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This longitudinal study investigated the contributions of Chinese secondary school students’ meaning
in life in Grade 10 to vocational identity in Grade 12 in different Chinese settings. Whether vocational

exploration and commitment reported by students (VECS) in Grade 11, and the vocational exploration
and commitment reported by parents (VECP) of the students mediate the above link was examined as
well. Participants comprised 435 students and their parents/guardians from Hong Kong, 422 students
and their parents/guardians from urban Shanghai, and 308 students and their parents/guardians from
rural Zhejiang. Partial mediation of the VECS in the relationship between meaning in life and vocational
identity was significant in the Shanghai and Zhejiang rural samples. In the Hong Kong sample, the
VECP was significantly predicted by meaning in life and could predict vocational identity. Associations
between parental perceptions of vocational commitment and adolescents’ own career development
might therefore be weaker than previously believed. The pattern of the relationships between meaning in
life, vocational commitment and identity, and the influence of parents on adolescents’ career development
in different Chinese local contexts are discussed herein.
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Vocational identity, as one core aspect of adolescent iden-
tity development (Erikson, 1968), has been defined by
Holland, Gottfredson, and Power (1980) as ‘the posses-
sion of a clear and stable picture of one’s goals, interests,
and talents’ (p. 1191). Savickas (1985) argued that voca-
tional identity is related to both vocational development
and ego identity formation and that it forms the basis upon
which students crystallise tentative career preferences. Vo-
cational identity was also empirically documented as one
of the most important outcome variables of career devel-
opment for facilitating adolescents’ transition from school
to work and contributes to one’s adjustment and wellbeing
(Meijers, 1998; Mortimer, Zimmer-Gembeck, Holmes, &
Shanahan, 2002).

Building on the contributions made by person-
environment (P-E) fit and social cognitive career theory
(SCCT; Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 1994) to explore the an-
tecedents of vocational identity becomes one key domain
for understanding and improving adolescents’ career de-
velopment. As such, both distal factors, such as personality
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traits, parenting style and cultural milieu, and proximal
factors, such as vocational interest, career self-efficacy and
commitment in which individuals are raised, may, in part,
guide the process of identity formation (Crocetti, Rubini,
Luyckx, & Meeus, 2008; Holland, Johnston, & Asama,
1993).

However, in modern/postmodern societies, career is
about more than fitting one’s personality with a particular
environment and job tasks. Individuals, especially adoles-
cents, must explore who they are and what their purpose is,
and understand their strengths and skills in order to truly
develop a satisfying career, and even establish a meaning-
ful life (Guichard, 2015; Kosine, Steger, & Duncan, 2008;
Mayseless & Keren, 2014; Savickas, 2013). Recently, the
paradigm of career construction has focused on increas-
ing the meta-competencies of adaptability and identity
and the meaning-making of projective stories (Savickas,
2013). Before adolescents establish a vocational identity,
they thus need to explore and assess various alternatives
(Marcia, 1966), construct their meaning in life, and are
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considered responsible for the direction their personal and
professional lives will take (Guichard, 2015). However, the
role of meaning in life among adolescents’ career devel-
opment has often been neglected (Kosine et al., 2008).

Vocational identity is an integral part of the process
of personal identity formation and provides the frame-
work for meaning within which adolescents assume agen-
tic control over their vocational development. Orientation
toward the future and a propensity for planning play a
major role in adolescents’ vocational exploration and the
subsequent choices they make (Ferrari, Nota, & Soresi,
2010). Adolescents who explore future opportunities and
find personal meaning are more likely to engage in ex-
ploratory behaviours and achieve a vocational identity.
Future planning and the inclination to seek meaning in
life are often considered to be attributes associated with
maturity. This general disposition toward meaning in life
therefore contributes to adolescents’ vocational identity
through a process of vocational exploration and commit-
ment. Vocational commitment is often referred to as the
progression from a phase of indecision, through suffi-
cient exploration, to a highly committed phase (Blustein,
Ellis, & Devenis, 1989). Theoretically, it may reflect a psy-
chological state between the subject and a certain objec-
tive (Allen & Meyer, 1990). Blustein et al. (1989) further
found that adolescents who are more certain about their
ego identity are more likely to be committed to their career
choices.

Therefore, integrating the progress of career construc-
tion theory and SCCT in the field of vocational psychology,
the present study examined potential associations between
meaning in life as a cognitive personality trait, and voca-
tional identity in adolescent students from three different
Chinese regional settings with a multicultural perspec-
tive. At the same time, the mediated effect of vocational
commitment on the link between meaning in life and
vocational identity was examined from a developmental
perspective.

Meaning in Life and Career Development

Steger (2009) argued that meaning in life conceptually
consists of two pillars: comprehension and purpose. Com-
prehension refers to an individual’s capacity to find modes,
consistency, and significance in those events and experi-
ences in their lives; while purpose encompasses highly
motivating, long-term goals about which people are pas-
sionate and highly committed. As such, meaning in life is
assumed to be cognitive in nature (Ho, Cheung, & Che-
ung, 2010). In addition, Wong (1998) also argued that
the cognitive dimension of meaning in life includes beliefs
that there is an ultimate purpose in life, beliefs in moral
laws, and beliefs in an afterlife (see also Ho et al., 2010).
Meaning in life reflects individuals’ differences in organ-
ising and interpreting their experience, achieving a sense
of their own worth and place, identifying the things that
matter to them, and effectively directing their energies and

even self-fulfillment (Ho et al., 2010; Ryff & Singer, 1998;
Steger, 2009; Yu, Chang, & Kim, 2016).

