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Introduction: Frequent resignation of young workers brings huge costs to the 
organizational management of enterprises. The frequent turnover behavior is a 
sign of low career identity, and exploring the paths that influence career identity 
behaviors is necessary. Previous studies have found that internship satisfaction 
and the psychological contract can influence career identity behavior. However, 
the dimensions of the psychological contract are unclear, and it is uncertain 
whether internship satisfaction can influence career identity behavior through the 
different dimensions of the psychological contract. This study attempts to expand 
the concept of psychological contract and construct a multiple mediation model. 
It aims to analyze the mediating role of different dimensions of the psychological 
contract between internship satisfaction and career identity behavior.

Methods: A sample survey was conducted on Chinese fresh graduates by way of 
the questionnaire survey, and a total of 576 valid questionnaires were collected. 
Amos 26.0 was used to analyze the data and verify the multiple mediation model.

Results: The results showed that psychological contract can be  divided into 
three dimensions: transactional contract, relational contract, and developmental 
contract. Internship satisfaction can positively influence career identity behavior 
via the three dimensions of psychological contract, and there are differences in 
mediating effects among the dimensions. The mediating effect of developmental 
contract is the highest, relational contract is the second, and transactional 
contract is the lowest.

Discussion: This article expands the dimensions of psychological contract, 
emphasizes the importance of developmental contract, contributes to the 
literature on organizational psychology, and provides scales and empirical 
evidence for future research. The analysis points out that fresh graduates with 
long-term development opportunities often show higher career identity behavior. 
This provides valuable insights for enhancing career identity behavior, improving 
career sustainability, and assisting organizations in managing human resource 
mobility.
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1 Introduction

In recent years, the economy has been hard hit by the COVID-19 
pandemic and regional conflicts (Warwick and David, 2020; Chisadza 
and Clance, 2021; Mahmood et al., 2022; Taylan et al., 2022). In such 
a period of economic downturn, business bankruptcies increase and 
job opportunities decrease. For the normal order of life not to 
be disrupted, people tend to seek more stable jobs (Sánchez-Sellero 
et al., 2017). However, young people are doing the opposite, as the rate 
of active job change has not declined (Mycos Research Institute, 2022). 
This behavioral trend reflects a lack of career identity (Bondt and 
Vermeulen, 2020; Cerra et al., 2023). The high employee turnover rate 
is a marked cost burden on enterprises and has become one of the 
bottlenecks impeding their development. Therefore, we investigated 
the factors and paths influencing career identity behavior, which are 
of guiding significance for career sustainability, enterprise 
organizational management and enterprise development. Due to 
China’s farming culture and Confucianism, the Chinese prefer stability 
(Shih, 2014; Liu et  al., 2016). However, there has been a high 
separation rate among younger workers in recent years. In 2022, more 
than 30 percent of fresh graduates in China left their jobs within 
6 months (Mycos Research Institute, 2022). These statistics illustrate a 
lack of career identity behavior among the youth. Thus, conducting a 
study on this shift in behavior using fresh graduates in China as an 
example would be representative and valuable conducting.

Career identity behavior refers to an individual’s attitude and 
performance toward the occupational environment and role in which 
they work. This concept includes one’s recognition and belonging to 
the job. According to career identity behavior, we can evaluate an 
individual’s work engagement and loyalty (Obling, 2022; Weiss et al., 
2023). However, despite its importance, the career identity behavior 
of fresh graduates remains an understudied domain, resulting in 
limited empirical research to draw from. Understanding the factors 
that influence the development of career identity behavior has wide-
reaching implications for the facilitation of optimal learning 
experiences and the overall productivity of the workforce (Cheung 
and Arnold, 2014).

Drawing on social identity theories, internship satisfaction among 
fresh graduates is important for the formation of their career identity 
(Willetts and Clarke, 2013; Cai et al., 2022; Wang and Binti Omar, 
2023). High internship satisfaction is often associated with greater 
engagement, motivation and commitment, and contributes to a sense 
of career identity (Seyitoğlu and Yirik, 2014; Qu et  al., 2021). 
Moreover, scholars have found that a satisfying internship can foster 
a positive psychological contract. Psychological contract is a series of 
intangible and implicit expectations that exist between organizations 
and individuals (Fantinelli et  al., 2023), which greatly affects the 
behavior of employees and the organizational management of 
enterprises. For example, Interns who have a fulfilling learning 
experience, feel valued, and perceive fair treatment are more prone to 
develop a strong psychological contract with their organization 
(D'Abate, 2009; Suazo and Turnley, 2020; Simons, 2021). Conversely, 
when the psychological contract is broken, betrayal and resentment 
may arise, which negatively impacts productivity and morale (Bal 
et al., 2010). Human behavior is a controllable system, and it makes 
sense to study this organizational behavior with the help of 
psychological contracts. Organizational psychology suggests that the 
fulfillment of psychological needs directly affects one’s career identity 

(Trede et al., 2012; Stuer et al., 2019). Although the influencing factors 
of career identity behavior and dimensions of the psychological 
contract have been studied in the existing literature, it is not currently 
clear whether internship satisfaction can stimulate career identity 
behavior through different dimensions of the psychological contract. 
This study attempts to extend the concept of the psychological 
contract and analyze the mediating roles of its different dimensions 
between internship satisfaction and career identity behavior, so as to 
enhance career sustainability.

