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Purpose: The research investigated the correlation between perceived organizational support and thriving at work among mental health teachers, emphasizing the mediating effects of professional competence and psychological empowerment.

Methods: A cross-sectional design was used to gather data from 323 mental health teachers via the Perceived Organizational Support Questionnaire, the Professional Competence Questionnaire for Mental Health Teachers, the Psychological Empowerment Scale, and the Thriving at Work Scale. Path analysis and the bootstrap method were applied to examine the relationships and mediating effects among the variables.

Results: The findings demonstrated that perceived organizational support positively predicted thriving at work; additionally, both professional competence and psychological empowerment acted as simple mediators and serially mediated the relationship between perceived organizational support and thriving at work.

Discussion: The study elucidates the internal mechanism by which perceived organizational support is associated with thriving at work, thereby filling a research gap related to mental health teachers, establishing a theoretical and empirical basis for future investigations, and providing actionable recommendations for school administrators to support thriving at work among mental health teachers.
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Introduction

Thriving at work is defined as a psychological state in which individuals experience both vitality and learning in their professional environment (Spreitzer et al., 2005). Kleine et al. (2023) conducted a longitudinal study that revealed a substantial positive correlation between workplace thriving and overall health. A meta-analysis indicated that thriving at work is associated with individual health, attitudes, and performance (Kleine et al., 2019). Thus, thriving at work is important for individual development. The education sector, characterized by its rewarding yet challenging nature, has attracted increasing research attention to the concept (Wang et al., 2021; Wang and Liu, 2019). Educators are increasingly required to continuously develop their expertise (Nazaretsky et al., 2022), adjust to continual curriculum modifications (Jiang, 2022; Xu and Fan, 2017), and undertake various responsibilities outside traditional teaching (Yang et al., 2019). In light of swift societal advancement and ongoing innovations in educational methodologies, educators must adapt to changing pedagogical strategies (Kasneci et al., 2023), which place greater demands on their ability to thrive at work. However, mental health teachers, as a distinct subgroup of teachers, face greater challenges. China’s exam-centric education system prioritizes academic performance, predominantly measured by standardized test results, as the principal criterion for assessing students and educational institutions (Gao, 2006). In this context, mental health education, as a non-essential subject, frequently holds a peripheral status within the school curriculum and lacks adequate institutional focus. As a result, educators in the sector are often deprived of professional development opportunities, instructional materials, and career advancement. Simultaneously, they are frequently tasked with many non-teaching and miscellaneous duties, which significantly detract from their ability to foster students’ psychological well-being (Wang, 2025). While the question of how educators can thrive at work has attracted considerable research attention, within the Chinese cultural context, most existing studies on thriving at work have focused primarily on the general education sector, paying scant attention to mental health teachers. Among the available studies, a large body of research has found that perceived organizational support positively predicts thriving at work (Paterson et al., 2014; Abid et al., 2015). Other studies have found that perceived organizational support has a positive effect on improving individuals’ competence (Taylor and Alfred, 2010). Interestingly, some studies have also found that individuals who perceive organizational support gain greater self-efficacy, autonomy, and a sense of meaning—that is, a higher level of psychological empowerment (Musenze et al., 2021). These studies suggest that organizational support, as an external contextual variable, may contribute to higher levels of two internal variables—competence and psychological empowerment. This process can be viewed as a form of social exchange, wherein individuals reciprocate organizational support with increased competence and a heightened sense of empowerment (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). Other researchers have indicated that these internal variables may manifest as a good psychological state, specifically thriving at work (Wang et al., 2020; Xu L. et al., 2025), and the Integrated Model of Human Growth at Work provides theoretical support for this inference (Spreitzer and Porath, 2014). This suggests that competence and psychological empowerment may emerge as important mediating variables in the process through which perceived organizational support translates into thriving at work. More importantly, drawing on Self-determination Theory, researchers have also found that an individual’s competence is beneficial to psychological needs such as autonomy and self-efficacy, which are essential components of psychological empowerment (Deci and Ryan, 2000; Huang et al., 2025). However, prior studies have separately examined the mediating roles of competence (Wang and Liu, 2018) and psychological empowerment (Guan and Frenkel, 2021) in the relationship between perceived organizational support and thriving at work, yet they have not integrated both into a single model, let alone tested the possible chain mediation mechanism between perceived organizational support and thriving at work. Particularly for the group of mental health teachers, examining this serial mediation pathway is especially important, as it helps clarify how organizational support sequentially contributes to thriving at work through the stepwise transmission of competence and psychological empowerment, thereby filling the gap in existing research. Therefore, drawing on Social Exchange Theory, the Integrated Model of Human Growth at Work and Self-determination Theory, this study aims to explore the mediating mechanism of the relationship between perceived organizational support and thriving at work among mental health teachers, and from the perspective of individual psychological resources, focuses on examining professional competence and psychological empowerment as two potential mediating variables.