Meaning in life has been increasingly documented
as having significant associations with important career-
related constructs among different adult populations (e.g.,
employees and college students), such as career calling
(Duffy & Dik, 2013; Zhang, Hirschi, Herrmann, Wei,
& Zhang, 2017), career adaptability (Buyukgoze-Kavas,
Duffy, & Douglass, 2015), career decision-making effi-
cacy (Pesch, Larson, & Seipel, 2018), vocational outcome
expectations and goals (Bhattacharya, 2011; Pesch et al.,
2018), and vocational commitment (De Klerk, 2003).

In adolescence (mainly in the middle-school period),
individuals start to explore their career interests (Super,
1980) and gradually construct their cognitive map of occu-
pations (Gottfredson, 2002) and vocational identity (Von-
dracek & Porfeil, 2003). A success in these career tasks can
lay a foundation of adolescent vocational maturity and
performance in adulthood (Hartung, 2013). Therefore,
the associations between career development and mean-
ing in life among adolescents should not be neglected.
However, explorations of the influence of meaning in life
on career development and satisfaction among adolescents
are largely sparse in literature (Kosine et al., 2008), with
a few of exceptions. For example, a recent study of Hong
Kong Chinese adolescents (Yuen & Yau, 2015) found that
meaning in life significantly predicted career adaptability.
In another study, Yeager and Bundick (2009) reported that
American adolescents with purposeful work goals also re-
ported more meaning in life than those who did not.

For adolescents, the middle-school period (generally
aged 12–18 years old), which Erikson (1968) employed
to characterise the powerful crossroads of identity versus
role confusion, is a time when they begin a lifelong search
for personal meaning. Particularly, this meaning in life
may help adolescents deal with the major developmental
task of forming a coherent sense of self, represented by
their collective identity, a mental picture rooted in per-
sonal experience and that reflects a wide compendium of
cultural, social, community, and family forces (Crocetti
et al., 2008). In other words, the significant relationship
between meaning in life and vocational identity is very
worthwhile for adolescents to explore.

Present Study

Consistent with the understanding by Ho et al. (2010),
in this study we also conceptualised meaning in life as a
cognitive personality trait, because it is primarily rooted
in human cognition and reflects individuals’ differences
in comprehending life experiences and being motivated
to achieve life objectives, and their outlook about their
whole life. The operationalisation of meaning in life is
having meaningful goals and motives for personal iden-
tity and goal striving (Ho et al., 2010). From the perspec-
tive of SCCT, meaning in life is defined as one personality
trait and should be a distal factor to individuals’ career
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development (Lent et al., 1994). Alternatively, because the
construct of meaning in life reflects people’s patterns to
personalise their life events and experiences in terms of
their purposes in life, and because it is the product of social
interaction and co-constructed outcome through think-
ing and discourse, to explore the associations between
meaning in life and career development simultaneously
performs the paradigm of career construction (Savickas,
2013).

Before adolescents commit to a vocational identity,
they thus need to explore and assess various alternatives
(Marcia, 1966), construct their meaning in life, and be-
come responsible for the direction their personal and pro-
fessional lives will take (Guichard, 2015). Based on the
abovementioned empirical evidence, meaning in life con-
tributes to an individual’s career development and reflects
their concerns related to career identity. For example,
Frankl (1992) argued that people actualise creative, ex-
periential and attitudinal values within their lives, and
these are imbued with meaning through constructing vo-
cational identity. Accordingly, personal meaning in life
helps individuals to develop a vocational direction, make
choices, and to regulate their personal development dur-
ing critical life transitions (Salmela-Aro, 2009).

Beyond personal attributes, the formation of voca-
tional identity also involves a series of person-context in-
teractions. For adolescents, parents constitute a major part
of this developmental process (Beyers & Goossens, 2007).
For example, Bryant, Zvonkovic, and Reynolds (2006) ex-
plored the various parenting processes that influence ado-
lescents’ vocational development, including their occupa-
tional knowledge and attitudes, exploration aspirations,
and self-efficacy. It is commonly believed that parents in-
fluence this process by being accessible to their children
and becoming involved in their activities. In so doing,
they transmit their knowledge about the world of work,
set aspirations and expectations regarding their children’s
academic and occupational futures, and provide tangible
assistance in terms of resources. The parental variables
adopted in previous studies include parental background
and psychological characteristics, their involvement with
children’s developmental activities, and the level of guid-
ance and support they provide. Relevant to the vocational
development process, parental views may also affect their
children’s career choices (Michael, Cinamon, & Most,
2015). This may be particularly true in Asian cultures,
where parents exert a more direct influence on their chil-
dren’s development; thus, it is generally presumed that
parental views are closely associated with children’s vo-
cational outcomes (Sawitri, Creed, & Zimmer-Gembeck,
2015).