This research analyzes whether internship satisfaction can 
influence the career identity behavior of fresh graduates through 
different dimensions of the psychological contract. They often gain a 
sense of the internship after participating in it, which leads to a clearer 
perception and vision of their career path (Trede et al., 2012). The 
higher the career identity, the higher the career sustainability. This 
paper attempts to address the following theoretical questions:

Q1: Does the psychological contract develop new connotations 
and dimensions with the development of the times?

Q2: Do the three dimensions of the psychological contract 
mediate the link between internship satisfaction and the 
psychological contract?

Q3: How do the three dimensions of the psychological contract 
differ in their mediating role on career identity behavior?

Our study aims to provide the following contributions to the 
existing literature. Firstly, the paper refines the understanding of the 
psychological contract by dividing it into three dimensions. In 
addition, the existing scales have been innovatively optimized to align 
with the research topic, thereby providing instrumental support for 
empirical research in related areas. Secondly, we  examine the 
mediating effect of the three dimensions of the psychological contract 
between internship satisfaction and career identity behavior, which 
built an unprecedented bridge between internship satisfaction and 
career identity behavior. We  also analyze the differences in the 
mediating effects of psychological contract and attempt to fill the gap 
of organizational psychology. This study can provide guidance for the 
organizational management of enterprises by implementing the 
innovative model, and address the issues of human resource stability 
and sustainable development of enterprises.

2 Literature review and research 
hypotheses

2.1 Psychological contract

The concept of the psychological contract was introduced by the 
social psychologist Argyris to describe a non-obvious and informal 
mutual relationship between employers and employees. He found that 
employees’ productivity increased when they perceived that the 
company would provide benefits to them beyond the obligations 
specified in the written contract (Argyris and Ditz, 1960; Topa et al., 
2022; Fantinelli et al., 2023). The connotations and dimensions of the 
psychological contract have been studied, to some extent by previous 
scholars. In general, proponents of the binary structure of the 
psychological contract argue that it should be  divided into a 
transactional contract and a relational contract (Rousseau, 1989; 
Robinson and Rousseau, 1994; Tsui et  al., 1997). Rousseau also 
introduced the concept of balance, which mixed financial or material 
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components with social and symbolic components, such as 
performance-reward contingencies (Rousseau, 1995, 2004; Mehta 
et al., 2022). Li′s empirical study of 796 corporate employees identified 
the existence of a developmental psycho-logical contract that varies 
across different cultures (Li, 2002). The connotation of the 
psychological contract changes with the social environment. With the 
emergence of new economic forms such as gig economy and smart 
economy, when organizations are unable to promise long-term and 
stable employment relationships to employees, the employees’ demand 
for self-improvement will become strong. Moreover, people are 
increasingly pursuing the development of their own potential, and the 
traditional connotation of the psychological contract does not focus 
on these. Therefore, social change has given more meaning to the 
psychological contract. However, the current study is not enough in 
this area. This study classifies the dimensions of the psychological 
contract into a transactional contract, relational contract, and 
developmental contract. These three dimensions are closely related to 
each other yet conceptually interdependent, and it is this theoretical 
gap that our study intends to fill. The concept of the psychological 
contract was refined into a second-order measure to gain a more 
specific meaning.

First, a transactional contract (TRC) represents a functional 
interaction based on short-term material benefits (Robinson and 
Rousseau, 1994). It generally includes the economic and material 
conditions provided by the company, including one’s salary, benefits, and 
working environment. This dimension has stable and visible properties.

Second, a relational contract (REC) focuses on broader and long-
term social emotional interaction at the spiritual level. It encompasses 
the interpersonal atmosphere created by the enterprise for its 
employees (Rousseau, 1989; Tsui et  al., 1997; Shen et  al., 2019), 
including the respect and care of its employees, the recognition of 
employees’ contributions and support from superiors. This dimension 
has dynamic and intangible properties.

Third, a developmental contract (DEC) signifies that employees 
have the resources and opportunities for career development at work 
(De Vos et al., 2020), so that they can develop their strengths and 
potential (Li, 2002). This type of contract incorporates elements such 
as training, career progression, and other opportunities that help the 
employees to grow and evolve in their careers. This dimension has 
sustainable and long-term properties.

2.2 The psychological contract as a 
mediator

Social exchange theory posits that reciprocal relationships 
constitute a dynamic mechanism in social development. Reciprocity 
is the exchange of social psychology and social behavior in 
interpersonal relationships, and the cost of the exchange is not limited 
to material wealth, but also includes psychological wealth (Simbula 
et  al., 2023). The relationship between an organization and its 
employees, as governed by the psychological contract, represents a 
reciprocal exchange. Unlike economic exchanges, which are typically 
based on explicit regulations, this exchange occurs through the mental 
measurement of the individual and a comparison based on social 
norms and values. Employees may be more satisfied and committed 
if they perceive that their psychological contract is being met (e.g., 
they receive the promised learning opportunities, fair treatment, and 

support). This positive emotional connection can enhance their 
willingness to continue in the profession and their career identity 
behavior (Rayton and Yalabik, 2014; Bellini et al., 2022).

