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This article examines the influence of career self-management and vocational self-concept
crystallization on job decision effectiveness and how vocational self-concept crystallization
mediates the relationship between career self-management and job decision effectiveness.
Six hundred and eleven Chinese employees participated in the research. Using hierarchical
regression and structural equation modeling, the results showed that: (1) career self-man-
agement has a positive direct effect on vocational self-concept crystallization; (2) career
self-management has a positive direct effect on job decision effectiveness; (3) vocational
self-concept crystallization has a positive direct effect on job decision effectiveness; and
(4) vocational self-concept crystallization partly mediates the relationship between career
self-management and job decision effectiveness.

� 2009 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

Topel and Ward (1992) posit that employees in the United States will experience ten employers over their forty year work
lives with two-thirds of these job changes coming within their first ten years in the labor market. In China, young people
under the age of 30 average a job change at least once every five years (Zhou, 2006). In other words, it is common for today’s
employees to experience multiple careers and multiple job movements during their working lives (Sullivan & Arthur, 2006),
whether voluntary or mandatory. The increased fluidity in employees’ careers has led to an increase in research on career
mobility and job change (Donohue, 2006; Sullivan & Arthur, 2006). Rather than working one’s way up the corporate ladder
within a single organization, today’s professionals manage their own career paths, creating what is referred to as a boundary-
less career, as they seize new and often different job opportunities to obtain training, enhance their human capital, and in-
crease their marketability (Sullivan & Arthur, 2006).

Individuals are not equally adept at making such decisions, however, as some find suitable jobs with their initial employ-
er, while others are unable to find appropriate jobs even after multiple job changes. This begs the question of the sources of
individual differences in job decision effectiveness.

Thompson and Subich (2006) found that social status was related to career choice certainty, but that this relationship was
fully mediated by career decision self-efficacy. Using person–job fit as measure of career decision-making effectiveness,
Singh and Greenhaus (2004) revealed that individuals who used rational career decision-making made more effective job
choices. In recent years, some scholars have investigated high school students’ career decision-making processes (e.g. Ger-
meijs & Verschueren, 2007), but there is still limited research about the mechanisms used in making effective career deci-
sions, especially with respect to job changes.
. All rights reserved.
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Singh and Greenhaus (2004) noted that it would be valuable to understand the context of job change by examining the
motivation behind peoples’ decisions to change jobs. They use career self-management as the process by which individuals
collect information about themselves, identify a career goal, and engage in career strategies that increase the probability that
their career goals will be achieved (Greenhaus, 1987). Orpen (1994) also found that career self-management influences
employees’ career success, but no one has examined the relationship between career self-management and job decision
effectiveness. The first aim of this study is to address this gap in the literature.

Our second objective is to further develop Super’s (1984) statement about the role of vocational self-concept in the career
development progress, and evaluate its influence on job choice decision-making. In line with theoretical works (Super, Stari-
shevsky, Matlin, & Jordaan, 1963), we argue that people who have a diffuse sense of self will have difficulty deciding on a
career, likely because it makes the self-appraisal task more difficult. In this paper we define this sense of self, relative to voca-
tions, using the concept of vocational self-concept crystallization. Vocational self-concept crystallization is defined as the
‘‘degree of clarity and certainty of self-perception with respect to vocationally relevant attitudes, values, interests, needs
and abilities” (Barrett & Tinsley, 1977, p. 302). Thus, our intention is to explore the role of both career self-management
and vocational self-concept crystallization in job selection decisions. We do this by examining the role of employees’ career
self-management before joining their present organization, and by analyzing the mediating role of vocational self-concept
crystallization in the relationship between the career self-management and job decision effectiveness, as shown in Fig. 1.

2. Job decision and job decision effectiveness

The job choice/decision is seen as either a decision to pursue a particular job or to accept a particular job if an offer has
been made. Arguably, factors important to an individual may vary at different stages of the job search process as applicants
become more aware of available opportunities and their own preferences. Compared with job decisions, career decisions re-
fer to any decision that has implications for one’s career, including a decision to change jobs, occupations, a voluntary turn-
over decision, or a decision to specialize or develop general skills. Simply stated, job decisions are a subset of career
decisions, but a change in one’s job is the underlying component that links many different types of career decisions (Latack,
1984). Career choice has been given much more attention by researchers than has job choice, despite the fact that their psy-
chological processes are similar.