Silbereisen, Vondracek, and Berg (1997) argued that
the importance of contextual factors such as sociocultural
background and parental support is associated with vo-
cational exploration, commitment, and career choices in
adolescence. Modernisation in Asian societies has meant
that the vocational landscape has become more complex

and access to information more diversified. In this chang-
ing social context, it is pertinent to ask whether parents
know the status of their children’s vocational development
and whether an understanding of children’s commitment
affects their vocational identity. This research adopted
a longitudinal perspective to address the role played by
parental perceptions, secondary school students’ voca-
tional commitment, and student meaning in life in the
development of vocational identities. Furthermore, mean-
ing in life has been assumed to predict vocational commit-
ment (De Klerk, 2003), which has also been perceived as
a partial mediator between career barriers and vocational
identity (Urbanaviciute, Pociute, Kairys, & Liniauskaite,
2016). Therefore, based on existing evidence demonstrat-
ing associations between some individual attributes and
vocational identity (e.g., Hirschi, 2011, 2012; Li, Fan, Che-
ung, & Wang, in press), Hypothesis 1 in this study was set
as follows: Chinese adolescents’ vocational commitment
and their parents’ perception of this commitment medi-
ates the contribution from meaning in life to vocational
identity.

Culture plays a multifaceted role in career develop-
ment that is unique to each individual (Young, Marshall,
& Valach, 2007). In studies of Chinese psychology, a com-
mon criticism has been that the Chinese culture is not
uniform and instead varies according to socioeconomic
development within a specific region (e.g., Kwan, Bond,
Boucher, Maslach, & Gan, 2002). To test this proposition,
our study included samples recruited from three different
regions of China: Hong Kong and Shanghai, both of which
are more economically developed cities, and a rural region
in Zhejiang (close to Shanghai), in responding to growing
calls for research concerning culture to pay due attention
to within-culture variations (see Kagitcibasi, 2007). Hong
Kong is a special administrative region of China with its
own system of finance and education carried over from its
legacy as a British colony. According to the World Bank,
its per capita GDP in 2017 was USD48,848, significantly
higher than the national Chinese figure of USD9,482
(World Bank, 2017). By comparison, Shanghai is a fast-
growing city in China and its per capita GDP in 2017 was
USD18,749 (National Bureau of Statistics of China, n.d.).
In 2012, Shanghai students surpassed all other countries
to be ranked first in mean scores for mathematics, reading
and science in the OECD Program for International Stu-
dent Assessment (PISA; OECD, 2012). Hong Kong came
second in both reading and science and third in mathe-
matics. The rural region in Zhejiang is less economically
developed than Shanghai. No statistics are available for
this rural region; however, as an eastern coastal region,
the overall economic development of the province of Zhe-
jiang is reflected in a per capita GDP that exceeds the
national average. Compared with the cosmopolitan cities
of Hong Kong and Shanghai, more traditional Chinese
cultural values and education concepts and practices are
maintained in rural regions (e.g., Jiang & Zhang, 2009;
Li & Jia, 2012; Li, Zhu, & Feldman, 2004; Ma, 2017; Min
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Table 1
Distributions of Educational Level Among the Sample of the Parents (%)

Hong Kong Shanghai Zhejiang rural region

Educational level Mother Father Mother Father Mother Father

Primary 14.83 16.18 2.26 2.50 16.39 15.67
Secondary 66.99 61.76 33.33 29.00 57.19 54.33
Postsecondary 9.09 7.84 33.08 32.00 19.40 18.67
Tertiary or higher 9.09 14.21 31.33 36.50 7.02 11.34

& Chen, 1991). The different socioeconomic context of
the three locations provided further insights into regional
variations within the Chinese culture.

Thus, given the influence of sociocultural context
on adolescents’ career development (Cheung, Wan, Fan,
Leong, & Mok, 2013; Li et al., in press; Silbereisen et al.,
1997), we explored regional variations in the pattern of re-
lationships investigated in Hypothesis 1. Hypothesis 2 was
set as follows: The pattern of relationship investigated in
Hypothesis 1 should be moderated by region (Hypothesis
2a), and specifically, the rural regions of Zhejiang province
are more traditional and thus parental perceptions of vo-
cational commitment might be associated more strongly
with children’s vocational development (Hypothesis 2b).

Method
This study was a part of a 3-year longitudinal study on
adolescent career development that was conducted in
three Chinese locations since 2013. The relevant data were
collected from adolescents in Grade 10, Grade 11, and
Grade 12. All data collections were conducted in the first
semester of the corresponding grade. Therefore, the inter-
val between two data collections was 1 year, and the whole
longitudinal study lasted 2 years, with a three-wave data
collection.

Participants and Procedure

Four high schools of different academic standing in Hong
Kong, two high schools in Shanghai, and one high school
in the Zhejiang rural region were invited to participate.
The students from the Zhejiang rural region were from
typical families in the Zhejiang countryside. Incentives
to participate included a school report summarising the
students’ vocational development profile. Individual stu-
dents were also promised personality and vocational de-
velopment profiles at the end of the longitudinal study, at
which point they will have reached Grade 12.