In addition, during the internship, employees compare their 
practical experiences with their psychological expectations in the 
form of “learning by doing.” Subsequently, a psychological contract is 
formed when they realize that their contribution is mutually beneficial 
to the organization (Praskova et al., 2015; Jung, 2020). Previous studies 
have examined the influence of the psychological contract on career 
identity behavior and the influence of internship satisfaction on the 
psychological contract, but there is not yet research on the 
psychological contract and how it mediates the link between 
internship satisfaction and the psychological contract. The following 
demonstrates that internship satisfaction influences career identity 
behavior through three dimensions of the psychological contract 
(TRC, REC, DEC).

2.2.1 The mediating role of the transactional 
contract

The transactional contract is characterized by a concrete and 
visible reciprocal exchange, which can be  affected by perceived 
internship satisfaction. Employees who are satisfied with their 
internship will feel a fair exchange of benefits, e.g., they give their skills 
and time and receive financial compensation in line with their 
psychological expectations. Conversely, the transactional contract 
breaks down if employees are dissatisfied with how they feel they are 
being treated during the internship, as they may feel that they are not 
receiving adequate remuneration for their input (Tomprou 
et al., 2015).

The transactional contract affects career identity behavior because 
it is typically tied to specific deliverables or goals (Mehta et al., 2022). 
This connection is associated with clearly defined performance 
metrics and is an important driver for stimulating self-performance, 
which can positively influence organizational identity, and then 
improve career identity (Liu et al., 2020; Rogozińska-Pawełczyk and 
Gadomska-Lila, 2022). As productivity increases, pay levels are 
typically stimulated, further reinforcing the transactional contract. 
While the level of pay is a critical element in assessing whether to 
continue in a job, satisfaction with the transactional contract plays a 
vital role in shaping one’s career identity behavior (De Hauw and De 
Vos, 2010; Dries et al., 2014). Accordingly, we propose the following 
hypothesis (Figure 1):

Hypothesis 1a (H1a). Internship satisfaction (INS) has a significant 
positive effect on the transactional contract (TRC).

Hypothesis 2a (H2a). The transactional contract (TRC) has a 
significant positive effect on career identity behavior (CIB).

Hypothesis 3a (H3a). The transactional contract (TRC) mediates 
the impact of internship satisfaction (INS) on career identity 
behavior (CIB).

2.2.2 The mediating role of the relational 
contract

The relational contract goes beyond typed reciprocity, and delves 
into the realm of emotional connection, which can be affected by 
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internship satisfaction. Employees who are satisfied with their 
internship experience are more likely to develop a higher level of trust 
in the organization. They may also be more open to communicating 
with their supervisors and peers. This open communication can help 
maintain and strengthen the relational contract by facilitating a 
mutual understanding and addressing any potential issues or 
misunderstandings (Rousseau, 1989; McDermott et al., 2013). This 
heightened engagement can strengthen the relational contract as it is 
often accompanied with a sense of belonging and connection to 
the organization.

The relational contract influences one’s career identity behavior. 
This type of contract plays a critical role in shaping the employee’s 
perception of their role within the organization. The contract breach 
discourages employees from investing in the organization. Conversely, 
covenant fulfillment creates a sense of belonging to the occupational 
community and fosters alignment with the organization’s culture (Liu 
et al., 2020). which means they might be more inclined to engage in 
discretionary efforts, go beyond their strict role requirements, and 
show a commitment to the organization. With the establishment of a 
relational contract, interns may be more likely to return to full-time 
positions or recommend the organization to others (Ng et al., 2010). 
This type of contract helps to reduce turnover, which, in turn, 
enhances career identity behavior. Accordingly, we  propose the 
following hypothesis (Figure 1):

Hypothesis 1b (H1b). Internship satisfaction (INS) has a significant 
positive effect on the relational contract (REC).

Hypothesis 2b (H2b). The relational contract (REC) has a 
significant positive effect on career identity behavior (CIB).

Hypothesis 3b (H3b). The relational contract (REC) mediates the 
impact of internship satisfaction (INS) on career identity 
behavior (CIB).

2.2.3 The mediating role of the developmental 
contract

The developmental contract is affected by the intern’s perceived 
satisfaction with their internship. Internship satisfaction usually 
comes from gaining practical skills and recognition. When interns are 
satisfied with their experience, they are more likely to perceive the 
company as offering valuable career development opportunities. As 
technology and the labor market are changing rapidly, interns expect 
learning and development opportunities from the organization (Lodi 
et al., 2020). This perception contributes to the formation of a positive 
developmental contract, wherein interns believe that the organization 
is committed to their long-term growth. From an organizational 
perspective, when interns perform well and make meaningful 
contributions, organizations are also more likely to invest in their 
development, thereby reinforcing the developmental contract (Li, 
2002; Bal et al., 2013).

The developmental contract involves providing employees with 
opportunities and platforms to develop themselves and align their 
personal goals and values with their occupational roles and 
responsibilities. This alignment has the potential to strengthen career 

identity. By providing opportunities for individuals to interact with 
mentors or role models, organizations offer guidance and inspiration 
to interns and help individuals gain a deeper understanding of their 
career and their role within it. This deep investment in the employee’s 
future and can facilitate clear career development goals for employees, 
and lead to a range of positive outcomes for both the employees and 
the organization (Ng et al., 2010; Coyle-Shapiro et al., 2019). As they 
develop their skills and sustainable advance in their careers, they can 
experience a sense of accomplishment and increased confidence in 
their occupational abilities. This can enhance their occupational self-
esteem, which is a key component of career identity behavior 
(Figure 1).

