in occupational psychology professions. We call for future research to consider our limitations and suggestions and to apply similar research methodology to a range of professional careers, accounting for the occupational expertise element of employability and thus building a more nuanced understanding of modern-day, sustainable careers.
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