Career choice research has focused on both students and employees. According to Singh and Greenhaus (2004), research
on students’ career decisions generally has examined the choice of an educational major, occupation, career field, or vocation
(Germeijs & Verschueren, 2007; Phillips, 1982), while employees’ career decisions generally involve the selection of a career
goal, initial career entry, mobility decisions, relocations, and other inter-role transitions (Murrell, Frieze, & Olson, 1996).

A number of studies have found that congruence is a significant factor in differentiating people who change careers from
those who do not (Donohue, 2006). Congruence, or ‘‘fit,” is seen as an indicator of an effective career decision (Holland,
1985), but what constitutes fit varies across researchers. Some focus on the match between an individual’s personality or
self-concept and characteristics of an occupation (Holland, 1985), while others look more specifically a match between a per-
son’s skills and abilities and the requirements of one’s organization and/or job (Cable & Judge, 1997). There is even some
debate as to whether congruence, or fit, is best represented by the match between the person and their job, career, organi-
zation, or even work group (Singh & Greenhaus, 2004).
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To sum up, much attention has been devoted to both job and career decisions; however, little research exists on job deci-
sion effectiveness and the factors that affect it. In this study, we focus on the job rather than the career, based on Singh and
Greenhaus’s (2004) argument of a direct link between career decisions and job changes. They contend that it is the congru-
ence between job activities and their fit with the job-holder, or what they call person–job fit, that determines whether career
development takes place. Following their research, in this study we directly apply P-J fit as our measure of job decision
effectiveness.

3. The function of career self-management

Self-career management has long been characterized as a multi-step process, although there has been some disagreement
over the precise labeling of its stages (e.g. Noe, 1996; Stumpf et al., 1983). Noe (1996) refined our understanding of the com-
ponents of career self-management and developed an instrument to measure its dimensions. Our research follows Noe’s
(1996) viewpoint, by conceptualizing and measuring career self-management along the three dimensions he proposed: ca-
reer exploration, career goal planning and career strategy implementation.

3.1. Career exploration

Career exploration involves two components, self-exploration and environmental exploration, or what Stumpf et al.
(1983) refer to as gathering information about oneself and employment opportunities, respectively. By gathering informa-
tion, people can become more keenly aware of their own values, interests, and talents, as well as the opportunities and
obstacles in their environment. Therefore, individuals who engage in exploration should have a clearer sense of vocational
self-concept.

Research indicates that career exploration is relevant to career development behavior, such as accepting transfers and
participating in seminars (Sugalski & Greenhaus, 1986). Stumpf et al. (1983) indicated that career exploration involves four
aspects: the direction of career exploration (environment versus self), the method (random versus systematic), the extent
(frequency and amount of the information), and the content of career exploration (the focus of the exploration). Regarding
the direction of career exploration, Phillips (1982) suggests that career exploration activities may increase employees’ ability
to progress in their careers by enhancing their recognition of work opportunities and by helping them realize which skills
and behaviors need to be developed. With respect to the method of career exploration, systematic career exploration is more
likely to provide individuals with a more profound recognition about what development they need in order to be successful
in their careers. This recognition is the foundation for making high quality job decisions. Moreover, individuals who engage
in greater amounts of career exploration have a higher recognition about their own information and the work world than do
individuals who engage in less career exploration, which puts them in a better position to make higher quality job decisions.
Therefore, we offer the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1. Career exploration is positively associated with vocational self-concept crystallization.

Hypothesis 2. Career exploration is positively associated with job decision effectiveness.
3.2. Development of career goals

Because career goals are goals people pursue at work, such as promotions, pay increases, and skill development (Green-
haus, 1987), goal-setting theory is relevant to understanding how they influence career oriented behavior. Individuals with
specific and challenging goals perform better than either those with easy and ambiguous goals or those without any goals
(Locke & Latham, 1990). People with career goals that are specific and focused will be more motivated to engage in behaviors
that will help them realize their goals. Goal focus had been shown to be an important determinant of career goal realization,
career development and participation in career development activities (Sugalski & Greenhaus, 1986). Consequently, employ-
ees with specific goals should have a more crystallized vocational self-concept and should be more focused and more suc-
cessful in their job search activities than those with vague goals. Therefore, we proposed the following hypothesizes:

Hypothesis 3. Career goal development is positively associated with vocational self-concept crystallization.