Hypothesis 1c (H1c). Internship satisfaction (INS) has a significant 
positive effect on the developmental contract (DEC).

Hypothesis 2c (H2c). The developmental contract (DEC) has a 
significant positive effect on career identity behavior (CIB).

Hypothesis 3c (H3c). The developmental contract (DEC) mediates 
the impact of internship satisfaction (INS) on career identity 
behavior (CIB).

3 Methodology

3.1 Research approaches and procedures

First, we used the questionnaire method as the research tool to 
get primary data from fresh graduates. Second, we  established 
measures for the constructs to transform qualitative attributes into 
a form suitable for statistical analysis. Third, we conducted common 
method variance tests to identify and mitigate potential distortions 
in the data. Then, we scrutinized the questionnaire’s reliability and 
validity through confirmatory factor analysis, discriminant validity, 
and model fit tests, affirming its suitability for structural equation 
modeling. The final phase of this research process was empirical 
testing (Yang et al., 2023). In this phase, we employed structural 
equation modeling, applying the developed model to real-world 
data to test the hypotheses in an empirical context. Our article used 
Amos 26.0 to test the multiple mediation effect model and to 
compare the mediation effects. In addition, we used the method of 
bootstrap to simulate the sampling distribution process with 5,000-
times, which made the findings more statistically significant.

3.2 Sampling and data collection

Our research obtained the data by a questionnaire. In order to 
examine the relationship between internship satisfaction, 
psychological contract, and career identity behavior, we selected fresh 
graduates with internship experience. A total of 650 questionnaires on 
internship satisfaction, psychological contract and career identity 
behavior, were distributed by a combination of personal visits, letters, 
and online distribution (Gresse and Linde, 2020). After excluding 23 
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questionnaires with incomplete/invalid responses, 576 valid 
questionnaires were obtained, with a valid response rate of 88.6%.

The sample was extensive and covered various regions across 
China, including the economically developed southeastern coastal 
provinces, such as Guangdong, Jiangsu, and Shandong, as well as the 
economically less developed inland provinces, such as Shaanxi, 
Sichuan, and Hebei. In the valid sample, male accounted for 58%, 
female accounted for 42%, and the participants were predominantly 
20–24 years old, of which 22 years old had the highest percentage 
(67%). There was a wide distribution of majors among the fresh 
graduates, with a high percentage of them majoring in mechanical 
engineering and automation. Also, to ensure the authenticity of the 
questionnaires completed by the respondents, we  clearly 
communicated the academic purpose and value of the study to them. 
We  also assured that the questionnaires would be  filled out and 
processed anonymously (Gligor et al., 2015; Tortorella et al., 2019).

3.3 The construct measures

The measurement of the constructs involved translating the 
theoretical concepts into quantifiable variables, rendering them 
amenable to statistical analysis. The questionnaire items for this 
research were adapted from validated scales in the literature or 
specifically formed scales based on previously proposed metrics. 
We adapted the scales where necessary to the topic of this study and 
in conjunction with experts’ opinions (see Table 1). The scales were 
presented on a 5-point Likert scale, with responses ranging from 1, 
indicating strong non-conformity, to 5, indicating strong conformity.

3.3.1 Internship satisfaction
We adapted a well-established scale from the existing literature to 

create the independent variable internship satisfaction (INS) scale for 
this study (Chen et al., 2018). This scale consisted of five items that 
included both fresh graduates’ attitudes toward internship 
arrangements and their views of their internship units. Specifically, it 
included internship planning, internship assignments, educational 

training, administrative support and assistance, and performance 
evaluation. After conducting a reliability assessment, the Cronbach’s 
alpha was 0.895.

3.3.2 Psychological contract
According to previous analyses, the mediating variable, the 

psychological contract (PC)was divided into three dimensions: the 
transactional contract, the relational contract, and the developmental 
contract. These three scales were formed based on this division 
(Robinson and Wolfe Morrison, 2000; Li, 2002; Turnley, 2003). By 
adapting the existing scales, each of the three scales in this study 
contained five items.

First, the transactional contract (TRC) outlines the concrete 
aspects of an employment relationship, including appropriate 
compensation that reflects one’s performance, job stability, and a 
pleasant physical workspace. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of the 
scale was 0.917.

Second, the relational contract (REC) embodies the emotional 
and interpersonal elements of work, focusing on the creation of a 
respectful, fair, and supportive environment where individual 
contributions are acknowledged and appreciated. The Cronbach’s 
alpha coefficient of the scale was 0.930.

Third, the developmental contract (DEC) focuses on career 
preparation for the future, emphasizing the challenging tasks, career 
advancement opportunities, continuous learning, workplace 
autonomy, and the ability to utilize one’s strengths. The Cronbach’s 
alpha coefficient of the scale was 0.913.