Perceived organizational support and thriving at work

Perceived organizational support refers to employees’ general beliefs regarding the degree to which the organization appreciates their contributions and prioritizes their well-being (Eisenberger et al., 1986). Within the framework of traditional Chinese culture, Chen (2006) identified two levels of perceived organizational support: emotional and instrumental support. Social Exchange Theory indicates that one party’s behavior is contingent upon the other party’s behavior. This process begins when at least one party makes an “action”; if the other party reciprocates, a new round of exchange is initiated (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). Empirical studies have indicated that when employees receive support to engage in tasks that leverage their strengths, they are more likely to feel capable of effectively meeting job demands, which stimulates individual growth and development as they have the opportunity to further cultivate their core skills and abilities (Guan and Frenkel, 2021). A prior study has suggested that perceived organizational support positively predicts thriving at work (Xu H. et al., 2025). Meng et al. (2024) also discovered that organizational support fosters employees’ vitality and learning, and that these states are conducive to innovative behavior. In conclusion, perceived organizational support is probably associated with thriving at work.



The mediating role of professional competence

Competence is an intrinsic trait of an individual that correlates with criterion-referenced exemplary work performance (Spencer and Spencer, 1993). Competencies encompass conventional cognitive abilities such as reading, writing, and mathematics, alongside historically acknowledged personality traits, including communication skills, patience, moderate goal setting, and ego development (McClelland, 1973). The Competency Iceberg Model acknowledges that knowledge and skill competencies are typically apparent and superficial, whereas self-concept and trait competencies are more concealed and profound (Spencer and Spencer, 1993). The professional competence of mental health teachers refers to personal attributes such as knowledge, concepts, abilities, and personality traits that are related to job positions, organizational environment, cultural atmosphere, and work performance (Wang and Zhang, 2011). The competencies of these educators are likely to contribute to their professional success. A previous study demonstrated an association between emotional competence and teacher burnout, indicating that educators with reduced emotional competence are at an increased risk of burnout and may struggle to access available external and internal resources (Fiorilli et al., 2017). Other studies have shown that teachers’ social–emotional competency contributes to their workplace thriving (Collie and Perry, 2019). Notably, there is an intrinsic link between perceived organizational support and competency. According to Social Exchange Theory, individuals respond to the benefits they receive with goodwill or help toward the party with whom they have a social exchange relationship (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). Therefore, organizational support such as training, compensation, incentives, and mentoring makes employees feel valued and motivates them to enhance their job competencies to achieve organizational goals (Sitindaon et al., 2021). Empirical research has indicated that perceived organizational support can contribute to teachers’ family-school partnership competency, that is, their ability to develop and maintain constructive home-school relationships (Wei and Zhang, 2025). Other researchers have also found a significant positive correlation between perceived organizational support and competency (Poikkeus et al., 2020). Wang and Liu (2018) pointed out that school support can provide teachers with a teaching and working environment that conveys a tangible sense of support; when teachers feel the school’s care and support, they will put more effort into working for the students and the school. This, in turn, helps teachers improve their teaching competency and professional pride, while also facilitating the establishment of positive interpersonal relationships and social support systems. In summary, professional competence is likely to serve as a mediator between perceived organizational support and thriving at work.