Hypothesis 4. Career goal development is positively associated with job decision effectiveness.
3.3. Career strategy implementation

The third component of Noe’s (1996) model of career self-management is the development and implementation of a ca-
reer strategy. A career strategy is an activity or behavior that increases the likelihood of attaining one’s career goals. These
can take the form of interpersonal career strategies, such as seeking out a mentor or networking, or intrapersonal strategies
aimed at increasing one’s skills and abilities. Interpersonal networking is said to lead to more favorable opinions by manag-



Q. Weng, J.C. McElroy / Journal of Vocational Behavior 76 (2010) 234–243 237
ers, higher performance ratings, and has been shown to be positively related to salary progression (Gould & Penley, 1984).
Moreover, the use of interpersonal career strategies provides employees with valuable information and resources. By com-
municating with senior staff, individuals can obtain evaluative information about themselves, information that is valuable in
developing a more highly crystallized vocational self-concept. The greater the density of such a network, the more access one
has to information about themselves and new job opportunities. Network member recommendations and internal recruit-
ment information are beneficial for making effective job decisions. With respect to intrapersonal career strategies, having a
self-career strategy can encourage people to enhance their work skills and professional knowledge, thus enhancing their
vocational self-concept. Therefore, we raised the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 5. Career strategy implement is positively associated with vocational self-concept crystallization.

Hypothesis 6. Career strategy implement is positively associated with job decision effectiveness.
4. Vocational self-concept crystallization and job decision effectiveness

Vocational self-concept crystallization is the degree to which people perceive their own vocationally relevant attitudes,
values, needs and abilities clearly (Barrett & Tinsley, 1977). As Super (1984) noted, vocational self-concept is basically the
degree to which one is able to match their own vocationally relevant attitudes, values, needs etc., with the features of one’s
work. Given that one’s understanding of their work and how it fits into their career may be affected by their own career
behavior, (e.g. career self-management) one would expect vocational choice and career behavior to have significant effects
on vocational self-concept. In turn, to the degree one has a clear vision of their own vocational self-concept, they should be
equipped to make better, more effective, career decisions.

Vocational self-concept is an important concept in vocational theory (Super, 1984), but little work has investigated how
vocational self-concept influences one’s job decisions. Vocational self-concept was found to be inversely related to career
indecision (Tokar, Withrow, Hall, & Moradi, 2003), and positively associated with job acquisition (Quint & Kopelman,
1995), but in this paper, we explore the role of vocational self-concept crystallization on employees’ job choice decision
effectiveness.

Super (1984) views self-concept as a key determinant of career development and selection. Given the link between job
decisions and career development, we contend it plays a central role in job decision effectiveness as well. Whether a person
has a clear vocational self-concept or not influences one’s vocational selection and job decisions. Moreover, individuals who
have a clear vocational self-concept are better able to make self-adjustments, modify their self-orientation to satisfy the
requirements of changing job roles and responsibilities and seek out jobs better suited to their self-concept. Therefore,
the clearer and more definitive one’s vocational self-concept is prior to a job change, the better able one is to assess a job
opportunity relative to their self-concept. Moreover, given that rationale has been developed above to hypothesize that one’s
vocational self-concept is hypothesized to be a function of career self-management activities (Fig. 1), the question arises as to
whether it is these career self-management activities that enhance job decision effectiveness or whether it is their effect on
one’s vocational self-concept that enhances job decision effectiveness, or both. In other words, does vocational self-concept
mediate the effects of career self-management activities on job decision effectiveness? Hence, we proposed the following
hypotheses:

Hypothesis 7. Vocational self-concept crystallization is positively associated with job decision effectiveness.

Hypothesis 8. Vocational self-concept crystallization mediates the effects of career exploration, career goal development
and career strategy implementation on job decision effectiveness.
5. Methodology

5.1. Research design

This study investigates employees’ career self-management and vocational self-concept crystallization prior to joining the
present organization, and their resulting job decision effectiveness. One precondition for participation in this study was that
each respondent must have had at least one job-choice-decision experience, prior to joining the current organization.
Respondents were asked to think back to the decision situation that involved the acceptance of their current job.