At Grade 10, 435 Hong Kong students (53.13% fe-
males; Mage = 16.31, SD = .65), 422 Shanghai students
(56.87% females; Mage = 16.49, SD = .55), and 308 Zhe-
jiang students (61.36% females; Mage = 16.39, SD = .53)
agreed to participate with the consent of their parents.
Furthermore, 258 parents of Hong Kong students, 372
parents of Shanghai students, and 245 parents of Zhejiang
students gave their consent and returned the completed

questionnaire. The distribution of the educational level of
the parents was reported in Table 1.

At Grade 11, 371 (85.29%) Hong Kong students, 378
(89.57%) Shanghai students, and 257 (83.44%) Zhejiang
students completed the second wave of data collection.
At Grade 12, 354 (81.38%) Hong Kong students, 226
(53.55%) Shanghai students, and 173 (56.17%) Zhejiang
students completed the third wave of data collection. At-
trition analyses showed that there was no difference in
research variables at Grade 10 between those participants
who finished all three wave data collection and those who
missed data collection at Grade 11 and/or Grade 12.

Instruments

Meaning in life. The Cross-ultural (Chinese) Personal-
ity Inventory for Adolescents (CPAI-A; Cheung, Che-
ung, & Fan, 2013; Fan, Cheung, Cheung, & Leung, 2008)
was developed to assess intrapersonal and interpersonal
personality dimensions using a combined etic-emic ap-
proach. The CPAI-A (Form B) consists of four fac-
tors encompassing 25 personality scales: (1) Social Po-
tency/Expansiveness, (2) Dependability, (3) Emotional
Stability, and (4) Interpersonal Relatedness. The subscale
of Life Goal is one dimension of the Dependability fac-
tor and measures the degree to which adolescents think
about and seek meaning in life (Ho et al., 2010). A high
score on the scale is indicative of an individual who has
clear comprehension of one’s life modes, consistency and
significance in terms of their life experiences, may have
developed clear life purposes, ambitions and motivations
to spend time on things that add value to life, and may
have developed a life philosophy. It comprises 10 items in a
yes/no response format. For example, one item states that
‘I make good use of my time after school to learn different
things so as to enrich my life’. In terms of internal consis-
tency, Fan et al. (2008) reported that the Cronbach’s alpha
for the scale was .76. The data of meaning in life (as one
subscale of the CPAI-A) was only collected at Grade 10 in
the current study. The Cronbach’s alpha for the subscale
is reported in Table 2.

Vocational exploration and commitment. The Voca-
tional Exploration and Commitment (VEC) subscale of
the Commitment to Career Choices Scale (Blustein et al.,
1989) was employed to investigate participants’ level of
commitment to their vocational choices. The same instru-
ment was then adapted to assess parental perceptions of

4 JOURNAL OF PACIFIC RIM PSYCHOLOGY

https://doi.org/10.1017/prp.2018.24 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/prp.2018.24


Adolescents’ Vocational Commitment and Identity

Table 2
Descriptive Statistics for Meaning in Life, VEC and Vocational Identity

Region Gender

Hong Kong Shanghai Zhejiang Female Male
Total F # F ##

M (SD) � M (SD) � M (SD) � M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) (df 2, 451) (df 1, 451)

MLGrade 10 6.32 (2.49) .72 7.02 (2.19) .72 6.25(2.38) .70 6.85 (2.27) 6.15 (2.47) 6.55 (2.38) 4.37∗ 4.11∗
VECSGrade10 3.82 (.72) .88 4.13 (.83) .87 3.94 (.90) .88 3.96 (.83) 3.97 (.81) 3.96 (.82) 7.94∗∗ .71
VECSGrade11 3.84 (.72) .89 4.06 (.78) .85 3.95 (.75) .88 3.92 (.77) 3.98 (.74) 3.95 (.76) 4.57∗ 2.49
VECPGrade10 4.04 (.65) .86 4.16(.71) .85 4.13 (.70) .81 4.12 (.71) 4.12 (.68) 4.12 (.69) 1.02 .27
VECPGrade11 4.07 (.67) .74 4.14 (.66) .83 4.04 (.75) .82 4.10 (.70) 4.09 (.67) 4.09 (.69) 1.53 1.11
VIGrade 10 7.21 (4.51) .86 8.73 (4.68) .86 7.19 (4.19) .83 7.91 (4.51) 7.53 (4.53) 7.75 (4.54) 9.38∗∗ .04
VIGrade12 8.51 (4.82) .87 8.81 (4.68) .85 8.35 (4.47) .83 8.80 (4.77) 8.35 (4.74) 8.57 (4.75) .56 1.71

Note: ML = meaning in life, VI = vocational identity, VECS = vocational exploration and commitment reported by students, VECP = vocational exploration and commitment reported by
parents of the students. #F test examined regional differences in the corresponding variables, ##F test examined gender differences in the corresponding variables. The corresponding group
differences for the means in bold type were significant.
∗p < .05, ∗∗p < .01.

