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Background: The phases of career building today bring out a more complex process than 

in previous decades. Starting from the literature review, the university-to-work transition is 

considered a very important step in the future career of the graduates, and it involves some 

psychological resources and requires specific abilities.

Methods: Research has examined the psychological resources that students at the end of a 

degree course can use in the university-to-work transition. The aim of the study is to verify 

the relationship between academic satisfaction and career identity, and the mediational role 

of readiness and confidence on this relationship. A group of 438 students were assigned to 

complete a questionnaire in order to examine the relationship between academic satisfaction 

and career identity and the role of core components of psychological resources: readiness and 

confidence as mediator.

Results: The results indicated both a direct relationship between academic satisfaction and 

career identity and a mediated relationship with the influence of readiness and confidence for 

a transition. Adding to our results, we assert that academic satisfaction has a directed effect on 

confidence during the transition and is a predictor of career identity, both directly and by the 

mediation of readiness in career transitions.

Conclusion: Career identity has implication for exploratory behavior, thus increasing the moti-

vation and mindfulness that create a virtuous circle, influencing the development of knowledge 

and skills, which are the base of proactivity and confidence in construction of one’s future career.

Keywords: career, transition, identity, satisfaction, resources

Introduction
The university-to-work transition is a fundamental step in the construction of a career 

identity for graduates.1 This progression has changed drastically over the past 20 years. 

The exit from college is the beginning of the transition to the working world, prob-

ably the first of many career transitions, which will require varying degrees of coping 

skills and adaptability over time.2 In fact, leaving student life behind and beginning 

a new life as a full-time employee require important career-related decisions that can 

determine graduates’ future career success.3

Today, young graduates approaching the labor market are undoubtedly more 

exposed to the inherent uncertainty of the current economic situation. In the last decade, 

because of the economic crisis, in Europe the employment rate of young persons (age 

group 20–29) 28 is 61.4%; in Italy it is 40.3, with a decrease of about 14% from 2004 

to 2015 (53.5%).4 We highlight two of the numerous factors that make today’s transition 
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to work more complex than it was in the past: the processes 

of social change, such as globalization and internationaliza-

tion of markets, are redesigning the structure of life and labor 

content, which leads to increased mobility and career paths 

being often unpredictable;5 and the creation of new forms of 

work produces different expectations regarding the required 

professional skills, social skills, and learning in new situa-

tions. This affects the career decisions taken. Individuals can 

often be exposed to numerous complex vocational choices, 

which in turn may lead to risky situations, such as difficult 

transitions, social exclusion, education, and employment, 

or even paths that can lead to unemployment or poverty.6 

According to Koen et al,7 a way of enhancing a successful 

transition from the educational phase to the work is that 

of a proper vocational training, as better preparation can 

help individuals to seek and successfully find employment, 

improving the career outcomes.8–10

Thus, considering that occupational mobility has become 

increasingly common11 and the concept of having a job for 

life has been replaced by a myriad of alternatives, such as 

vocational retraining, job sharing, and flex-time,12 a success-

ful career transition in this scenario depends overall on an 

individual’s capacity to manage the different demands relat-

ing to the transition and, particularly, the demands on their 

psychological resources.13 Consequently, the career notion 

itself requires a new definition, leaving the traditional view as 

a gradual movement upward within a hierarchical structure.14 

It is characterized by instability, flexibility, and capacity 

to move across different working roles, going beyond the 

boundaries of a single employment setting.15 These charac-

teristics involve processes identified as career transitions in 

which workers disengage from their previous situation and 

engage in new situations.16 Considering the importance the 

career transition has in the broader life project, the present 

study focused its attention on the role that psychological 

resources play in career transitions and the way in which 

academic satisfaction affects career identity. The aim of the 

study presented is verifying the mediational role that psycho-

logical resources have in the relationship between academic 

satisfaction and career identity.