Job decision effectiveness was measured by the person–job fit associated with the present job. To reduce the possibility of
biases inherent in retrospective accounts (Schwenk, 1995), subjects were limited to those who had initiated a job change to
their present company in the last two years. Moreover, because one needs adequate time to determine their person–job fit,
we limited participants to those who had spent at least three months in their present position. This time frame gives indi-
viduals enough time to make sense of their jobs and accurately assess their level of person–job fit and is consistent with the
previous research (Latack, 1984; Singh & Greenhaus, 2004).
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5.2. Sample

Data were collected in 150 Chinese enterprises operating in the Zhejiang and Hubei provinces. To increase the return rate,
researchers communicated directly with a top executive of each enterprise to solicit support and explain the purpose of the
investigation and data security measures. A total of 1000 questionnaires were distributed, 845 surveys were returned. Of
these, 611 met the requirements of having changed jobs in the preceding two years and having worked for more than three
months at their present position.

The demographic breakdown of respondents was as follows: 63.5 percent were male; 38.3 percent were under 25 years
old, 36.1 percent were 26–30, 19.3 percent were 31–40, and 6.3 percent were 41–50. Senior managers accounted for 9.2 per-
cent of the sample, mid-managers 27.5 percent, lower managers 28.7 percent, professional workers 27.4 percent and tech-
nicians 7.2 percent. Of the sample, 53.9 percent had less than a bachelors degree, 39.7 percent held a bachelors degree, and
6.4 percent had a masters degree or higher.

5.3. Measures

The survey consisted of measures designed to capture the three concepts being investigated in this research: job decision
effectiveness, vocational self-concept crystallization and career self-management. All of the items in the questionnaire em-
ployed a five-point Likert scale format (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree, unless otherwise indicated).

5.3.1. Job decision effectiveness
Adopting Singh and Greenhaus’ (2004) suggestion, a global measure of person–job fit was used to measure job decision

effectiveness. A global measure was selected rather than an attribute-specific measure because asking individuals about spe-
cific work attributes may exclude attributes that are important to some people and yet include attributes that some individ-
uals find meaningless (Ironson, Smith, Brannick, Gibson, & Paul, 1989). Moreover, simply mathematically combining such a
partial assessment (Ironson et al., 1989) may not accurately capture the overall phenomenon of P-J fit. A global measure lets
respondents reflect on different facets of the phenomena that are important to them, resulting in a more accurate assessment
of overall P-J fit.

For these reasons, we used a global measure of P-J fit, consisting of four items, adapted from Singh and Greenhaus (2004):
‘‘I perceive that I match with my present job very well”, ‘‘the requirements of my present job matches my experience, skills
and knowledge”, ‘‘the work environment provided by the company fits my requirements” and ‘‘my personality and temper-
ament fit my job”. The Cronbach’s a value for this scale is 0.76.

5.3.2. Career self-management
Scales developed by previous researchers (Noe, 1996; Zikic & Klehe, 2006) were used to measure the three dimensions of

career self-management. Career exploration was measured by three questions: (1) ‘‘I usually search for detailed information
about the vocational area and jobs in which I am interested”, (2) ‘‘I usually consider how to combine my early work expe-
rience with my future career development”, and (3) ‘‘I often try to play new roles at work to explore whether I am suitable for
them”. Career goal development was measured by four questions: (1) ‘‘My career goal is very definitive”, (2) ‘‘I have estab-
lished detailed career development plans”, (3) ‘‘I am very clear about how my present position is related to my career objec-
tives”, (4) ‘‘I am very clear about what efforts are needed to realize my career goals.” Finally, career strategy implementation
was measured by four questions: (1) ‘‘I always attempt to learn more new knowledge and skills to realize my career objec-
tive”, (2) ‘‘I try to let my boss know about what I am doing to pursue my career and career objectives”, (3) ‘‘I have established
a helpful interpersonal network inside my company which can promote my career development” and (4) ‘‘I usually consult
with my boss and experienced colleagues for helpful career guidance.”

To examine the dimensionality of the career self-management instrument, we conducted a confirmatory factor analysis
(CFA) with maximum likelihood estimation using LISREL 8.54. To examine the dimensionality, we followed prior scholars’
(Noe, 1996; Zikic & Klehe, 2006) suggestions to compare the fitness between the one-factor model (all items loaded on
one factor), two-factor model (career exploration and career goal development on one factor, career strategy implementation
on the other), three-factor model (career exploration, career goal development, and career strategy implementation as sep-
arate factors) and four-factor model (career strategy implementation being split into two factors). Results indicated that the
three-dimension model fit the data better than other models (GFI = 0.90, AGFI = 0.87, RMSEA = 0.048, NNFI = 0.96, CFI = 0.97).
Chi-squared tests also indicated that the three-factor model resulted in a statistically significant increment over the other
models, indicating that it was appropriate for us to use the three dimensions of career self-management separately. The
Cronbach’s a for the three scales were: career exploration = 0.86, career goal development = 0.83, and career strategy
implementation = 0.87.