The mediating role of psychological empowerment

Psychological empowerment is characterized by heightened intrinsic task motivation, comprising four cognitive elements: sense of impact, self-efficacy, meaningfulness, and choice. Impact denotes the extent to which an individual’s actions are regarded as “making a difference” in achieving the task’s objectives, namely generating desired outcomes within the task context. Meaningfulness pertains to the significance of the task’s objective or purpose, evaluated against the individual’s personal ideas or standards, which indicates the individual’s inherent concern for a specific task. Self-efficacy pertains to an individual’s confidence in their capability to perform work-related tasks proficiently. Choice encompasses the causal accountability for one’s actions (Thomas and Velthouse, 1990). The Integrated Model of Human Growth at Work asserts that three essential components—autonomy, self-efficacy, and relatedness—facilitate thriving at work (Spreitzer and Porath, 2014). An empirical study indicates that when individuals believe that they can creatively complete work even in difficult situations, they are more likely to feel alert, active, and energetic in their learning, thereby enhancing their sense of thriving at work (Christensen-Salem et al., 2021). Ochoa Pacheco and Coello-Montecel (2023) discovered that individuals who perceive themselves as empowered to manage their work and recognize its significance are more inclined to have heightened energy and motivation in the workplace. Zhuang et al. (2025) assert that individuals with elevated psychological empowerment engage actively in formulating and modifying care plans, and this self-determination subsequently fosters nurses’ professional thriving at work. Caesens and Stinglhamber (2014) found that the more employees perceive organizational support and value, the higher their self-efficacy. Other research has found that employees who receive organizational support perceive their work as more meaningful (Akgunduz et al., 2018). Research has also indicated that organizational support—not only material support, but also emotional support, fair treatment, the provision of development opportunities, and participation in decision-making—is a key prerequisite for stimulating work autonomy (Saad and Elsayed, 2019). Other researchers indicate that perceived organizational support correlates positively with psychological empowerment, implying that when an organization attends to its employees, the workers experience an enhanced sense of responsibility for their activities (Meira and Hancer, 2021). In conclusion, psychological empowerment is likely to serve as a mediator between perceived organizational support and thriving at work.



The chain mediating role of professional competence and psychological empowerment

According to self-determination theory, every individual has basic needs for competence and autonomy (Deci and Ryan, 2000), and these two needs are the core elements of psychological empowerment (Thomas and Velthouse, 1990). Maior et al. (2020) indicated that individuals with higher competence are more capable of creating or leveraging their environment to satisfy their own needs for a sense of autonomy, competence (self-efficacy), and relatedness, thereby experiencing less emotional exhaustion and a higher level of personal accomplishment. This suggests that competence may be positively associated with psychological empowerment. The findings of Huang et al. (2025) are consistent with this speculation, demonstrating that the higher the teachers’ competence is, the higher their psychological empowerment is. Other research has also found that high competence enables employees to experience a greater sense of work value, feel a stronger impact within the organization, and further develop their self-efficacy to achieve organizational goals, all of which ultimately lead to higher work performance (Ochoa Pacheco and Coello-Montecel, 2023). Similarly, we speculate that for mental health teachers, a higher level of professional competence allows them to perform teaching and counseling more effectively and to apply their expertise proactively. This, in turn, contributes to their self-confidence and initiative, making them feel that their work is meaningful and has a positive impact on others. In summary, professional competence and psychological empowerment together may function as serial mediators in the relationship between perceived organizational support and thriving at work.



The present study

As shown in Figure 1, the hypothesized model is used to investigate the underlying mechanisms through which perceived organizational support is linked to thriving at work. The hypotheses were as follows:
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FIGURE 1
 The conceptual framework of the study.



Hypothesis 1: Perceived organizational support positively predicts thriving at work.

Hypothesis 2: Professional competence plays a mediating role between perceived organizational support and thriving at work.

Hypothesis 3: Psychological empowerment plays a mediating role between perceived organizational support and thriving at work.

