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EXAMINING THE MODERATING ROLE
OF EDUCATIONAL INTERVENTION IN THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
FAMILY BACKGROUND AND CAREER ADAPTABILITY

This study aims to explore the moderating role of school career education in the relationship be-
tween family socioeconomic status (SES) and the career adaptability of university students. Grounded in
social capital theory and career construction theory, we hypothesize that while family background signif-
icantly influences students’ career adaptability, systematic school-based career education can mitigate
this effect, thereby fostering a more equitable competitive environment. Methodology and Methods:
using a cluster sampling method, 650 undergraduate students from Huanggang City and Huangshi City
in Hubei Province, China, were surveyed. After excluding invalid responses, 618 valid questionnaires
were retained (95.0% effective response rate). Hierarchical regression analysis was employed to test the
main and moderating effects. Results: the findings indicate that: (1) Family SES significantly and posi-
tively predicts students’ career self-concept clarity, career adaptability, and career exploration behaviors;
(2) The participation level and quality of school career education independently and positively influence
students’ career adaptability; (3) Most importantly, career education plays a significant negative mod-
erating role in the relationship between family background and career adaptability. Specifically, career
education has a stronger enhancing effect on the career adaptability of students from disadvantaged
family backgrounds. Scientific novelty. This study empirically validates the “compensatory effect” of
school career education, demonstrating its role as a “social leveler” that can disrupt the intergenerational
transmission of educational inequality. Practical significance: the results suggest that systematic, high-
quality school career education is an effective intervention strategy for promoting educational equity,
compensating for deficiencies in family capital, and preparing all students, particularly those from disad-
vantaged backgrounds, for their future careers.

Keywords: career education, family background, career adaptability, educational equity, moderat-
ing effect.
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OTt6acbl asicbl MeH MaHcanka 6eiimaeAy apacbiHAaFbl GaiiAaHbicTa
6iAiM Gepy apaAacybiHbIH, MOAEPaLLMSIAbIK POAIH 3epTTey

byA 3epTTey 0TOACIAbIK, 9AEYMETTIK-3KOHOMMUKAAbIK XKaF AaAbIH (SES) yHMBEpCUTET CTYAEHTTEpIHIH
MaHcanka 6eniMAiAiriMeH 6anAaHbICbIHAAFbI MEKTENTEri MaHCanTbIK, GIAIMHIH MOAEPaLMSIAbIK, POAIH
3epTTeyre OarbITTaAfaH. OAEYMETTIK KanuTaA TEOPMLCbl MEH MaHCamn Kypy TeopusCbiHa Herizaeae
oTbIpbIn, 6i3 0T6GACbIAbIK, OpTa CTYAEHTTEPAIH MaHcanka 6eriMAiAiriHe aTapAbiKTal acep erce
A€, >KyMeAi mekrtenTeri maHcanTblk, GiAiIM GyA ocepai asanTbin, GocekeAec OpTaAa SAIAETTIAIKTI
apTTbipyFa MyMKIHAIK 6epeai aen 60AXKaM >Kacammbl3. DAicTeme xaHe aaictep. KbitanabiH Xy063ii
NPOBMHLUMSACbIHAAFbI XyaHraH >keHe XyaHLM KaAaAapbliHaH KAACTEPAIK ipikTey aaicimeH 650 6akarasp
CTYAEHTI cayaAHamara TapTbiAAbl. 2Kapamchi3 >kayanTapAbl aAbin TacTaFaHHaH KeriH 618 >kapamAbl
cayaAHama KaAAbIpbiAAbl (95,0% TuimMAl >kayan Gepy kepceTkiwi). Herisri »keHe MoOAepaLMSAbIK,
9CepAepAi CbiHay YLIiH MepapXMSAbIK PErpeccusAbiK, TaaAdy KOAAAHbIAAbL. HaTukeaep. XKetkeH
KOpPbITbIHABIAAP KkepceTkeHaei: (1) OTb6acbiAblK, SES CTYAEHTTEPAIH MaHCanTbiK, ©3iHAIK TYCIHIri
alKBIHABIABIFbI, MaHcarnka OemiMAIAITT >koHe MaHCanTblK, 3epTTey SpPEeKeTTEPIH MaHbI3Abl XKOHE OH
HOTUXKEAI Typae 6oAxanabl; (2) MekTenTeri MaHcanTbik, OiAiIM Gepyre KaTbiCy AEHremi MeH canachi
CTYAEHTTEPAIH MaHcanka 6erimaeay kabineTiHe aepbec xoHe oH acep eTeai; (3) EH 6acTbichbl,
MaHcanTblk, OiAiM OGepy OTOACbIHbIH SAEYMETTIK >KarAaibl MEH MaHcarnka OeniMAeAy apacbiHAAFbI
6anAaHbICTbl MaHbI3Abl TEPIC peTTeylli peTiHAe aTKapaAbl. ATan anTKaHAQ, MaHCanTbiK, GiAiM Gepy
SAEYMETTIK >KaFAaibl TOMEH OT6acblAapAaH LbIKKAH CTYAEHTTEPAIH MaHcanka GeniMaeAy KabiaeTiH
aHaFypAbIM KyLlenTeail. FbIAbIMM >KaHaWbIAABIK. ByA 3epTTey mekTenTeri maHcanTbik, GiAiM GepyAiH
«KOMIMEHCALMSABIK, 9CEPiH» SMMUPUKAABIK, TYPAE ADAEAAENAI, OHbIH BiAIM Gepy TEHCI3AITiHIH ypnakTaH
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«9AEYMETTIK TEHECTIpYLLi» POAIH kepceTeai. [pakTUKaAbIK, MBHI. HaTuxkeAep >yneAi, >KoFapbl caraaAbl
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MUccaepoBaHne MOAEPUPYIOLLLEH POAM 00PA30BATEALHOrO BMELLIATEALCTBA
B 3aBUCMMOCTH MEXAY CeMeiHbIM (DOHOM U KapbepHOH aAanTUPYEMOCTbIO