5.3.3. Vocational self-concept crystallization
The Vocational Rating Scale (VRS) was developed by Barrett and Tinsley (1977) as a global measure of vocational self-con-

cept crystallization. This 40-item instrument uses a Likert-type summated scale (1 = completely false to 5 = completely true)
such that higher scores on the VRS indicate greater vocational self-concept crystallization. Barrett and Tinsley (1977) re-
ported evidence of strong internal consistency (Cronbach’s a = 0.94) and test–retest reliability for their scale.
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Quint and Kopelman (1995) found that by dropping seven items from the original instrument, Cronbach’s a for the VRS
was raised to 0.96. As a result, we used Quint and Kopelman’s reduced scale to measure vocational self-concept crystalliza-
tion. Sample items include: ‘‘My past work experiences have taught me a lot about myself”, ‘‘I’m really not sure of what abil-
ities I have that I can build a career around” (reverse coded), ‘‘ I know myself well enough to know what kind of job fits me”,
‘‘I’m not sure of what abilities I have that I can build a job around” (reverse coded), ‘‘I’m very aware of my own values and
how they will influence my choice of career”. The Cronbach’s a for this scale in our study is 0.94.

5.3.4. Control variables
Demographic data were collected on respondent age, education, and seniority. Moreover, respondents indicated the num-

ber of job moves they had made, which was then divided by their years of service to obtain a measure of mobility frequency.
Finally, respondents indicated the number of times they had experienced a move that involved changing vocations. These
variables were controlled for in the study.

5.4. Analyses

Multiple regression is the recommended analytical technique for testing for mediation effects. However, using multiple
items to measure the study’s variables may adversely affect the use of multiple regression analysis, which involves the nor-
malized treatment of the items. Consequently, LISREL 8.7 with maximum likelihood estimation was used to confirm the rela-
tionships among the three career self-management scales, vocational self-concept crystallization, and job decision
effectiveness. Cheng (2001) suggested that multiple regression does not take into account the interaction effects among
the posited variables. SEM is advocated because it expands the explanatory ability and statistical efficiency for model testing
with a single comprehensive method (Hair, Anderson, Tatham, & Black, 1998). Because Chi-squared statistics are sensitive to
sample size, the root–mean–square error of approximation (RMSEA), the Goodness of Fit Index (GFI), the Normed Fit Index
NFI , and the Comparative Fit Index (CFI) were used to assess model fit. GFI, NFI and CFI with values in the upper 0.90s indi-
cate a good fit, RMSEA with values under 0.1 represent mediocre fit, values between 0.08 and 0.05 indicate responsible fit,
and those under 0.05 show a close fit to the approximation of population (Bryne, 2000).

6. Results

6.1. Correlations

Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations and intercorrelations for the study’s variables.
Mean values indicate that the participants in this study were more actively engaged in career exploration (M = 4.11,

SD=0.77) than either career goal development (M = 3.58, SD=0.84), or career strategy implementation (M = 3.29, SD=0.83).
Participants reported a relatively high level of vocational self-concept crystallization (M = 3.89, SD=0.58). Correlations sup-
port the positive relationships between career exploration and both vocational self-concept crystallization (r = .33, p < .01)
and job decision effectiveness (r = .21, p < .01), as well as between career goal development and both vocational self-concept
crystallization (r = .45, p < .01) and job decision effectiveness (r = .22, p < .01). Additionally, career strategy implementation
was positively correlated with both vocational self-concept crystallization (r = .29, p < .01) and job decision effectiveness
(r = .23, p < .01).
Table 1
Descriptive statistics and correlations.