Hypothesis 4: Professional competence and psychological empowerment serially mediate the relationship between perceived organizational support and thriving at work.






Methods


Participants and procedure

Before the study, an a priori power analysis was conducted with a significance level of α = 0.05, power (1 − β) = 0.80, an effect size of 0.15, and 3 predictors. According to G*Power, the minimum required sample size was 77 (Faul et al., 2009). The participants in this study were 323, a sample size far exceeding the minimum requirement.

Data for this study were collected through a combination of offline and online questionnaires. The offline survey employed convenience sampling: first, several primary and secondary schools in Haikou City were selected, and questionnaires were then distributed to the mental health teachers at these schools. The online survey also employed convenience sampling: after being admitted to several QQ groups for mental health teachers (QQ, a widely used instant messaging platform in China) and obtaining the group administrators’ permission, we shared a QR code, generated by Wenjuanxing (an online survey platform) and linking to the questionnaire, and invited the teachers to scan the code and complete the questionnaire. A total of 351 questionnaires were distributed in this study. After excluding questionnaires with a response time of less than 180 s, patterned responses, or contradictory answers, 323 valid questionnaires were obtained, yielding an effective response rate of 92%. The specific composition of the sample is shown in Table 1.


TABLE 1 Distribution table of participant conditions.


	Demographic characteristics
	Categories
	Count
	Proportion

 

 	Gender 	Male 	90 	27.9


 	Female 	233 	72.1


 	Age 	20–30 years old 	224 	69.3


 	31–40 years old 	73 	22.6


 	41–50 years old 	17 	5.3


 	Over 51 years old 	9 	2.8


 	Qualification 	Associate degree 	20 	6.2


 	Bachelor’s degree 	210 	65


 	Master’s Degree 	93 	28.8


 	School category 	Primary school 	102 	31.6


 	Junior high school 	99 	30.7


 	High school 	92 	28.5


 	Secondary vocational school 	30 	9.3


 	School location 	Village 	44 	13.6


 	County 	122 	37.8


 	City 	157 	48.6


 	Work schedules 	Full-time 	167 	51.7


 	Part-time 	156 	48.3


 	Job tenure 	Under 3 years 	204 	63.2


 	3–5 years 	56 	17.3


 	6–10 years 	35 	10.8


 	10 years and above 	28 	8.7


 	Title 	Uncertified 	175 	54.2


 	Third-level teacher 	7 	2.2


 	Second-level teacher 	78 	24.1


 	First-level teacher 	50 	15.5


 	Senior teacher 	11 	3.4


 	Principal teacher 	2 	0.6


 	First specialty 	Psychology 	133 	41.2


 	Education 	90 	27.9


 	Other 	100 	31.0


 	Outstanding teacher 	Yes 	58 	18.0


 	No 	265 	82.0




 

The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the School of Psychology and conducted in accordance with institutional guidelines and the Declaration of Helsinki. All participants willingly submitted written informed consent after being informed of the relevant details of the research. The collected questionnaires and consent forms were stored separately to ensure that participants could not be identified. Before the administration, the experimenter informed the participants that they had the right to decide whether to participate or not and that they could withdraw at any time, and explicitly stated that all personal information would be kept strictly confidential.



Measurements


Perceived organizational support

The Perceived Organizational Support Questionnaire, developed by Chen (2006), was used. It consists of two dimensions: emotional support (e.g., “The organization values my contributions.”) and instrumental support (e.g., “The organization will make every effort to provide me with a favorable working environment and necessary facilities.”), totaling 14 items. A 7-point Likert scale was employed, with values spanning from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), and the ratings for each dimension were aggregated to derive a total score for perceived organizational support. An elevated score on this scale signifies an increased perception of organizational support. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for this scale in the present investigation was 0.97. A confirmatory factor analysis was performed to assess the structural validity of the questionnaire. The findings demonstrated a favorable model fit: χ2/df = 2.26, CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.98, RMSEA = 0.07.