their children’s vocational commitment. The VEC (Blus-
tein et al., 1989) consists of 19 items that ‘tap an indi-
vidual’s perceived level of self-knowledge, occupational
knowledge, confidence about, and overall commitment to
a specific occupational preference, as well as the perceived
need to engage in career exploration, uncertainty with re-
gard to career choices, and awareness of and willingness to
overcome potential obstacles’ (p. 349). In this study, par-
ticipants rated the items on a 7-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (almost always untrue about me) to 7 (almost always
true about me). A high score on the VEC indicates higher
commitment. We used the Chinese version of the VEC
translated by Jin, Watkins, and Yuen (2009), which was
found to have good internal consistency reliability (.82).
The VEC was completed by students and their parents in
Hong Kong, Shanghai, and Zhejiang at both Grade 10 and
Grade 11. The corresponding Cronbach’s alphas the VEC
in the study are reported in Table 2.

Vocational identity. We used the Vocational Identity (VI)
subscale of the My Vocational Situation Scale (MVS; Hol-
land et al., 1993) to assess participants’ career identity.
Vocational identity refers to the possession of a clear and
stable sense of one’s goals, interests, and talents. The VI
subscale consists of 18 items in a true/false response format
and is scored in terms of the total number of false answers
given (after reversing the direction of four items). A high
VI score indicates ‘a clear sense of identity’ and a low VI
score indicates ‘a diffuse sense of identity’ (p. 1194). High
VI scorers were found to be independent, well-organised,
self-confident, mature, and capable of handling their lives
competently. Holland et al. (1980) reported that the relia-
bility (K-R 20) of the VI was .86 for both male and female
high school students. In the present study, the MVS was
administrated to students at Grade 10 and Grade 12. The
corresponding Cronbach’s alphas are reported in Table 2.

In addition to the vocational measures, we collected
demographic information on students’ age, gender, and
year of study, and the parents’ age and educational level.

All measures were administrated to participants in the
Chinese language.

Data Analysis

A multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was used
to examine gender and regional differences among these
variables. A partial correlation analysis was then con-
ducted to examine the pattern of relationships among the
research variables with gender as control variable. Mplus
(Version 7.4) was used to examine the testing models.
Missing data were handled in Mplus using full informa-
tion maximum likelihood (FIML) estimation. The SEM
bias-corrected bootstrapping approach (n = 5,000) of me-
diation test was used in this study.

Results
Descriptive Statistics and Gender/Regional Differences

The means and standard deviations of all the variables
are presented in Table 2. A MANOVA was employed to
examine the overall effects of gender and region and their
interaction on meaning in life, vocational exploration and
commitment reported by students (VECS), and the voca-
tional exploration and commitment reported by parents
(VECP) of the students, and vocational identity. The re-
sults showed there were main effects of both gender, Wilks’
� = .96, F(7, 445) = 2.93, p < .01, η2 = .04, and region,
Wilks’ � = .92, F(14, 890) = 2.74, p < .01, η2 = .04. No
significant interaction was found (see also Table 2).

Further univariate analyses indicated that the females
scored higher meaning in life than did the males. A higher
mean score of meaning in life was produced by Shang-
hai students than by students from Zhejiang. Shanghai
students yielded the higher score than Hong Kong and
Zhejiang students in vocational identity at Grade 10. Re-
garding vocational commitment, the VECS scores of the
Shanghai students were significantly higher than those
from Hong Kong at both Grade 10 and Grade 11. Fur-
thermore, there was no significant regional difference in
vocational commitment reported by parents.
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Table 3
Partial Correlations Among Meaning in Life, VEC and Vocational Identity After Controlling for Gender

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. ML at Grade 10 — .45∗∗ .36∗∗ .13 .09 .49∗∗ .36∗∗ —
2. VECS at Grade 10 .61∗∗ — .53∗∗ .24∗∗ .38∗∗ .68∗∗ .52∗∗ .58∗∗ —
3. VECS at Grade 11 .48∗∗ .68∗∗ — .09 .49∗∗ .53∗∗ .60∗∗ .42∗∗ .52∗∗ —
4. VECP at Grade 10 .30∗∗ .35∗∗ .37∗∗ — .17∗ .25∗∗ .16∗ .24∗∗ .32∗∗ .27∗∗ —
5. VECP at Grade 11 .26∗∗ .31∗∗ .39∗∗ .57∗∗ — .30∗∗ .35∗∗ .32∗∗ .35∗∗ .39∗∗ .49∗∗ —
6. VI at Grade 10 .60∗∗ .76∗∗ .60∗∗ .36∗∗ .40∗∗ — .63∗∗ .59∗∗ .72∗∗ .55∗∗ .24∗∗ .33∗∗ —
7. VI at Grade 12 .46∗∗ .57∗∗ .68∗∗ .37∗∗ .42∗∗ .69∗∗ — .33∗∗ .41∗∗ .60∗∗ .16 .34∗∗ .54∗∗

Note: ML = meaning in life, VI = vocational identity, VECS = vocational exploration and commitment reported by students, VECP = vocational exploration and commitment reported by
parents of the students. On the left side, correlations of the Hong Kong sample are shown below the diagonal line and correlations of the Shanghai sample are shown above the diagonal
line. On the right side, the correlation matrix is for the Zhejiang rural sample.
∗p < .05, ∗∗p < .01.