Literature review
The university-to-work transition and the 
psychological resources
The university-to-work transition can be included in career 

transition, which is defined as “the period in which an 

individual objectively takes on a different role and/or sub-

jectively changes his or her orientation to a role” (p. 385).12 

Literature about university-to-work transition has explored 

the sociodemographic (gender, nationality, school-type), per-

sonality (openness, locus of control), and career development 

variables (career decidedness, career planning) in relation 

to perceived chance events;17 other studies deepened the job 

involvement,18 or are focused on specific target as NEET 

(Not in Education, Employment, or Training),19 or on specific 

interventions, as training7 and career counseling.1,20 Finally, 

the most recent contributions focus on entrepreneurship 

propensity of outgoing students from the academic path.21–23

As emphasized by Fernandez et al,12 each type of “career 

transition requires a reorientation of goals, attitudes, identity, 

and vocational and behavioral routines” (p. 386) as well as 

many other large or subtle changes.14 The reaction to the 

changes is based on the individual, as even though career 

transitions may have become the standard in the profes-

sional world, there is not a common way in which people 

experience these situations because each individual has his 

or her own resources and barriers.12 In reviewing individual 

characteristics, the career-counseling literature has focused 

increasingly on the psychological resources involved in 

the career-transition process. The psychological resources 

involved in career decision-making processes include hope, 

optimism,24 self-efficacy, extraversion, commitments, and 

values. The core components of psychological resources to 

face career transitions effectively are readiness and confi-

dence:14,25 readiness indicates how individuals are motivated 

to make a career transition; confidence assesses how able 

a person feels about completing the tasks required for a 

successful career transition. Motivation and confidence are 

related to greater job satisfaction, lower levels of stress, 

and a greater degree of control in adults undergoing career 

changes.25 Moreover, the readiness is related to the ability to 

take advantage of opportunities and to deal with barriers and 

setbacks in the domain of career choice.26,27 Therefore, the 

career choice-related self-efficacy beliefs have been shown 

to positively associate with career exploration28,29 and career 

persistence.30 Low self-efficacy has been shown to be linked 

with career indecision31 and fear of commitment.32

The role of career identity in university-to-work 
transitions
In their literature analysis, Ng and Feldman33 emphasized that 

a successful university-to-work transition requires individuals 

to change from the student role to the work role as their core 

life role.34 A successful study-to-work transition was charac-

terized in young adults by high levels of identification with 

the work role. Career identity is not linked to a particular work 
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role or work place but derives its meaning from a sequence of 

work-related experiences; it consists of individual dispositions 

(such as attributes, beliefs, values, motives, and experiences) 

that represent the way individuals define themselves in the 

context of a career, and can be conceptualized as a “cognitive 

compass”35 used to navigate career opportunities.36 During 

career transitions, the capacity to leverage one’s career identity 

as a guide when establishing goals and making decisions may 

be critical in identifying career opportunities.

Bergami and Bagozzi37 applied the social identity theory 

in a work and organization context, proposing new measures 

for the cognitive (i.e., self-categorization) component of 

identification. The authors began with the conceptualization 

of organization identification, which is a form of social iden-

tification whereby a person comes to view him- or herself 

as a member of a particular social entity, the organization.38 

This occurs through the cognitive processes of categorization 

in which there are categories of organizational membership 

and similarities and differences with members of other 

organizations.39 Considering that the literature about the 

role of career identity in school-to-work is not exhaustive, 

we can hypothesize that in university-to-work transitions, 

the identification process can occur with a professional 

category rather than an organizational role, constructing 

social identity through the self-awareness of belonging to 

the professional category.

The relationship between academic satisfaction and 
university-to-work transition
Defining satisfaction as the degree of congruence between 

aspirations and perceived experience, Rust and Oliver40 

proposed the expectancy-disconfirmation paradigm (EDP), 

a model describing the process by which consumers form 

judgments about products or services by using their prior 

expectations about the characteristics or benefits offered by 

the given product or service. As highlighted by Zehrer et al,41

There are three possible outcomes of the consumer evalua-

tive process […]: the consumer, according to EDP, may find 

the product/service worse than expected [negative discon-

firmation], better than expected [positive disconfirmation], 

or as expected [confirmation]. [p. 106]

We can find a large number of studies in the area of 

educational marketing that apply the paradigm to student 

satisfaction,42,43 considering students’ satisfaction with their 

educational experience similar to customer satisfaction 

toward the services offered by the educational organizations. 