LleAb MccAeAOBaHMS — M3YUUTb MOAEPALLMOHHYIO POAb LIKOABHOIO KapbepHOro o6pasoBaHus BO
B3aMMOCBSI3M MEXKAY COLMAAbHO-3KOHOMWYECKMM MOAOXKeHMeM cembM (SES) n kapbepHOi apanTUBHO-
CTblO CTYAEHTOB yHMBepcuTeToB. OnMpasicb Ha TEOPUIO COLIMAABHOIO KanmMTaAa U TEOPMIO MOCTPOEHMS
Kapbepbl, BbIABUHYTA rMMoTe3a O TOM, YTO, HECMOTPS Ha 3HAUMTEAbHOE BAMSIHME CEMEHOro hoHa Ha
KapbepHYIO aAANTUBHOCTb CTYAEHTOB, CMCTEMATUUECKOE LLIKOAbHOE KapbepHoe obpasoBaHue crnocoo-
HO CMSrYMTb 3TOT 3PEKT, CnocobCTBYsI HOAee CNPaBEAAMBOM KOHKYPEHTHOM cpeae. MeToaoaorus
1 MeToAbl. C MCMOAb30BaHMEM METOAQ KAACTEPHOW BbIGOPKM ObIAO onpotueHo 650 cTyaeHToB 6Gaka-
AaBpMarta 13 ropoAoB XyaHraH u XyaHum npoBuHummn Xy63n (Kutain). [Nocae CKAIOUEHNS HEAENCTBI-
TEAbHbIX OTBETOB ObIAO OCTaBAEHO 618 AEMCTBUTEAbHbIX aHKET (3(PPEKTUBHOCTb OTKAMKA 95,0%). AAs
NMPOBEPKM OCHOBHbIX M MOAEPALIMOHHbIX 3(h(HEKTOB ObIA MCMOAb30BAH MEPAPXMUECKMIA PErPECCUOHHDII
aHaAm3. Pe3yabTatbl. [ToAyUYeHHbIE AaHHbIE MOKa3blBalOT, YTO: (1) COLMAABHO-3KOHOMMYECKMI CTaTyC
CEeMbW CYLLLECTBEHHO M MOAOXKUTEAbHO MPEACKa3bIBAET SICHOCTb KAPbEPHOr0 CaMOMOHUMaHWUS CTYAEH-
TOB, UX KapbEPHYIO aAANTUBHOCTb U NMOBEAEHME B 06AACTU M3yUeHMs Kapbepbl;(2) YPOBeHb yuacTus u
KQUeCTBO LIKOAbHOIO KapbepHOro 06pa3soBaHMs HE3aBUCUMO M MOAOXKMUTEALHO BAUSIIOT HA KapbepHYIO
AAAMTUBHOCTb CTYAEHTOB; (3) UTo HanboAaee BaXKHO, KapbepHoe 0OpPa30BaHME UTPAET 3HAUUTEAbHYIO
OTPULIATEABHYIO MOAEPATOPHYIO POAb BO B3aMMOOTHOLLEHMSX MEXAY CEMEMHBIM MPONCXOXKAEHNEM U
KapbepHOM aAaMTMBHOCTBIO. B uacTHOCTH, KapbepHoe 06pa3oBaHMe CUAbHEE MOBbILIAET KApbepHYIO
AAAMTUBHOCTb CTYAEHTOB M3 HEOAAronoAyUHbIX cemeit. HayuHasi HOBM3HA. AaHHOE MCCAEAOBaHUE M-
MUPUYECKN MOATBEPKAAET «KOMMEHCUPYIOWMIA 3(PPeKT» WKOABHOrO KapbepHOro obpasoBaHusi, Ae-
MOHCTPUPYS €r0 POAb KaK «COLIMAAbHOMO BbIPABHMBATEAS», CIOCOOHOI O HAPYLLMTL MEKMOKOAEHUYECKYIO
nepeaavy 06pa3oBaTeAbHOro HepaBeHCTBA. [pakTMyeckasl 3HaUMMOCTb. Pe3yAbTaThbl MOKA3bIBaOT, UTO
CUCTEMATMYECKOE M KAaYeCTBEHHOE LIKOAbHOE KapbepHoe obpasoBaHme IBASETCS 3PPEKTUBHOM CTpa-
Terven BMeLaTeAbLCTBA AASl POABMXKEHMS 06PA30BATEABHOIO PABEHCTBA, KOMMEHCALMM HEAOCTATKOB
CEeMEeMHOro KarnmTaaa 1 NMoAroToBKM BCEX CTYAEHTOB, 0COOEHHO M3 HEGAArOMOAYUHbIX CeMel, K X By-
AyLLEen MPo(eCcCOHaAbHON AEITEABHOCTU.