3.3.3 Career identity behavior
The dependent variable, career identity behavior, was modified 

from existing scales. The scale consists of five items that address the 
self-identified behaviors of careers and the social performance of 
career identity. Specifically, it is expressed as: being positive in facing 
career frustrations, believing the job is socially acceptable, showing 
self-identification, showing recognition of occupational skills, and 
showing recognition of the occupational role. The reliability test 
showed that the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of the scale was 0.923.

FIGURE 1

Theoretical model.
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3.4 Common method variance

To effectively prevent common method bias (see Table 2), we adopted 
multiple approaches (Baron and Kenny, 1986; Podsakoff et al., 2003; 
Poppo et al., 2016; Dubey et al., 2018). First, we used Harman’s single-
factor test to check the model fit of the one-factor model. The poor fit 
indicated that there was no obvious common method bias. Second, 
we conducted a comparative analysis with the common method factor 
model, and found no obvious difference, which further confirmed that 
the common method bias was small. Consequently, we concluded that 
common method bias in this study was relatively minor.

3.5 Validity and reliability

We used a combination of the following approaches for validity 
and reliability testing. In the first stage, the reliability of the items was 

determined by checking the loading. If the loading was lower than 
0.60, it indicated a weak correlation between the item and the 
construct to which it belonged (Kock, 2015). All items in this study 
had loadings that were above 0.6, which showed that the performance 
of the scale is reliable (Kholaif and Ming, 2022). Additionally, 
Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability (CR) are essential 
indicators of reliability, with items above 0.7 meeting the requirements 
(Fornell and Larcker, 1981; Kline, 2016). The values for all items in the 
research were higher than 0.7 threshold (see Table 1).

In the second stage, we tested convergent validity and discriminate 
validity through confirmatory factor analysis. Specifically, Convergent 
validity assesses whether each indicator reflects the same construct. If 
the convergent validity is low, it suggests that the indicators reflect 
different constructs and meanings. As evident in Table  1, good 
convergent validity is indicated when the average variance extracted 
(AVE) value exceeds 0.5, and the composite reliability (CR) value 
exceeds 0.7 (Fornell and Larcker, 1981; Kline, 2016). Discriminative 

TABLE 1 The constructs and measurement items.

Item Loading CR AVE Cronbach’s alpha

Internship satisfaction (INS)

Internship planning (INS1) 0.798***

0.896 0.632 0.895

Internship assignment (INS2) 0.774***

Educational training (INS3) 0.766***

Administrative support and assistance (INS4) 0.808***

Performance evaluation (INS5) 0.827***

Transactional contract (TRC)

A fair salary (TRC1) 0.813***

0.913 0.676 0. 913

A competitive salary (TRC2) 0.825***

Pay tied to my level of performance (TRC3) 0.818***

Stable job security (TRC4) 0.845***

Nice working environment (TRC5) 0.811***

Relational contract (REC)

Harmonious working atmosphere (REC1) 0.800***

0.930 0.728 0.930

The extent to which I am treated with respect (REC2) 0.848***

The extent to which I am treated fairly and impartially (REC3) 0.868***

The amount of support I receive from management (REC4) 0.867***

Recognize my contribution to the company (REC5) 0.881***

Developmental contract (DEC)

Work is challenging (DEC1) 0.783***

0.917 0.689 0.917

Provide opportunities for career development (DEC2) 0.820***

Opportunity for learning and training (DEC3) 0.846***

Have autonomy at work (DEC4) 0.838***

Allow me to use my strengths (DEC5) 0.861***

Career identity behavior (CIB)

Positive to face career frustration (CIB1) 0.800***

0.924 0.709 0.923

Believe the job is socially acceptable (CIB2) 0.834***

Show self-identification (CIB3) 0.862***

Show recognition of occupational skills (CIB4) 0.847***

Show recognition of occupational role (CIB5) 0.864***

***p < 0.001.
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validity is also one of the ways to test validity (Yang et al., 2022). If the 
correlation coefficient is less than the square root of the AVE, it passes 
the test. As shown in Table 3, the values of the research items in this 
study met the above requirements, indicating satisfactory 
discriminant validity.

In the third stage, we  checked the model fit of the structural 
equation model (SEM; Hu and Bentler, 1999; Chacón-Cuberos et al., 
2019). The values of the indicators were within the acceptable range, 
indicating that the items of the scale were reasonably set and suitable 
for structural equation analysis (χ2/df = 2.368, RMSEA =0.049, 
PNFI = 0.840, IFI = 0.945, NFI = 0.941, CFI = 0.965, TLI = 0.960).

4 Hypothesis testing

4.1 Direct effects

SEM was used to directly test the effects and evaluate the 
hypotheses outlined above (Yang et  al., 2023). For each case, the 
provided results include Standardized Beta (Standard Beta, Std. beta), 
Standard Error (Standard Error, SE), and p-values (Shrout and Bolger, 
2002). The results show that the hypotheses all successfully passed the 
testing (see Figure 2 and Table 4).

H1a verifies the significant effect of INS on the TRC. The 
standardized beta coefficient is 0.280 indicates a substantial positive 
relationship. The relatively small standard error (SE) of 0.046 ensures 
the precision of this estimate, while the three asterisks represent 
p-values of less than 0.001, providing strong support for statistical 
significance. Similarly, H1b and H1c verify that INS has a positive 
effect on REC and DEC, with standardized beta coefficients of 0.275 
and 0.312, respectively. Both relationships maintain high statistical 
significance (p < 0.001), reflecting a positive effect of INS on all three 
dimensions of the psychological contract (TRC, REC, DEC).