Satisfaction in career transitions occurs in different ways and 

at different steps of the process. Literature about adolescents’ 

career development over the last 10 years emphasizes that 

the satisfaction in school and university choices, derived 

from opportunities to use various skills and interests and 

to implement one’s self-concept,44 can be linked to positive 

development in youth45 and, more specifically,46–48 positive 

career orientation and better career preparation.49

Even though satisfaction is considered an outcome of the 

career decision-making process,50 in the context of career 

choices in which we analyze the transition from a university 

student to a competent worker, the degree of satisfaction 

of the previous stage can provide information about iden-

tification with the succeeding profession. Similarly, Blanch 

and Aluja18 in their study found that satisfaction with the 

university courses was predictive of job involvement during 

the transition from university to a job situation.

Even though literature has already deepened the issues 

presented, in our review we have not found works that 

analyze the relationship between academic satisfaction and 

career identity, and the role of psychological resources in 

this relationship: the study presented below is an attempt 

to fill this gap and to indicate some practical implication of 

these relationships.

Aims of the study
Starting from the literature review presented above, the univer-

sity-to-work transition is considered a very important step in 

the future career of the graduates, and it involves some psycho-

logical resources and requires specific abilities.51 Among these 

resources that can facilitate career transition, career choice, and 

career decision making, the present study focused on those 

considered the core components of psychological resources, 

readiness, and confidence. Research on students’ satisfaction 

in the EDP perspective highlighted, among the others, some 

individual antecedents of the students’ satisfaction;42 moreover, 

Nurmi et al52 explored the relationship between psychologi-

cal resources and academic satisfaction and dissatisfaction. 

Then, considering that satisfaction is a significant predictor of 

positive outcomes in several spheres of life, we hypothesize 

that there is a direct effect between academic satisfaction and 

career identity and that readiness and confidence mediate the 

effect of this relationship (indirect effects).

•	 Hypothesis 1: The perceived academic satisfaction will 

be positively related to career identity.

•	 Hypothesis 2: Readiness and confidence will mediate the 

relationship between academic satisfaction and career 

identity.
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Methods
Participants and procedures
In this cross-sectional study, a total of 451 students were sur-

veyed, from November 2016 to May 2017, and all participants 

were asked to complete a paper questionnaire, which was 

administered to 438 students (97% response rate), whereas 

3% (n=13) of the students refused to participate in the survey, 

owing to lack of time needed to reply to questions. The par-

ticipants had already completed the first level of bachelor’s 

degree (3 years), were enrolled at the second level (2 years), 

and were attending the final year of their academic career 

at the University of Catania. Participants were informed 

about the study aims and procedures and gave their written 

informed consent to participate.

Participation in the study was completely voluntary, and 

data were collected anonymously with a self-report paper 

questionnaire; filling in the questionnaire took about 15–20 

minutes, and participants could refuse participation at any 

point in the study. Research procedures were complied with 

the ethical guidelines and Code of Conduct of the American 

Psychological Association, Italian Psychological Association, 

and University of Catania and approved by the internal review 

board (IRB) of Faculty of Human and Social Sciences at the 

“Kore” University of Enna.

Table 1 presents the demographic characteristics: 26.2% 

were enrolled in political sciences, 24.2% in the school of 

law, 24.9% in medicine and paramedical professions, and 

24.7% in psychology. The mean age of the participants was 

23.61 (SD=1.3).

Measures
Career transition inventory (CTI)
The CTI25,53 is a 40-item Likert scale that measures the 

perception of the psychological resources available to indi-

viduals who are experiencing a career transition. The CTI is 

composed of five dimensions: career motivation (readiness), 

self-efficacy (confidence), perceived support (support), 

internal-external (control), and self versus relational focus 

(decision independence). The scale shows good psychometric 

properties: Cronbach’s alpha reported by authors comprised 

values from 0.66 to 0.87; total scale alpha coefficient is 

0.85.12 For the aims of our study, we have chosen the fol-

lowing subscales:

Readiness: This subscale (13 items) measures individu-

als’ motivation to move forward with the career transition. 

Sample item: “The risks of this career transition are high but 

I am willing to take the chance”. Participants responded on 

a five-point scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly 

agree. In our study Cronbach’s coefficient alpha was 0.87.