Mediation Effects of Vocational Commitment on the
Relationship Between Meaning in Life and Vocational Identity

As shown in Table 3, significantly positive correlations
among all research variables were largely supported across
three samples with the exception of non-significant corre-
lations between meaning in life and VECP at both Grades
10 and 11, between VECS at Grade 11 and VECP at Grade
10 in the Shanghai sample; and between VECP at Grade
10 and vocational identity at Grade 12 in the Zhejiang
sample.

We then examined whether both VECS and VECP
at Grade 11 significantly mediated the relationship be-
tween students’ meaning in life at Grade 10 and voca-
tional identity at Grade 12 with Mplus 7.4. Specifically,
we tested three mediation models for the Hong Kong,
Shanghai, and Zhejiang rural samples after controlling for
both VECS and VECP and vocational identity at Grade
10. Within-time correlations were permitted. Meanwhile,
gender and parental educational level were also included
as control variables. The final models (Figure 1) deleted
the non-significant paths of control variables. The fit of
final models for Hong Kong (χ2 = 57.52, df = 19, CFI =
.94, RMSEA = .070, SRMR = .080), Shanghai (χ2 = 55.36,
df = 18, CFI = .92, RMSEA = .072, SRMR = .064), and
Zhejiang (χ2 = 61.19, df = 23, CFI = .93, RMSEA = .075,
SRMR = .071) samples were adequate with respect to all
fit indices.

As shown in Figure 1, meaning in life positively pre-
dicted VECP, and both VECS and VECP positively pre-
dicted vocational identity in the Hong Kong sample. As
for the Shanghai sample, positive effects were found from
meaning in life to VECS and from VECS to vocational
identity. In the Zhejiang rural sample, meaning in life
positively predicted both VECS and VECP, and VECS pos-
itively predicted vocational identity.

However, the bootstrap results indicated that, at a 95%
confidence level, the mediation effect of VECP on the
link from meaning in life to vocational identity was non-
significant in the Hong Kong sample (indirect effect: .02,
SE = .01, 95% CI [−.01, .04]). Significant mediation ef-
fect of VECS on the link from meaning in life to voca-
tional identity was found in Shanghai (indirect effect: .07,
SE = .02, 95% CI [02, .11]) and Zhejiang rural (indirect

effect: .06, SE = .03, 95% CI [.01, .12]) samples. Therefore,
Hypothesis 1 was partly supported in the Shanghai and
Zhejiang rural samples.

We also conducted multigroup analyses to test whether
the mediation model was significantly moderated by re-
gion. The results, �χ2(52) = 78.29, p < .05, �CFI =
−.02, �RMSEA = .004, indicated that the unconstrained
model in which parameters were free to vary across groups
was significantly different from the constrained model in
which the parameters were fixed across groups. Therefore,
Hypothesis 2a was supported and the pattern of the me-
diation model varied in the three samples; however, even
though the path from meaning in life to VECP was signif-
icant in the Zhejiang rural sample, we cannot derive the
conclusion to support Hypothesis 2b.

Discussion
As with the important contributions that have docu-
mented meaning in life in career development in adult
populations across cultures (e.g., Buyukgoze-Kavas et al.,
2015; De Klerk, 2003; Duffy & Dik, 2013; Pesch et al.,
2018), and as predicted, meaning in life in this study
was strongly associated with vocational commitment and
identity for Chinese adolescents in all three regions, with
some cross-cultural variations. This is consistent with pre-
vious studies (De Klerk, 2003; Blustein et al., 1989; Ferrari
et al., 2010) that found that Western participants who
search for meaning in life are more future-oriented and
more likely to take the initiative when exploring their life
options. Through their engagement in career exploration
activities and their willingness to overcome potential ob-
stacles and commit to their goals, they are more likely to
achieve a clearer sense of vocational identity. The strong
relationship between vocational commitment and voca-
tional identity found in previous research on young people
and adolescents (e.g., Orkibi, 2010; Shoffner & Newsome,
2001) was also confirmed in this research.

According to Blustein et al. (1989), occupational
knowledge and confidence, and an overall commitment to
a specific occupational preference, are important dimen-
sions of vocational commitment. Given the special period
of career development undertaken by secondary school
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Figure 1
Mediation model of vocational commitment on the association between meaning in life and vocational identity
Note: VECS = vocational exploration and commitment reported by students, VECP = vocational exploration and commitment reported by parents of the
students. For model clarification, the effects of control variables (gender, parental educational level, and baseline level of VECS, VECP, and vocational identity)
were not presented. Non-significant paths are indicated by a broken line. ∗p < .05, ∗∗p < .01.

students, their vocational commitment should consist of
academic satisfaction, and this was found to be a partial
mediator in the perceived career barriers-vocational iden-
tity link (Urbanaviciute et al., 2016). Consistently, stu-
dents’ vocational commitment in the present study also
displayed significant mediation effects on the contribu-
tions from meaning in life to vocational identity in the
Shanghai and Zhejiang rural samples.