Similarly, H2a, H2b, and H2c examined the direct impact of TRC, 
REC, and DEC on CIB, respectively. The beta coefficients range from 
0.141 to 0.311, showing varying degrees of positive relationships. All 
relationships maintain consistent statistical significance (p < 0.001), 
verifying the positive influence of all three dimensions of the 
psychological contract (TRC, REC, DEC) on CIB.

4.2 Mediation analysis

As shown in Table 5. The effect of internship satisfaction (INS) on 
career identity behavior (CIB) can be observed through three paths: 
the transactional contract (TRC), the relational contract (REC), and 
the developmental contract (DEC). To test the mediating effect stated 
in the hypothesis, this study employed bootstrapped mediation 
(Preacher and Hayes, 2004; Bracho-Amador et al., 2023; Granero-
Gallegos et al., 2023). With a Bootstrap of 5,000, all three mediating 
paths showed statistical significance, and the confidence intervals of 
the indicators did not include 0. This demonstrates the robustness of 
the study’s results.

As for hypothesis H3a, we found that the effect of INS on CIB 
through TRC was significant. Specifically, the Standardized Indirect 
Effect (SIE) is 0.029, the Standard Error (SE) is 0.011, and the z-score 
is 2.636. In addition, both the 95% confidence intervals did not 
contain zero and ranged from [0.011, 0.056] and [0.010, 0.054], 
respectively. These results further confirm the significance of the 
mediating effect. Similarly, hypothesis H3b was tested, revealing that 
INS has a significant effect on CIB through REC and DEC, respectively. 
The SIE values are 0.052 and 0.070, SE is 0.014 and 0.016, and the Z 
scores are 3.714 and 4.375, respectively. Likewise, none of the 95% 
confidence interval ranges contain 0, confirming the significance of 
the mediating effect.

4.3 Mediation effects comparison

Based on Table 5, we realize that among the three mediating variables, 
DEC (0.070) has the largest mediation effect of INS on CIB, followed by 
REC (0.052), and TRC (0.029) has the least influence. Table 6 shows the 
comparison of the SIE differences among the three mediation paths. 
We compare mediation effects, and the difference between DEC and TRC 
is 0.041, the difference between DEC and REC is 0.018, the difference 
between REC and TRC is 0.023. In addition, both the 95% confidence 
intervals did not contain zero, which indicates the difference is significant.

TABLE 2 Common method bias.

RMSEA PNFI CFI NFI IFI TLI x2/df x2 df

Original model 0.043 0.839 0.973 0.949 0.973 0.970 2.043*** 541 265

Single-factor 

model
0.197 0.364 0.405 0.396 0.406 0.353 23.373 6,450 276

Common 

method factor 

model

0.039 0.769 0.980 0.958 0.980 0.975 1.867 450 241

Criteria <0.08 >0.5 >0.9 >0.9 >0.9 >0.9 <3

RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation; PNFI, parsimonious normed fit index; CFI, comparative fit index; NFI, normed fit index; IFI, incremental fit index; TLI, tucker-Lewis 
index; x2/df, the ratio of chi-square to degrees of freedom.

TABLE 3 Correlations and discriminate validity.

AVE CIB TRC DEC REC INS

CIB 3.141 0.795

TRC 3.525 0.364 0.830

DEC 3.492 0.490 0.306 0.853

REC 3.292 0.452 0.330 0.335 0.822

INS 3.693 0.415 0.263 0.297 0.257 0.845

All the correlations were significant at p < 0.01.
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5 Discussion and implications

5.1 Discussion

The paper explored the pathways that influence career identity 
behavior. We developed and validated a multiple mediation model 
that reflected the relationship among internship satisfaction, the three 
dimensions of the psychological contract, and career identity behavior. 
It was found that internship satisfaction can positively influence career 
identity behavior via the three dimensions of the psychological contract.

We identified three dimensions of the psychological contract 
based on a multidisciplinary literature study. The first two dimensions 
(TRC, REC) align with previous research (Rousseau, 1989; Robinson 
and Rousseau, 1994; Tsui et al., 1997). Additionally, considering the 
future development needs of fresh graduates and career sustainability, 
we introduced a third dimension of the psychological contract named 

developmental contract (DEC). Unlike previous studies, our research 
takes into account the current social and employment context, where 
technological advancements have led to increased career transitions. 
Even artificial intelligence has replaced some jobs, and thus employees 
especially value the organization’s commitment to enhancing their 
capabilities, which will benefit the long-term development of their 
careers. The job market is changing rapidly and flexible. Therefore, 
fresh graduates are particularly concerned about the availability of 
sustainable development opportunities provided by companies.

The developmental contract (DEC) can improve the dynamic 
adaptability of fresh graduates, so that they can adapt to the changing 
work task. The result revealed the importance fresh graduates place on 
self-development in shaping the psychological contract. This 
perspective challenges the traditional binary structure and provides a 
new perspective for the understanding of the psychological contract, 
and enriches its explanatory framework. Subsequently, we conducted 
a mediation analysis based on the three dimensions of the 
psychological contract, enhancing the scientific rigor and precision of 
our research findings.