Confidence: This subscale (11 items) measures the level 

of self-efficacy on individual tasks that students face to 

successfully go through the work transition. Sample item: 

“I don’t feel much internal ‘push’ to work hard at this career 

transition”. Participants responded on a five-point scale 

Table 1 Demographic profile of the sample for each course of study

Course of study

Political sciences Law Medicine/
paramedical

Psychology Total 

ƒ % ƒ % ƒ % ƒ % ƒ %

Participants 115 26.2 106 24.2 109 24.9 108 24.7 438 100.0
Gender

Male 55 47.8 30 28.3 55 50.5 25 23.1 165 37.7
Female 60 52.2 76 71.7 54 49.5 83 76.9 273 62.3
Total 115 100.0 106 100.0 109 100.0 108 100.0 438 100.0

Age (years)
23–25 107 93.0 106 100.0 108 99.1 101 93.5 422 96.3
26–29 8 7.0 0 0.0 1 0.9 4 3.7 13 3.0
Over 29 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 3 2.8 3 0.7
Total 115 100.0 106 100.0 109 100.0 108 100.0 438 100.0

Income
Up to 30,000.00€ 87 75.7 49 46.2 82 75.2 89 82.4 307 70.1
>30.000,00€ 27 23.5 43 40.6 27 24.8 19 17.6 116 26.5

<70.000,00€
Over 70.000,00€ 1 0.8 14 13.2 0 0.0 0 0.0 15 3.4

Total 115 100.0 106 100.0 109 100.0 108 100.0 438 100.0
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 ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. In our study 

Cronbach’s coefficient alpha was 0.85.

Academic satisfaction
This scale was built specifically for this study and was 

founded on the EDP.54,55 According to this paradigm, the 

user compares the perception of performance service with 

previous expectations. If expectations are confirmed or 

exceeded, the user is satisfied. However, if the expecta-

tions are believed by the perceived performance, the user 

is dissatisfied. Satisfaction, thus, depends upon the size and 

direction of the process of denial defined as the difference 

between expectations and performance as perceived by the 

user. The first phase of the study focused on the exploration of 

a qualitative matrix aimed at generating a first list of objects 

capable of providing a synthesis of the theoretical domain 

of satisfaction of university students. For this purpose, a 

content analysis was conducted that allowed us to identify 

some keywords that allowed us to build 12 items that per-

ceived satisfaction. The first step was a reliability analysis 

based on total correlation, considering the cutoff of 0.40.56 

It was then proceeded to eliminate the items placed below 

the cutoff. Subsequently, the Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin sampling 

adequacy test and Barlett’s sphericity test were calculated to 

evaluate the suitability of the exploratory factorial analysis. 

Consistent with previous studies, for the purposes of item 

selection, only the loading factors >0.5057 were considered, 

thus eliminating those items below that threshold value. The 

final scale consists of the following four items and measures 

students’ satisfaction concerning their activities at the uni-

versity: “I am satisfied because I have had the opportunity 

to learn new skills/knowledge”; “I am glad we chose this 

academic path”; “I am satisfied with the choice because I like 

what I studied”; “I am satisfied because my degree course 

corresponds to the future”. Participants responded on a five-

point scale ranging from very unlikely to very likely. In our 

study Cronbach’s coefficient alpha was 0.91.

Career identity
To evaluate career identity we have chosen the Inclusion of 

the Other in the Self method,58 a single-item scale adapted 

to the aim of the study,37 composed of a handy pictorial 

instrument for measuring the subjectively perceived close-

ness of a relationship.59 Participants were asked to express 

the relationship between two identities (“those who work in 

your field of study” and “yourself ”), evaluating their opinion 

on a seven-point scale from widely separated to completely 

overlapped.

Data analyses
Linear structural equation models were calibrated to test 

the hypothesized model AMOS 21.0.60 First, a confirmatory 

factor analysis (CFA) was used to test the model fit of the 

measurement model.61 The SEM approach was then used 

to test the mediation model following James et al’s recom-

mendations62 and Shrout and Bolger’s63 logic in regard to 

expected proximal and distal effects. Other well-known ana-

lytical tools, such as correlations, were also used, which were 

implemented by using SPSS 20.0. To optimize the sample 

size, missing values for the relevant items were estimated 

using expectation maximization method. None of the items 

had >5% missing values, indicating that this option was 

appropriate for use.64

Results
Preliminary analysis
A CFA was used to test the fit of the measurement model.61 To 

verify the adequacy of the models, we used c2. Given that this 

statistic is sensitive to sample size, the two-index strategy65 

that entails the combined use of the comparative fit index66 – 

CFI – and standardized root mean square residual was used.