Professional competence questionnaire for mental health teachers

The Professional Competence Questionnaire was developed by Zhuang (2019). The questionnaire comprises four dimensions: teaching and consulting ability (12 items; e.g., “In psychology classes, timely and targeted guidance and feedback can be provided to students.”), research and mentorship skills (9 items; e.g., “Capable of swiftly and accurately capturing information pertinent to counseling.”), professional development skills (7 items; e.g., “Understand students’ interests and hobbies, and gain substantial insights from them.”), and professional charisma (9 items; e.g., “Adept at persuading, influencing, or motivating students through one’s verbal and nonverbal communication.”), encompassing 37 items in total. A 6-point Likert scale was employed, with ratings ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree), and the scores of all 37 items were summed to produce a total professional competence score. A higher score on this measure indicates a greater level of professional competence among mental health teachers. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for this scale in the present study was 0.98. A confirmatory factor analysis was performed to assess the structural validity of the questionnaire. The findings demonstrated a satisfactory model fit: χ2/df = 2.13, CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.97, RMSEA = 0.06.



Psychological empowerment

The Psychological Empowerment Scale, developed by Spreitzer (1995), was utilized. The questionnaire comprises four dimensions: meaning (“My job activities are personally meaningful to me”), self-efficacy (“I am confident about my ability to do my job”), self-determination (“I have significant autonomy in determining how I do my job”), and impact (“My impact on what happens in my department is substantial”), totaling 12 items. A 5-point Likert scale was employed, with ratings ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), and the scores of all 12 items were summed to produce a total psychological empowerment score. An elevated score on this measure signifies an increased degree of psychological empowerment. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for this scale in the present study was 0.92. Confirmatory factor analysis was performed to assess the structural validity of the questionnaire. The findings demonstrated a favorable model fit: χ2/df = 3.06, CFI = 0.97, TLI = 0.96, RMSEA = 0.08.



Thriving at work

The Thriving at Work Scale, developed by Porath et al. (2012), was used. The scale comprises two dimensions: meaning (“I find myself learning often”) and vitality (“I feel alive and vital”), totaling 10 items. A 5-point Likert scale was employed, with values ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), and the scores of all 10 items were summed to produce a total thriving at work score. An elevated score on this measure signifies a higher level of thriving at work. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for this scale in the present study was 0.95. Confirmatory factor analysis was performed to assess the structural validity of the questionnaire. The results demonstrated a strong model fit: χ2/df = 2.63, CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.97, RMSEA = 0.07.




Data analysis

We used R 4.5.1 with R Studio/2024.04.2+764 as an integrated development environment (IDE) to analyze the data. The R package psych was utilized to conduct reliability analysis, evaluate common method bias, and calculate descriptive statistics (Revelle, 2026). The R package lavaan, which can apply the maximum likelihood method for model estimation and evaluation, was employed to execute confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and assess the serial mediation effects within Path Analysis when using bootstrap resampling (Rosseel et al., 2025).




Results


Common method bias test

Tang and Wen (2020) advised performing a common method bias check using the unmeasured latent method construct (ULMC). Initially, a baseline model (M1) with only the substantive trait factors was developed. Secondly, a bifactor model (M2) incorporating both trait factors and a common method factor was constructed. The changes in model fit indices between M1 and M2 were as follows: ΔCFI = 0.043, ΔTLI = 0.038, ΔRMSEA = 0.006. The inclusion of the method factor led to a rise in CFI and TLI of less than 0.1, and a fall in RMSEA of less than 0.05, indicating that the addition of the method factor did not yield a substantial enhancement in model fit, thus suggesting that the common method bias in the research is not serious.



Correlation analysis of the study variables

Table 2 presents the correlations among the variables in the study. The findings indicated that perceived organizational support was positively correlated with professional competence, psychological empowerment, and thriving at work. Professional competence was positively connected with psychological empowerment and thriving at work. Psychological empowerment was positively connected with thriving at work.