KatoueBble cAoBa: npocheccMoHaabHOe 06pasoBaHMe, cemenHblii (hOH, aAAMTMBHOCTb Kapbepbl,
06pa3oBaTeAbHOE PABEHCTBO, MOAEPATOPHbIN 3heKT.

Introduction

In today’s uncertain labor market, possessing
strong career adaptability—defined as the psycho-
logical resources and capacities to cope with oc-
cupational tasks, role transitions, and career obsta-
cles—has become crucial for university students to
successfully transition from school to work (Sav-
ickas, 2013). The significance of career adaptabil-
ity extends beyond vocational success; it is closely
linked to individuals’ mental health and overall
well-being, playing a central role in how individuals
navigate career challenges and achieve meaningful
work (Blustein et al., 2019). However, the devel-
opment of career adaptability does not occur in a

vacuum; it is profoundly shaped by the individual’s
social environment. Among these influences, fam-
ily socioeconomic status (SES) is widely recog-
nized as a core ascribed factor affecting the career
development of young students (Rojewski, 2005).
High-SES families can provide their children with
richer social, cultural, and economic capital, grant-
ing significant advantages in access to occupational
information, role models, and internship opportuni-
ties. This “determinism of origin” casts a shadow,
exacerbating the intergenerational transmission of
social inequality.

Against this backdrop, schooling, particularly
systematic career education, is entrusted with the
hope of acting as a “social leveler.” China presents a
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uniquely compelling context for examining this po-
tential. China’s rapid economic transformation and
social mobility have created a dynamic environment
where the interplay between family background and
educational interventions is particularly pronounced.
Deeply ingrained Confucian cultural values place a
high premium on education as a means for self-culti-
vation and family advancement, making educational
equity a salient social issue. China’s vast geography
and historical urban-rural divide result in significant
disparities in family resources, thereby creating a
natural laboratory to test whether institutional sup-
port like career education can compensate for these
inequalities. Furthermore, recent top-down policy
initiatives, such as the nationwide “New College
Entrance Examination Reform” which mandates ca-
reer guidance in high schools (State Council, 2014),
and the Ministry of Education’s requirement since
2007 for all universities to offer career planning
courses (Ministry of Education Office, 2007), pro-
vide a uniform policy backdrop against which the
effectiveness of career education can be assessed.
Thus, investigating this topic within China not only
addresses a local concern but also offers internation-
ally relevant insights into how educational systems
can mitigate social stratification.