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1 Agea 1.92 1.11 1.00
2 Educationb 1.63 .76 .05 1.00
3 Seniority 5.67 6.15 .75** �.25** 1.00
4 Job mobility frequencyc .54 .54 �.264** �.09 �.24** 1.00
5 Times of inter-vocation job mobility 1.01 1.01 .26** �.19** .41** .37** 1.00
6 Career goal development 3.58 .84 �.11* .01 �.11* .07 �.11 1.00
7 Career strategy implementation 3.29 .83 �.09 .06 �.05 .01 �.08 .39** 1.00
8 Career exploration 4.11 .77 �.20** �.05 �.10 .15** �.06 .42** .21** 1.00
9 Vocational self-concept crystallization 3.89 .58 �.09 �.12* �.00 .00 �.12* .45** .29** .33** 1.00

10 Job decision effectiveness 3.52 .69 .01 .01 .03 �.04 �.14* .22** .23** .21** .36**

* p < .05.
** p < .01.

a For age, under 25 years old = 1; 25–30 years old = 2; 31–40 years old = 3; 41–50 years old = 4; over 50 years old = 5.
b For education, less than bachelor = 1; bachelor = 2; masters or over = 3.
c Job mobility frequency = times of job mobility/seniority.
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6.2. Regression results

Hierarchical regression was used to investigate the effect of career self-management on vocational self-concept crystal-
lization and job decision effectiveness, and whether vocational self-concept crystallization mediates the relationship be-
tween career self-management and job decision effectiveness. The results are reported in Table 2.

We first examined the relationship between career self-management and vocational self-concept crystallization. After
controlling for education, seniority and job mobility frequency and times of inter-vocation job mobility, career self-manage-
ment predicted an additional 22.5 percent of the variance in vocational self-concept crystallization, as shown in models 1
and 2. Among the three factors that comprise career self-management, the effect of career goal development on vocational
self-concept crystallization was the greatest (b = .368, p = .000), followed by career exploration (b = .324 p = .001), and career
strategy implementation (b = .174, p = .003). Therefore, H1, H3 and H5 were supported.

Secondly, we explored the influence of vocational self-concept crystallization on job decision effectiveness. These results
are reported in model 4. After entering the control variables, vocational self-concept crystallization predicted an additional
18 percent of the variance in job decision effectiveness (b = .288, p = .000). Therefore, H7 was supported.

The regression results presented in model 5 show that career self-management also predicted job decision effectiveness.
Following the controlling variables, career self-management predicted an additional 19.3 percent of the variance in job deci-
sion effectiveness. Of the three career self-management dimensions, the effect of career goal development was the most sig-
nificant (b = .277, p = .005), followed by career exploration (b = .216 p = .007), and career strategy implementation (b = .201,
p = .007). Thus, support was indicated for H2, H4, and H6.

Following Baron and Kenny’s (1986) approach to establishing evidence of mediation, model 6 shows that the addition of
vocational self-concept crystallization reduced but did not eliminate the significance of career self-management for predict-
ing job decision effectiveness. Therefore, vocational self-concept crystallization partially mediates the relationship between
career self-management and job decision effectiveness.

6.3. Structural equation modeling

To confirm these results, we constructed a structural equation model based on the assumptive model and the results of
the above regression analysis (see Fig 1). The results of the SEM are shown in Table 3. The outcomes indicated that the coef-
ficients of each observed item that loaded on their corresponding factors were all above 0.6, under 1, with all t-statistics sig-
nificant at the p < .001 level. The t-value associated with the factor loadings changed from 9.12 to 18.96, demonstrating
adequate convergent validity.

Table 3 also shows that the values obtained for the GFI (0.95), the NFI (0.96) and the RMSEA (0.057) for the proposed mod-
el indicate a satisfactory fit. The value of Chi-squared/df (2.138) was below 3 indicating a good fit (Bentler & Bonette, 1980).

The SEM results confirmed the results of the regression analysis. Table 3 shows the path coefficients for this analysis.
Among all the study variables, vocational self-concept crystallization was most significant related to job decision effective-
Table 2
Results of regression analyses.