TABLE 2 Means, standard deviations, and correlations between variables


	Variables
	M
	SD
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

 

 	1.Gender 	— 	— 	1.00 	 	 	 	 	


 	2.Age 	— 	— 	0.14* 	1.00 	 	 	 	


 	3.PS 	4.64 	1.29 	-0.23*** 	-0.12* 	1.00 	 	 	


 	4.PC 	4.70 	0.73 	0.01 	0.20*** 	0.40*** 	1.00 	 	


 	5.PE 	3.68 	0.65 	-0.05 	0.20*** 	0.47*** 	0.69*** 	1.00 	


 	6.TW 	3.91 	0.67 	-0.04 	0.12* 	0.47*** 	0.66*** 	0.74*** 	1.00





Note: POS: Perceived organizational support; PC: Professional competence; PE: Psychological empowerment; TW: Thriving at work; In gender and age coding: Male = 1, Female = 0. Age: 20–30 = 1, 31–40 = 2, 41–50 = 3, Over 51 = 4.
 



Analysis of mediated effects

Following correlation analysis, we subsequently conducted path analysis to investigate the mechanism by which perceived organizational support contributes to thriving at work. The model was estimated with the Maximum Likelihood method. Gender and age were controlled as covariates to facilitate a precise analysis of the path coefficients. The findings presented in Table 3 demonstrated that perceived organizational support significantly and positively predicted thriving at work (β = 0.14, p < 0.05). It also significantly predicted the professional competence (β = 0.44, p < 0.001) and psychological empowerment (β = 0.31, p < 0.001). The professional competence was a significant positive predictor of both psychological empowerment (β = 0.53, p < 0.001) and thriving at work (β = 0.26, p < 0.001). Ultimately, psychological empowerment was a strong predictor of thriving at work (β = 0.50, p < 0.001).


TABLE 3 Direct effects in the path analysis results.


	Independent variables
	Outcome variables
	β
	z
	p

 

 	Age 	Professional competence 	0.24 	4.79 	<0.001


 	Gender 	0.08 	1.49 	>0.05


 	Perceived organizational support 	0.44 	8.63 	<0.001


 	Age 	Psychological empowerment 	0.13 	3.35 	<0.001


 	Gender 	−0.01 	−0.13 	>0.05


 	Perceived organizational support 	0.31 	7.15 	<0.001


 	Professional competence 	0.53 	12.36 	<0.001


 	Age 	Thriving at work 	−0.03 	−0.71 	>0.05


 	Gender 	0.02 	0.48 	>0.05


 	Perceived organizational support 	0.14 	3.17 	<0.01


 	Professional competence 	0.26 	5.29 	<0.001


 	Psychological empowerment 	0.50 	9.37 	<0.001




 

Subsequently, mediation analysis was conducted. The proposed mediation model presented in Figure 2 encompasses three indirect pathways: indirect effect 1: perceived organizational support → professional competence → thriving at work; indirect effect 2: perceived organizational support → psychological empowerment → thriving at work; indirect effect 3: perceived organizational support → professional competence → psychological empowerment → thriving at work. The significance of these indirect effects was evaluated using the bias-corrected percentile bootstrap method with 5,000 resamples in R. A mediating effect is deemed statistically significant if its 95% bias-corrected bootstrap confidence interval excludes zero. The results presented in Table 4 indicated that indirect effect 1 (95% confidence interval [0.02, 0.11]), indirect effect 2 (95% confidence interval [0.03, 0.10]), and indirect effect 3 (95% confidence interval [0.04, 0.09]) all excluded zero, thus confirming the significance of each indirect pathway.

[image: Path diagram showing relationships among perceived organizational support, professional competence, psychological empowerment, and thriving at work, with standardized path coefficients: 0.44, 0.27, 0.55, 0.26, 0.50, and 0.12, all statistically significant.]

FIGURE 2
 Chain mediation model.



TABLE 4 Indirect effects in the path analysis results.


	Path
	β
	95% CI
	Path effect proportion



	Lower
	Upper

 

 	POS → TW 	0.14*** 	0.03 	0.12 	0.26


 	POS → PC → TW 	0.12*** 	0.03 	0.09 	0.23


 	POS → PE → TW 	0.15*** 	0.05 	0.11 	0.28


 	POS → PC → PE → TW 	0.12*** 	0.04 	0.08 	0.23





POS, perceived organizational support, PC, professional competence, PE, psychological empowerment, TW, thriving at work.
 