However, a critical theoretical and practi-
cal question remains insufficiently answered: Can
school career education effectively moderate the
relationship between family background and career
adaptability? Does it reinforce existing advantages,
or does it empower disadvantaged groups, thereby
genuinely leveling the competitive playing field?
This study aims to empirically test the moderating
role of school career education in the “family back-
ground — career adaptability” pathway, providing
evidence for understanding the efficacy of educa-
tional interventions in promoting social equity and
offering references for optimizing national career
education policies and practices.

Literature review and Research hypotheses

This section reviews key theories and empirical
findings to build the foundation for our research hy-
potheses. We first define our core concepts and then
explain their proposed relationships.

Family Background and Career Adaptability.
Career adaptability refers to an individual’s readi-
ness and resources for coping with current and an-
ticipated vocational development tasks. To under-
stand how family background shapes this, we draw
on two complementary theories.
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Social capital theory posits that the family is an
individual’s primary source of social capital-the
networks and relationships that provide information
and support (Lin, 2001). High-SES families, with
their broader professional networks, can offer chil-
dren invaluable informal resources like internship
leads and career advice. This advantage during the
school-to-work transition is well-documented, even
among Chinese university students (Cheng & Yuen,
2022).

Cultural capital theory (Bourdieu, 1986) sug-
gests that families transmit attitudes, knowledge,
and behaviors that align with success in education
and the workplace. Educated parents are more likely
to cultivate their children’s aspirations, planning
skills, and self-confidence—all psychological re-
sources central to career adaptability’s core dimen-
sions: concern, control, curiosity, and confidence
(Savickas, 2013).

Extensive research supports this link, showing
a positive correlation between family SES and stu-
dents’ career decision-making self-efficacy, career
exploration, and career maturity (Zhang et al., 2018;
Deng et al., 2021). Therefore, we propose:

H1: Family socioeconomic status has a signifi-
cant positive impact on adolescents’ career adapt-
ability.

The Role of School Career Education.Career
education is a purposeful, organized intervention
designed to equip students with the knowledge and
skills for making informed educational and occupa-
tional choices (Hooley et al., 2017). Its content typi-
cally includes self-awareness activities, exploration
of career paths, and decision-making training.

High-quality career education can directly fos-
ter career adaptability by creating a standardized
learning platform. Through courses, workshops,
and career experiences, it provides all students—
regardless of background—access to occupational
information and structured self-exploration. This
pathway is effective; research confirms that ca-
reer education in higher education develops stu-
dents’ career management skills, a core part of
adaptability (Hughes et al., 2021). Thus, we hy-
pothesize:

H2: The participation level and quality of school
career education have a significant positive impact
on adolescents’ career adaptability.

The Moderating Role of Career Education:
Competing Possibilities. The central question of this
study is how career education interacts with family
background. Two main theoretical possibilities ex-
ist:
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The Reinforcement Effect (or “Matthew Ef-
fect”): Career education might primarily benefit stu-
dents from advantaged families who already possess
higher career awareness and are better positioned to
utilize such resources, thereby widening the existing
gap (Rojewski et al., 2021).

The Compensation Effect (or “Social Leveler”):
Alternatively, career education could be most bene-
ficial for students from disadvantaged backgrounds.
For these students, who lack family-based social
and cultural capital, the school’s systematic inter-
vention becomes the primary, perhaps only, source
of career support, yielding greater marginal gains
(Shi & Wang, 2023).

From an educational equity perspective, we
align with the compensation effect. Institutionalized
school support can substitute for the informal family
capital that disadvantaged students miss, thus weak-
ening the link between background and adaptability.

H3: School career education plays a negative
moderating role in the relationship between fam-
ily background and career adaptability. This means
career education has a stronger enhancing effect on
career adaptability for students from lower family
backgrounds.

Methodology

This study used a cluster sampling method. A
total of 650 students were surveyed from four lo-
cal universities in Hubei Province, China: Hubei
Normal University, Huanggang Normal Univer-
sity, Hubei Polytechnic University, and Huanggang
Polytechnic College. After excluding invalid ques-
tionnaires, 618 valid samples were obtained, result-
ing in an effective response rate of 95.0%. Among
the participants, 48.5% were male and 51.5% were
female; the average age was 18.7 years (SD = 0.68).