Furthermore, this study empirically investigated fresh graduates 
in China, a predominantly manufacturing country. Based on the 
results of H1a, H1b, and H1c, internship satisfaction positively 
influenced all three dimensions of the psychological contract (TRC, 
REC, DEC); and based on the results of H2a, H3b, and H3b, all 
three dimensions of the psychological contract positively influenced 
career identity behavior. This is consistent with previous studies 
(Rayton and Yalabik, 2014; Stuer et  al., 2019). Unlike previous 
studies, however, our research constructed and tested a mediating 
effects model for the above variables. According to the findings of 
H3a, H3b, and H3c, the three dimensions of the psychological 

FIGURE 2

Structural equation model.

TABLE 4 Path relationships of the direct effects.

Hypothesis Path Std.beta SE P

H1a (supported) INS to TRC 0.280 0.046 ***

H1b (supported) INS to REC 0.275 0.042 ***

H1c (supported) INS to DEC 0.312 0.043 ***

H2a (supported) TRC to CIB 0.141 0.029 ***

H2b (supported) REC to CIB 0.263 0.032 ***

H2c (supported) DEC to CIB 0.311 0.033 ***

INS, internship satisfaction; TRC, transactional contract; REC, relational contract; DEC, 
developmental contract; CIB, career identity behavior. ***p < 0.001.
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contract play multiple mediating roles between internship 
satisfaction and career identity behavior. These findings are based 
on previous research and emphasize the important role of the three 
dimensions of psychological contract in building a bridge between 
internship satisfaction and career identity behavior. According to 
social exchange theory, when the psychological contract of a fresh 
graduate remains unviolated during an internship, it contributes to 
the establishment of their career identity behavior.

Specifically, DEC has the highest mediating effect value, followed 
by REC, and TRC has the lowest. This pattern aligns with the attributes 
of the three psychological contracts. DEC pertains to the training and 
development opportunities provided by companies to their employees. 
In recent years, rapid technological advancements, including the 
advent of artificial intelligence, have led to job displacement, 
intensifying career dissatisfaction (Xu et al., 2021). Moreover, as the 
economic level rises and people’s survival needs are being met, people 
pay more attention to self-improvement. Fresh graduates may be more 
eager to take advantage of career development opportunities and 
resources to improve their skills so that they can remain competitive 
in the changing workplace environment. Providing employees with 
adequate training, career sustainable development, and other growth 
opportunities may be  more conducive to enhancing their career 
identity behavior (Bal et al., 2013), and thus the reasons why DEC has 
the highest mediating effect.

The REC involves social and emotional interactions that can help 
fresh graduates cultivate a stronger sense of belonging and career 
identity behavior. A well-established organizational feedback 
mechanism helps to promote positive communication within the 
organization. While timely communication between superiors and 
subordinates can temporarily address negative emotions in the 
workplace, it may not be  sufficient to support long-term career 

development and sustainable growth (Rousseau, 1989). This factor 
may contribute to the lower mediating effect of REC compared to DEC.

The TRC focuses on short-term financial benefits (Tomprou et al., 
2015), which play a fundamental role in fresh graduates’ career 
identity behavior. It is crucial to provide financial support. However, 
it has the smallest mediating effect value, which might be due to the 
inconsistency between material rewards and intrinsic motivations, 
such as achievability and self-actualization.

5.2 Theoretical implications

The theoretical contributions of this study are as follows. Firstly, 
it enriches the understanding of the psychological contract by 
providing a multidimensional perspective, contributing to the 
literature on organizational psychology. It moves beyond the 
traditional binary structure of the psychological contract and 
especially focuses on the developmental nature of careers, which 
provides a theoretical basis for sustainable career development. This 
three-dimensional approach contributes to a more comprehensive 
understanding of the meaning and role of the psychological contract 
in the present context. This suggests that the psychological contract is 
not a fixed concept but can be dynamically adapted to specific cultural 
contexts and social situations. In the case of frequent turnover of 
young workers, the dimension of developmental contract is 
particularly important. The division of dimensions is not only for the 
present, but also for the future, which reflects that paying attention to 
the long-term development of fresh graduates is helpful to improve 
career identity behavior. It affects career sustainability to a great 
extent, and the results of empirical research also verify this view. This 
finding deepens our understanding of the complexity of the 

TABLE 5 Mediation effect results.

Bootstrapping

Bias-corrected 95% CI Percentile 95% CI

Hypothesis SIE Std.beta SE Z Lower Upper Lower Upper

H3a(supported) INS to TRC 

to CIB

0.029*** 0.011 2.636 0.011 0.056 0.010 0.054

H3b(supported) INS to REC 

to CIB

0.052*** 0.014 3.714 0.030 0.086 0.028 0.082

H3c(supported) INS to DEC 

to CIB

0.070*** 0.016 4.375 0.044 0.105 0.042 0.103

***p < 0.001.

TABLE 6 Mediation effects comparison.

Bootstrapping

Bias-corrected 95% CI Percentile 95% CI

SIE Std.beta SE Z Lower Upper Lower Upper

SIE diff comparison 

DEC - TRC

0.041*** 0.005 1.739 0.033 0.049 0.032 0.049

SIE diff comparison 

DEC -REC

0.018*** 0.002 0.661 0.014 0.019 0.014 0.021

SIE diff comparison 

REC-TRC

0.023*** 0.003 1.078 0.019 0.030 0.018 0.028

***p < 0.001.
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psychological contract, which not only provides a richer framework 
for understanding and explaining the psychological contract, but also 
provides a new basis for subsequent research.