Discussion

This study investigated the correlation between perceived organizational support and thriving at work, while assessing the roles of professional competence and psychological empowerment as serial mediators in this relationship. The study’s findings are analyzed in conjunction with the current literature. The study’s shortcomings and implications are subsequently examined, accompanied by recommendations for future research.


The direct effect of perceived organizational support

The findings indicated that perceived organizational support predicted thriving at work, supporting Hypothesis 1. Consistent with Social Exchange Theory (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005), organizations supply financial, physical, and psychological resources, as well as task-related, interpersonal, and developmental opportunities required by employees; in return, employees reciprocate with a state of vigor (Guan and Frenkel, 2021). Notably, this study recruited mental health teachers as participants and obtained results consistent with previous studies (Li and Liu, 2023; Meng et al., 2024), thereby extending the applicability of this conclusion to this specific sample and laying an empirical foundation for future related research.



The simple mediating mechanism analysis

Results indicated that professional competence served as a mediator between perceived organizational support and thriving at work, supporting Hypothesis 2. This outcome supports previous studies (Collie and Perry, 2019; Wei and Zhang, 2025). When mental health teachers perceive organizational support in their work, they have a greater propensity for self-improvement, higher professional competence, and stronger research capability (Sitindaon et al., 2021). Individuals with elevated competence demonstrate a heightened eagerness to acquire new knowledge and skills, thereby displaying higher thriving at work.

In addition, the results also supported Hypothesis 3. Psychological empowerment includes four cognitive elements: sense of impact, self-efficacy, meaningfulness, and autonomy (Thomas and Velthouse, 1990). When mental health teachers perceive their efforts as acknowledged and rewarded, they dedicate increased energy and time to their responsibilities and cultivate greater confidence in their capacity to address diverse issues (Yu et al., 2024), and they have greater job autonomy (Gillet et al., 2013) and experience more work meaningfulness (Akgunduz et al., 2018). When individuals act out of enjoyment or interest (rather than for instrumental reasons), they invest effort more willingly, thereby enhancing their sense of vitality (Mahomed and Rothmann, 2020). Moreover, when individuals believe that they can complete work creatively even in difficult situations, they are more likely to feel alert, alive, and energetic in their learning, thus improving their thriving at work (Christensen-Salem et al., 2021). Finally, positive meaning helps individuals reappraise events as opportunities for growth rather than potential losses, thereby promoting employees’ experience of thriving at work (Guan and Frenkel, 2021).



The serial mediating mechanism analysis

The present research indicated that professional competence and psychological empowerment served as serial mediators between perceived organizational support and thriving at work, supporting Hypothesis 4. Among these findings, professional competence positively predicted psychological empowerment, which aligns with prior studies (Maior et al., 2020). Competence encompasses conventional cognitive abilities, including communication skills, patience, moderate goal setting, and self-development (McClelland, 1973). Mental health teachers with high professional competence are more adept at sharing work-related ideas and emotions, which is linked to a stronger sense of work meaningfulness; moreover, high professional competence is associated with their competitive advantage in the workplace, which in turn contributes to their self-efficacy, plays a role in organizational decision-making and practice, and thus strengthens their perception of impact on their work (Ochoa Pacheco and Coello-Montecel, 2023). Psychological empowerment manifests as agency, proactivity, and goal-directedness at work, which is conducive to thriving among mental health teachers. For instance, higher self-efficacy and autonomy contribute to vitality, while engaging in meaningful and impactful work facilitates learning (Kaur and Ren, 2024). In conclusion, organizational support contributes to professional competence. Greater competence, in turn, strengthens teachers’ psychological empowerment, fostering thriving at work characterized by vitality and learning.