Independent variables Equation 1 (vocational self-concept
crystallization)

Equation 2 (job decision effectiveness)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

Controlling variables Beta Sig. Beta Sig. Beta Sig. Beta Sig. Beta Sig. Beta Sig.
Education a �.105 .192 �.107 .195 .062 .331 .089 .152 .034 .599 .063 .313
Seniority .107 .122 .130 .134 .132 .068 .139 .088 .174* .038 .139 .090
Job mobility frequency b .124 .810 .044 .710 .055 .440 .046 .597 .070 .382 .055 .475
Times of inter-vocation job mobility �.220*** .001 �.150 .12 �.210** .002 �.123* .043 �.160* .038 �.122 .105

Career self-management
Career exploration .324*** .001 .216** .007 .063* .015
Career goal development .368*** .000 .277** .005 .176** .009
Career strategy implement .174** .003 .201** .007 .151* .014

Vocational self-concept crystallization .288*** .000 .280*** .000

Model F 3.573 14.039 2.834 6.859 5.283 15.773
F changec 19.994 11.062 3.123 16.314
R2 .052 .277 .046 .226 .239 .390
R2 change .225 .180 .193 .151

* p < .05.
** p < .01.

*** p < .001.
a For education, less than bachelor = 1; bachelor = 2; master or over = 3.
b Job mobility frequency = times of job mobility/seniority.
c In Equation (1), F change and R2 change report changes from model 1; In Equation (2), report changes from model 3, except for model 6, which report

changes from model 5.



Table 3
Path coefficients from structural equation model.

Hypothesized relationships Path coefficient Sig. Hypothesis supported?

H1 Career exploration ? vocational self-concept crystallization 0.34*** 0.000 Yes
H2 Career exploration ? job decision effectiveness 0.08* 0.012 Yes
H3 Career goal development ? vocational self-concept crystallization 0.38*** 0.000 Yes
H4 Career goal development ? job decision effectiveness 0.20** 0.005 Yes
H5 Career strategy implementation ? vocational self-concept crystalliz1ation 0.20** 0.002 Yes
H6 Career strategy implementation ? job decision effectiveness 0.15** 0.005 Yes
H7 Vocational self-concept crystallization ? job decision effectiveness 0.47*** 0.000 Yes

Model fit: Chi-squared/df = 2.138; RMSEA = 0.057; GFI = 0.95; NFI = 0.96; NNFI = 0.96; CFI = 0.97; IFI = 0.97

* p < .05.
** p < .01.

*** p < .001.
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ness (b = .47, p = .000), followed by career goal development (b = .20, p = .01), career strategy implementation (b = .15,
p = .01), and career exploration (b = .08, p = .05). The results also suggest that vocational self-concept crystallization partially
mediates the relationship between career self-management and job decision effectiveness.

7. Discussion and conclusion

In an era of increasing job mobility, career change and unemployment (Zhou, 2006), the effectiveness of one’s decision to
change jobs takes on added importance. In our study, person–job fit was used to measure job decision effectiveness, in order
to explore the effect of employee career self-management and vocational self-concept crystallization on job decision effec-
tiveness. Our results demonstrated that: (1) both employee career self-management and vocational self-concept crystalliza-
tion positively affect job decision effectiveness; (2) vocational self-concept crystallization partially mediates the relationship
between career self-management and job decision effectiveness; and (3) among the three factors of career self-management,
career goal development has the greatest impact on both vocational self-concept crystallization and job decision
effectiveness.

The current study makes several contributions to the literature. First, we extended research on the attraction and reten-
tion of talent to include the issue of job decision effectiveness. Job decision effectiveness is not only a key to attracting and
retaining employees but is also the foundation behind career growth. Specifically, our research reveals the important roles
played by career self-management and vocational self-concept crystallization in the process of realizing high job decision
effectiveness. Our study supports Singh and Greenhaus’s (2004) finding that job decision effectiveness is related to one’s ca-
reer decision-making strategy, self-awareness and environmental awareness. In other words, when people pay more atten-
tion to managing their career and have a clear vocational self-concept, they are more likely to make high quality job
decisions when changing jobs.

Second, our results add career self-management to our understanding of the formation of vocational self-concept crystal-
lization. Super et al. (1963) noted that self-concept crystallization is a product of the interaction of inherited aptitudes, neu-
ral and endocrine make-up, opportunity to play various roles, and evaluations of the extent to which the results of role
playing meet with the approval of superiors and peers. Our results show that career self-management plays an important
role in the formation of persons’ vocational self-concept crystallization. This is an important contribution, because unlike
neurons, endocrine make-up and inherited aptitudes, career self-management is within the control of the employee. By sim-
ply developing clear career goals an individual can positively affect their own vocational self-concept.