Longitudinal research conducted by Negru-Subtirica,
Pop, and Crocetti (2015) showed that career adaptabil-
ity (including career concern, control, curiosity, and
confidence) and vocational identity are dynamic and in-
terrelated dimensions of adolescent career development.
Career adaptability may therefore predict adolescents’ vo-
cational identity over time. Savickas and Porfeli (2012)
argued that career concern may refer to planning how
to achieve one’s career goals or life meaning while ca-
reer control may refer to taking responsibility for one’s
career exploration actions. Therefore, given the longitu-
dinal design in our study, the results further confirmed
the relationships between meaning in life and adolescent
vocational identity in Chinese contexts, albeit only to a cer-
tain extent. Furthermore, vocational commitment is also
a pivotal factor in the construction of Chinese adolescents’
vocational identity, particularly from a developmental
perspective.

Our research shows that, even for students who have
clear life meaning in an earlier period (e.g., Grade 10), if
they do actively explore career options and engage in the
process of vocational commitment during their studies
(e.g., Grade 11), it may become easier to establish their
vocational identity at a later stage of their career develop-
ment (e.g., Grade 12). Therefore, vocational commitment
might play a transformational role for adolescents from
meaning in life through to vocational identity. The current
findings also cross-validated the significant influences of
meaning in life on career adaptability among Hong Kong
Chinese adolescents reported by Yuen and Yau (2015) and
the contributions of meaning in life to purposeful work
goals among American adolescents reported by Yeager and
Bundick (2009).

Family environment and relationships, especially rela-
tionships with parents, are important factors influencing
adolescents’ career expectations and development, partic-
ularly when they are in primary and secondary educa-
tion (Duck et al., 2013). From the perspective of family
dynamics, we originally hoped to examine parental per-
ceptions of secondary students’ career and commitment,
and corresponding mediation effects between meaning in
life and vocational identity in Chinese settings. However,
even though significant correlations between VECP and
student meaning in life, VECS, and vocational identity
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were well supported, the predicted effect of VECP was
significant only in the Hong Kong sample, but not in the
other two samples from mainland China. Particularly, this
result was inconsistent with our Hypothesis 2b.

In the research literature, positive associations have
been demonstrated between a clear and stable voca-
tional identity and specific family-relevant factors such as
family cohesion (Puffer, 1999), family interaction (Har-
tung, Lewis, May, & Niles, 2002), and family expressive-
ness (Arcement, 2015). However, the connection between
parental perceptions of adolescents’ vocational commit-
ment and vocational identity may not be as strong as pre-
viously believed for Chinese high school students, even in
the more traditional adolescents from rural areas. Chang-
ing socioeconomic development in mainland China may
have ameliorated the culturally traditional parental in-
fluence, particularly in a more complex vocational land-
scape. This generation of adolescents has become more
independent in their decision making and may seek dif-
ferent sources of information and utilise other resources.
Parents may have less access to information on career op-
portunities than their children’s schools, peers, and the
internet.

In terms of the influence of the birth control policy
in mainland China, most of the students (88%) in the
Shanghai sample were only children. The corresponding
figures were 27% in the Hong Kong sample and 63% in
the Zhejiang rural sample. According to studies on only
children in China (e.g., Wu & Xu, 2014), although parents
may pay close attention to their children, the children tend
to act independently (Wang, Oakland, & Liu, 1992; Xin,
Zhou, Bray, & Kehle, 2003) and parents generally try not to
intervene. Communication between parents and an only
child has often been found to be ineffective (Hao & Wang,
2009). Parents might not really understand their child’s life
meaning or vocational expectations. Consequently, views
on their children are likely to be one-sided, and no longer
have such a strong effect on students’ vocational identity.

One obvious consequence of the social transformation
that has taken place in mainland China since 1978 is that
its citizens, such as the parents in this study, attain a higher
level of education. Compared with the higher proportion
of the parents from Shanghai, only a few of the parents in
the Hong Kong sample had received tertiary-level educa-
tion (see Table 1). However, although the mediation effect
between meaning in life and vocational identity needs to
be further confirmed, that VECP could be predicted by
meaning in life and could predict vocational identity sug-
gests that VECP should be very particular in the research
model in Hong Kong sample. One the one hand, this may
suggest that a higher educational level among parents does
not necessarily mean a higher level of parent-child com-
munication. Previous studies have shown that an effective
parent-child relationship and good communication is very
beneficial to adolescents’ career development (Pizzorno,
Benozzo, Fina, Sabato, & Scopesi, 2014). Rapid economic
development has meant that parents in mainland China

need to spend more hours working and thus have less
time to spare to spend with their children, even in the
rural area of Zhejiang. Moreover, many of the Zhejiang
participants were boarders in school. Thus, parent-child
communication among this group was limited as well.

In our study, most of the mothers in Hong Kong were
housewives and these were the parents who reported their
perceptions of their children’s VEC. The role of a stay-
at-home mother may lead to a more intimate mother-
child relationship, which may then promote the significant
connections that we found for parental perceptions of VEC
with students’ meaning in life and vocational identity. Of
course, these observations should be further explored in
future research.