The results indicated that the readiness, confidence, and 

satisfaction of a one-factor structure fit the data, particularly 

for readiness, c2(65)=761.099, p<0.001, root mean square 

of approximation (RMSEA)=0.08, goodness-of-fit index 

(GFI)=0.90, comparative fit index (CFI)=0.94, normed fit 

index (NFI)=0.92; confidence, c2(35)=399.345, p<0.001, 

RMSEA=0.08, GFI=0.91, CFI=0.95, NFI=90; and satis-

faction, c2(2)=3.477, p<0.001, RMSEA=0.04, GFI=1.00, 

CFI=0.99, NFI=0.99.

Mediating effects of readiness
The means, SDs, and interrelations between constructs are 

reported in Table 2. The results showed that satisfaction 

correlates positively with readiness and career identity. Fur-

thermore, readiness correlates positively with confidence 

and career identity. Moreover, the demographic variable of 

age correlates negatively with variable confidence, while the 

gender demographic variable indicates that female gender is 

more inclined to develop career identity.

To test the mediating effects of readiness, the bootstrap-

ping procedure proposed by Hayes67 was used.

The results show that (Figure 1) 1) satisfaction predicts 

career identity (hypothesis 1, b=0.32, R2=0.10, p<0.001); 2) 

satisfaction predicts readiness (b=0.38, R2=0.05, p<0.001); 

3) satisfaction predicts confidence (b=0.32, R2=0.08, 

p<0.05); 4) the effect of satisfaction on career identity is 
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reduced after controlling for readiness (hypothesis 2, b=0.23, 

R2=0.09, p<0.05; and indirect effect=0.21; p<0.001), which 

was also tested using the bootstrap method67,68 conducted 

in 2000 bootstrap samples with a CI of 95%, indicating 

that there is a partial mediation (SE=0.006, 95% CI=0.018, 

0.050). Conversely, confidence does not mediate the rela-

tionship between academic satisfaction and career identity.

Discussion
This study aimed to analyze and understand whether and how 

much the academic satisfaction in a group of students was 

related to career identity and if the internal psychological 

resources that occur during this transition affect this rela-

tionship. Compared to the mediation, the results suggest a 

positive relationship between the perceived academic satis-

faction and the construction of career identity; satisfaction 

also correlates positively with confidence.

In addition, the readiness (the proactive attitude toward 

the career construction) plays an important role in the rela-

tionship between perceived academic satisfaction and career 

identity, revealing, however, that internal psychological 

resources are decisive in affecting transitions, especially in 

university-to-work transitions. This means that the students 

who are more satisfied with their academic choice – who 

are aware that the courses they attended were coherent with 

their professional interests, values, and expectations – will 

likely be motivated to move forward with the career transi-

tion; moreover, these students seem to be ready to face their 

university-to-work transition effectively, and will develop a 

career identity that is not necessarily linked to a particular 

work role or workplace but derives its meaning from a signifi-

cant and satisfactory university experience. As highlighted by 

Blanch and Aluja,18 satisfaction with the university courses is 

predictive of a significant job adjustment during the transition 

to a job situation from university; these findings are similar 

to the results of Wong et al.69 So, the identification with the 

career prepared during the university course, facilitated by 

the readiness in dealing with the university-to-work transi-

tion, will allow the students to acquire the ability to process 

feedback about the self and achieve self-awareness70 and 

improve the ability to interact with the complexity of their 

work environments. As reported by previous studies, in fact, 

academic satisfaction is related with future job adjustment 

in many ways: it is related positively with job involvement,18 

task significance, task identity, feedback, and autonomy,69 

and negatively to turnover intent.71 Adding to our results, 

we assert that academic satisfaction has a directed effect on 

confidence during the transition and is a predictor of career 

identity, both directly and by the mediation of readiness in 

career transitions. Career identity, as stated previously, is the 

“internal career compass”,35 and it is particularly important 

in providing direction and in facilitating the adaptation 

to changing factors that are critical at all stages of one’s 

career path, especially during the transitions. A career or 

professional identity also affects individual organizational 

behavior in the workplace, showing a positive relationship 

with performance outcomes, such as career success. Finally, 

professional identification is associated with several impor-

tant organizational outcomes, such as affective commitment 

and work satisfaction.72,73

Conversely, the students who have not developed this 

“internal compass” probably will face with the university-to-

work transition with more difficulties in finding a meaningful 

career and a meaningful job.