Our results also support Super’s (1984) theory on the importance of vocational self-concept crystallization for making
effective job decisions. Super’s (1957, p. 196) central hypothesis is that ‘‘in choosing an occupation one is, in effect, choosing
a means of implementing a self-concept”. In our study, vocational self-concept crystallization explained the greatest propor-
tion of the variance in job decision effectiveness. Our results also provide some indirect support for Tokar et al.’s (2003) find-
ing of a negative relationship between vocational self-concept crystallization and career indecision.

Third, this paper supports Noe’s (1996) contention that career self-management can be measured by three dimensions:
career exploration, career goal development and career strategy implementation. Our results with respect to the role of ca-
reer self-management support the Greenhaus, Hawkins, and Brenner (1983) finding that career exploration is related to the
development and satisfaction of a career decision. Our research is also compatible with Singh and Greenhaus’ (2004) re-
search on the roles played by self-awareness and environmental awareness in job search effectiveness.

The relationship between career goal development and job decision effectiveness can be interpreted by goal-setting the-
ory (Locke, 1968). Since goals affect effort (Locke & Latham, 1990) clear and specific career objectives increase ones’ effort
level with respect to exploring various alternative job possibilities that might be relevant to one’s career goals.

Finally, career strategies are activities design to help people meet their career goals. The development and implementa-
tion of a career strategy should help individuals attain their career goals. Effective career strategies enable people to discover
and take advantage of the right development opportunities in a timely manner.
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In addition to contributing to the literature, this research has practical implications. Our study confirms Noe’s (1996) be-
lief in the importance of employee career development. In turbulent work environments, career self-management can func-
tion as a navigation system that guides individual career development, promotes the enhancement of self- and
environmental awareness, and helps individuals realize their career goals, all of which lead to higher quality job choice deci-
sions. Care must be taken, however, to ensure that these career self-management activities result in fostering a clear, specific
expectation by the employee as to what their vocational self-concept is. This requires career management programs to be
tailor-made to the individual employee.

Our findings also have implications for organizational recruitment practices. P-J fit is related to a number of positive
work-related behaviors, such as performance, citizenship behaviors and other acts promoting organizational development.
Consequently, it is in the best interest of organizations to pay attention to and review applicants’ vocational self-concept, and
career self-management activities during the recruitment process,

A few limitations of this study should be noted. First and foremost is the fact that the methodology used in this study is a
retrospective one. Respondents were asked to recall their thoughts at the time they accepted their current job. A big criticism
surrounding this methodology is whether people are able to accurately recall events that happened earlier. Perhaps they
cannot remember or their responses are colored by events that have happened since accepting their current job. According
to Churchill and Iacobucci (2005) two factors that can influence recall of events is how frequently they happen and their level
of importance. In this study, changing jobs is an important career decision, so it does not fall into mundane everyday deci-
sions for which recall of a single event might be clouded by other similar events. As for frequency, this form of measurement
error was handled by using mobility frequency as a control variable. Miller, Cardinal, and Glick (1997) note that recall meth-
odology is no substitute for longitudinal research and we agree. However, they note that it is often used when the researcher
wants to study an event for which they are unable to anticipate the timing. Such is the case in this study. It would have been
impossible to get into all previous organizations employing the respondents and anticipate the timing of their decisions to
accept a new job. As noted above, the importance of such decisions, as well as our ability to control for the frequency of such
decisions within our sample, should mitigate at least some of the measurement error surrounding the variables in this study.
Moreover, as is common in survey research, data are cross-sectional rather than longitudinal and subject to common method
error variance. Finally, while some may argue that the use of person–job fit as a measure of job decision effectiveness is not
ideal, the standardized scale used in this study is widely used. Moreover, it taps the perceptions of person–job fit and,
whether accurate or not, it is perceptions that drive behavior. A more objective measure, however, one based on the fit be-
tween employee or peer descriptions and a job analysis, may produce different results.

In conclusion, our findings, regarding the effects of career self-management and vocational self-concept crystallization on
effective job decisions, suggest two things. First, this is not a uniquely American phenomenon. Our findings using Chinese
employees are supportive of previous findings involving U.S. workers. Second, our findings suggest that the making of effec-
tive job changes is within the control of individual employees, but that it is something they need to work at. Exploring oppor-
tunities, setting career goals, and implementing specific plans to attain those goals enable people to make better job choices,
but only if these activities result in clarifying a person’s vocational self-concept.
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