Theoretical Contributions and Practical Implications

Even though Shanghai students to some extent produced
significantly higher scores for meaning in life, vocational
commitment, and vocational identity than participants
from Hong Kong and Zhejiang, the pattern of relation-
ships between meaning in life, vocational exploration and
vocational identity were largely supported among Chinese
adolescents, with some regional variations. On the one
hand, a longitudinal link from meaning in life to voca-
tional identity through vocational commitment suggests
that having a clear life meaning is a particularly impor-
tant factor in adolescents’ career development (Diemer
& Blustein, 2007). Hirschi (2011) argued that vocational
identity may be achieved through high self-exploration,
high commitment, confidence, and engagement in a ca-
reer. In other words, if adolescents are well resourced to
conduct career exploration, their meaning in life may con-
tribute to their career development. On the other hand, the
mediation effect of parental perceptions of children’s vo-
cational exploration and commitment was not supported
across the three samples. Thus, the process of modernisa-
tion and socioeconomic development may mean that the
traditional influence of parents on adolescents’ vocational
development may have diminished. This might be due to
inadequate parent-child communication or the fact that
adolescents’ own social maturity and vocational explo-
ration now play a stronger role in the formation of their
vocational identity.

Given the rapid socioeconomic development of Chi-
nese societies, increased attention has been paid to the
role of career development education, guidance and ser-
vices in facilitating secondary students’ readiness for life-
long development (Fan & Leong, 2016). Chinese soci-
eties are collectively controlled and relatively closed con-
texts; collective culture and interpersonal relatedness and
family orientation are also characteristics highlighted in
the literature in relation to adolescent career interven-
tion and counselling (Cheung, Fan, & Yao, 2012). Hesketh
and Rounds (1995) argued that individuals from a collec-
tive culture are inclined to view career identity as a per-
sonal project that is fostered through group membership.
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However, the influences of parental perceptions of adoles-
cent vocational commitment on Chinese adolescent voca-
tional identity were not well supported, with an exception
in the Hong Kong sample. Therefore, family-relevant is-
sues relating to adolescent career identity development
and career intervention should be carefully reconsidered
in Chinese cultural settings.

Even though traditional Confucianism maintains a
strong foothold in Chinese societies and may contribute
to adolescents’ career development, economic globalisa-
tion and the rapid advancement of information technol-
ogy now means that Chinese adolescents are also exposed
to Western cultural values in their everyday lives. Con-
sequently, a cultural-values conflict and cultural orienta-
tion might influence the interaction between parents and
adolescents and thus influence the process of career devel-
opment. The effects of Confucian relational ethics (e.g.,
filial piety) on individuals, particularly young people and
adolescents, in terms of how to fulfill their parents’ ex-
pectations, obey their wishes, realise their individual life
meaning, and maintain interpersonal harmony are in-
creasingly challenging for these populations. At the same
time, it is also difficult for Chinese parents to strike a
balance between imparting family-related considerations
and expectations on the one hand and providing vital and
meaningful support to Chinese adolescents on the other
(Young, Valach, Ball, Turkel, & Wong, 2003).

In addition, in consideration of the regional differ-
ences of educational concepts, career education should
also be strengthened in Chinese urban and rural regions.
For example, in some studies (e.g., Li & Jia, 2012; Ma,
2017) comparing the rural-urban differences in family
education, Chinese urban parents were perceived to have
warmer parenting styles than did their counterparts from
rural regions, and more significant controlling styles were
reported as well. Accordingly, educating parents from both
urban and rural regions on their roles in children’s ca-
reer development (e.g., as supporters, not controllers) and
in communicating with their children might also form
an important component of career guidance for Chinese
adolescents.

Limitations and Future Directions

There were three points of limitations in the present study,
which might suggest fruitful directions for future research.
First, although the current study was a three-wave longi-
tudinal design that lasted 2 years from 10th grade to 12th
grade among Chinese secondary school students, this pe-
riod of time was insufficient for deriving a causal relation-
ship, and the data of some research variables (e.g., meaning
in life) could not be collected in all three waves due to the
workload of participants. Furthermore, some reciprocal
associations among the research variables may exist and
need to be examined systematically. Therefore, future lon-
gitudinal studies should continue exploring the changing
pattern of adolescents’ meaning in life, vocational com-

mitment, and vocational identity over a longer timeframe
with a more focused research project. Second, other re-
ported measures should be employed in a future study.
Adolescent career development is often an outcome of
interactions between adolescents and their circumstances
(e.g., parents, peers, and teachers; Yung et al., 2003). Al-
though self-reports on meaning in life, vocational com-
mitment, and vocational identity have been widely used
in previous studies, integrating objective indicators and
reports provided by people of influence (e.g., parents,
teachers, and friends) could have strengthened the current
findings. Third, the present study examined senior high
school students in three Chinese local settings. However,
the current patterns may be distinctive to these cities due to
different regional cultures, economic and educational re-
sources, particular career education, and interventions for
adolescents. Thus, a thorough understanding of the asso-
ciations among meaning in life, vocational commitment,
and vocational identity of Chinese adolescents should ex-
amine more representative regions with different localised
cultures in China.
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