Limitations and future directions

First, the measurement of perceived organizational support has certain limitations; specifically, it is important to acknowledge that organizational support was assessed solely through two dimensions: emotional and instrumental support. To address this limitation, future researchers may integrate supervisor and co-worker support into the assessment of perceived organizational support, facilitating a more thorough examination of its correlation with thriving at work. Subsequent research could investigate how the four kinds of organizational support — emotional, instrumental, supervisor, and co-worker support — differentially impact the two dimensions of thriving at work: learning and vitality. Second, because all measurements in this study were obtained from the same respondents (self-report bias) and the questionnaires were administered under the same measurement conditions (same time and place), common method bias is inevitable. Future research could measure predictor and outcome variables from different sources, at different times and places, in order to minimize the variance caused by common method that is unrelated to the study. Third, the cross-sectional methodology restricts the examination of temporal changes or the delayed impact of predictors on outcomes, thus compromising the accuracy of the findings. Consequently, future researchers might employ a longitudinal design to more effectively investigate the mechanisms by which organizational support contributes to thriving at work. The study obtained its sample through convenience sampling via both online and offline channels. As a non-probability sampling method, it is prone to sampling bias, which limits the generalizability of the findings. Future research should adopt probability sampling, using a national sampling frame of primary and secondary schools, randomly selecting schools, and then administering the survey to the psychology teachers in the selected schools. This would effectively enhance the representativeness of the sample and improve the external validity of the conclusions. Finally, at the cultural level, Chinese society as a whole exhibits cultural tendencies of high power distance and collectivism. Mental health teachers growing up in this environment, compared with individuals from low power distance and individualistic cultures, may be more sensitive to organizational support and more willing to reciprocate it (Stinglhamber and Caesens, 2021). This means that the conclusions of this study may be limited in terms of cross-cultural generalizability. Future research could conduct cross-cultural comparisons across countries with different cultural contexts to examine whether the relationships among variables change. Moreover, at the individual level, individuals vary in their power distance and collectivism/individualism tendencies. Existing research has pointed out that when these two cultural tendencies are incorporated as moderating variables into the model, the direction of their moderating effects is inconsistent—they may either strengthen or weaken the relationship (Stinglhamber and Caesens, 2021). However, this study did not measure these individual cultural tendencies, and thus could not test their moderating effects. Building on the current model, future research could further investigate the moderating roles of power distance and collectivism/individualism in order to clarify the boundary conditions.



Practical implications

This study offers valuable insights for the management practices of mental health teachers, and can support the design of intervention programs and policy-making in the following three aspects, thereby enhancing their thriving at work. First, the findings indicate that perceived organizational support contributes to thriving at work. This suggests that school administrators should guarantee the authorized staffing positions of full-time mental health teachers, ensure they receive professional treatment equivalent to that of head teachers, clearly define the boundaries of their job responsibilities, reduce the imposition of administrative chores unrelated to their professional duties, proactively provide supporting resources for their mental health education activities, and offer them due care and assistance, thereby contributing to an increase in their thriving at work. Second, this study reveals the mediating role of psychological empowerment between perceived organizational support and thriving at work. This indicates that school administrators can enhance mental health teachers’ sense of professional meaning and perceived impact through approaches such as public recognition and sharing of outstanding achievements. At the same time, administrators should reduce administrative intervention and grant mental health teachers sufficient job autonomy, thereby enabling them to maintain vitality and a state of active learning in their mental health education work. Third, this study finds that perceived organizational support can contribute to mental health teachers’ thriving at work through professional competence. It is worth noting that this competence in mental health work can further play a role in thriving at work through psychological empowerment. This suggests that school administrators should attach importance to training in professional knowledge and skills for mental health teachers, establish a regular professional supervision mechanism, and encourage them to conduct psychological research grounded in practice, thus enhancing their professional competence and ultimately enabling them to thrive at work.




Conclusion

The research indicated that perceived organizational support was positively associated with thriving at work, professional competence, and psychological empowerment. Professional competence and psychological empowerment each served as a mediator, and together they exerted a serial indirect effect. It should be noted that although these direct and indirect associations are statistically significant, the study design does not support causal inferences or conclusions about temporal precedence.
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