Secondly, this study verifies the influence path of career identity 
behavior. The paper contributes to the field by constructing reliable 
indicators for internship satisfaction, the three dimensions of the 
psychological contract, and career identity based on social exchange 
theory and previous research. These provide a reliable tool for future 
research. Based on this, we analyze the mediating role of the three 
dimensions of psychological contract between internship satisfaction 
and career identity behavior, which provide a new perspective for 
theoretical development in related fields. Previous studies have 
focused on the relationship between internship satisfaction and career 
identity behavior, or the psychological contract and career identity 
behavior (Argyris and Ditz, 1960; Tomprou et al., 2015), but have 
neglected the association among these three. This study bridges this 
gap in research by analyzing the mediating role of the psychological 
contract and analyzing the mechanisms by which internship 
satisfaction influences career identity behavior through the three 
dimensions of the psychological contract. The results of the study can 
provide theoretical guidance to enhance the career identity behavior 
of fresh graduates and contribute to the stability of enterprise 
organizational management. Furthermore, the empirical data 
collected from China, a prominent manufacturing country, enhances 
the study’s credibility and provides empirical support for research in 
related fields.

5.3 Practical implications

The study has the following practical implications. At the macro 
level, the analysis of multiple mediating effects provides a fresh 
perspective for companies to comprehend and explain the relationship 
among internship satisfaction, psychological contract, and career 
identity behavior. The internship experiences of the employees and the 
resulting psychological changes can influence career identity behavior. 
This serves as a valuable reference for corporate internship 
management and organization management. For example, Companies 
should implement personalized welfare programs. Provide employees 
with personalized welfare options based on the importance they place 
on survival needs, relationship needs and development needs; in 
addition, companies should establish a flexible salary system, and 
employees’ salaries and wages should be  linked to performance. 
Adopting a flexible wage system, the performance of employees 
should be evaluated in a fair and objective manner. Employees who 
feel the rewards of their internship are satisfactory are more likely to 
stay in the position over the long term. Therefore, companies and 
schools should prioritize reciprocity with fresh graduates, improve 
feedback and performance evaluation systems, and create a positive 
organizational culture. Following the internal logic of “organizational 
identity - self-identity - career identity” can help to improve career 
identity behavior. Fresh graduates with high career identity tend to 
be more loyal to the organization and have career sustainability. Also, 
it is conducive to the long-term operational development of the 
company and the sustainable development of the regional economy. 
Lower turnover rates are also good for local security.

Specifically, all three dimensions of the psychological contract 
play a mediating role in the relationship between internship 
satisfaction and career identity behavior. Therefore, more attention 

needs to be paid to the long-term career development of employees, 
building a smooth communication and feedback mechanism, and 
establishing a fair salary system. Considering the differences in the 
mediating effects of the three dimensions of the psychological 
contract, enterprises should pay special attention to the 
developmental contract and give more consideration to fresh 
graduates’ long-term development needs in the school-enterprise 
cooperation and internship process (Coyle-Shapiro et al., 2019). For 
example, in providing good vocational training, developing a clear 
career development roadmap, and providing more career 
development opportunities for employees. This will better meet 
fresh graduates’ psychological contractual expectations, improve 
job performance and loyalty, and thus enhance career identity 
behavior. Also, the company should optimize communication 
channels and provide humanistic care for its employees. A sound 
organizational culture can make up for the deficiency of other 
incentive measures and eliminate the psychological dissatisfaction 
of employees. This helps employees align their self-worth with 
corporate development, which in turn enhances career identity 
behavior and reduces turnover.

6 Conclusion and future directions

This study analyzed the impact of internship satisfaction and the 
psychological contract on the career identity behavior of fresh 
graduates. Based on the current situation and the Chinese context, 
we first explored the dimensions and meanings of the psychological 
contract, and classified the psychological contract into three 
dimensions: a transactional contract (TRC), a relational contract 
(REC), and a developmental contract (DEC). Subsequently, 
we constructed a multiple mediation model using social exchange 
theory and put forward the hypothesis that internship satisfaction can 
positively influence career identity behavior via the three dimensions 
of the psychological contract, and that there are differences in the 
mediation effects (DEC > REC > TRC). The paper draws on 
organizational psychology and social exchange theory to analyze the 
career identity behavior of fresh graduates, which provides a new idea 
for solving the problem of unsustainable careers and employee 
turnover in enterprises.

The article has certain research implications, but there are also 
limitations that need to be further explored based on this study. First, 
as an empirical study, the sample data were subjective and confined to 
a specific geographical locality. Future studies should apply this 
method and model to collect data from other countries and regions to 
verify the results and conduct comparative analyses to examine its 
applicability. Second, the choice of variables could be  widened. 
We  only tested the impact of internship satisfaction and the 
psychological contract on career identity behavior. Future research 
should add more variables based on this, and identify more factors 
that may influence career identity behavior, thereby enriching the 
theoretical literature in this area and providing improved guidance 
for practice.
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