Conclusion and limitation
The findings of the study lead us to believe that a career 

identity in line with individuals’ own studies can affect the 

well-being of the individuals, thus increasing the motivation 

Table 2 Means, SDs, and correlations among study variables

Variables N Mean SD Alpha 1 2 3 4 5

Satisfaction 438 3.16 0.670 0.91 1
Readiness 438 4.38 0.717 0.87 0.379** 1
Confidence 438 3.13 0.750 0.85 0.131* 0.157** 1
Career identity 438 3.16 0.670 – 0.411** 0.353** 1
Gender 438 – – – −0.097* 1
Age 438 23.61 1.30 – −0.186** 1

Note: *p<0.01; **p<0.05.

Figure 1 Summary of the research model proposed (the values shown are estimates 
of regression coefficients).
Note: **p<0.05 and ***p<0.001.

Career identity

Readiness

Confidenceβ=0.32**

β=0.38***

β=0.32***

β=0.21***

Satisfaction
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and mindfulness that create a virtuous circle, influencing the 

development of knowledge and skills, which are the base of 

proactivity and confidence in construction of one’s future 

career. This consideration is even truer in contextualizing 

the career-constructing process in relation to the constraints 

and economic and social problems that are present in some 

regions of Italy. Several areas of southern Italy have extremely 

critical macroeconomic indicators, high unemployment, 

and low industrial development, therefore requiring further 

effort toward the structuring of appropriate career-counseling 

services.

According to marketing education’s approaches, the study 

presented offers interesting suggestions to increase the value 

of the university as organization. In fact, among the dimen-

sions analyzed, which have proved to be very relevant in the 

construction of the career identity, we are convinced that there 

are two areas that can be improved in the academic institu-

tions. Regarding academic satisfaction, it would be necessary 

to plan and improve the services according to the needs of 

students in order to meet their academic expectations. In 

regard to the core dimensions for career transition, readi-

ness and confidence should be included in the interventions 

planned by career-counseling and job-placement services. 

In fact, we strongly believe that, first, tutoring activities, 

focused on a career counseling’s perspective, should be to 

develop the students’ awareness of their abilities and skills; 

then, the activities of job placement could favor vocations of 

the students to guide them toward a meaningful choice and 

a meaningful work.

More specifically, the career-counseling services should 

implement their interventions toward two directions: 1) 

monitoring the degree of students’ satisfaction during their 

academic career because high levels of satisfaction prevent 

them from dropping out and are related with academic 

success; moreover, high levels of academic satisfaction 

contribute to a coherent career identity; 2) developing psy-

chological resources, such as proactivity,74 emotional intel-

ligence,75,76 resilience,77 courage78,79 and mindfulness,80–82 

readiness, career adaptability,83 and career identity through 

specific career-counseling or career-education programs. 

These interventions could contribute to helping students, 

after completing their degree, become more aware of their 

resources and able to face the numerous future transitions.

The research presented has some limitations that could 

be suggestions for future works: first, the cross-sectional 

nature of the study does not allow the monitoring of the 

degree of satisfaction during the academic attendance; sec-

ond, the study does not make a comparison between groups 

with invariance for the equality factor because the sample 

taken was not homogeneous; and, moreover, future studies 

could involve more groups and those coming from different 

backgrounds and fields of study. In particular, the sample of 

the study has a prevalence of female students, which prob-

ably could affect the results: an extension of this study could 

involve a gender-paired sample and could make a comparison 

between the results. Another critical point linked to the sam-

pling regards the degree courses attended by the participants: 

probably some of them prepare the students to a clearer and 

definite career (e.g., medicine), while others have not clear 

professional paths (e.g., political science), and this could 

affect the development of the career identity; in future stud-

ies, a better-balanced sampling regarding the degree courses 

will allow to explore the differences from this point of view.

Despite these limitations, however, the results provide 

important suggestions on future research and interventions, 

for example in the ex-post-evaluation of the effectiveness of 

these intervention modes, not only in terms of satisfaction 

but also as employability of graduates.
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