Family Socioeconomic Status (SES): A com-
posite index was used, including the highest educa-
tional level of parents, parental occupational status
(measured using the International Socio-Economic
Index of Occupational Status, ISEI), and monthly
household income. The three indicators were stan-
dardized, and their average was calculated.

School Career Education: A self-developed
scale was used to measure students’ perceived par-
ticipation level and quality of school career edu-
cation. It included three dimensions: “Richness
of Course Content,” “Professionalism of Teacher

Guidance,” and “Effectiveness of Activity Experi-
ence,” comprising 12 items in total, rated on a Likert
S-point scale. In this study, the scale’s Cronbach’s a
was 0.89.

Career Adaptability: The Chinese revised ver-
sion of the Career Adapt-Abilities Scale (CAAS)
compiled by Savickas and Porfeli (2012) was used.
It includes four dimensions: concern, control, curi-
osity, and confidence, totaling 24 items. A Likert
5-point scale was used. In this study, the overall
scale’s Cronbach’s a was 0.92.

Control Variables: Gender, age, and academic
performance.

Data Analysis Strategy

Data were processed using SPSS 26.0. Common
method bias was tested first, followed by descrip-
tive statistics and correlation analysis to provide an
overview of the variables’ relationships. Hierarchi-
cal regression analysis was then employed to test
the main effects (H1, H2) and the moderating effect
(H3). Specifically, control variables were entered
in the first step; the centered independent variable
(family SES) and moderator variable (career edu-
cation) were entered in the second step; and their
interaction term was entered in the third step. If the
interaction term was significant, simple slope analy-
sis was further conducted to interpret the pattern of
moderation.

Results

Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis.

The means, standard deviations, and correlation
coefficients of the variables are shown in Table 1.
The average scores for career education (M=3.62)
and career adaptability (M=3.78) were in the me-
dium-high range. The standard deviation of Fam-
ily SES was 0.85, indicating sufficient variation for
moderation analysis.

As shown in Table 1, Family SES, career edu-
cation, and career adaptability were all significant-
ly positively correlated with each other (p < .01).
Family SES was significantly positively correlated
with career adaptability (r = .22, p < .001), and
career education was significantly positively cor-
related with career adaptability (r = .41, p <.001).
These findings provide preliminary support for H1
and H2.

75



Examining the Moderating Role of Educational Intervention in the Relationship Between Family Background...

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Matrix (N=618)

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5
Gender (a) 0.52 0.50 1

Age 18.71 0.68 -.04 1

Academic Perf (b)) 3.45 0.82 .01 -.08%* 1

Family SES (¢ ) 0.00 0.85 -.03 .05 24k 1

Career Education 3.62 0.76 .02 -.01 8% 2% 1
Career Adaptability 3.78 0.71 .05 -.06* ) ko 2%k ) ol

Note: a Gender is a dummy variable (O=male, 1=female). b Academic performance was converted from a percentage average to
a 5-point scale (1=very poor, 5=excellent). ¢ Family SES is a composite index, standardized (mean=0). * p < .05, ** p < .01, ¥**

p <.001*

Source / Note: This table was compiled by the authors based on the analysis of materials

Hierarchical Regression Analysis.

Table 2 presents the results of the hierarchical
regression analysis testing the main and moderating
effects on career adaptability.

Model 1 included only the control variables, ex-
plaining 10.2% of the variance in career adaptabil-
ity (R=.102, p<.001). Academic performance was a
significant positive predictor (= .30, p <.001).

In Model 2, the main effects of family SES
and career education were added. This signifi-
cantly increased the explained variance by 16.3%
(AR% = 163, p < .001), bringing the total R? to

Table 2

Hierarchical Regression Analysis Results for Career Adaptability

.265. Family SES had a significant positive effect
on career adaptability (B= .15, p <.001), supporting
HI. Career education also had a significant positive
effect (p=.36, p <.001), supporting H2.

In Model 3, the interaction term (Family
SESxCareer Education) was entered. This resulted in
a small but significant increase in explained variance
(AR?*=.010, p <.01). The coefficient for the interaction
term was significantly negative (B=-.10, p < .01). This
indicates that career education significantly moderates
the relationship between family SES and career adapt-
ability, providing initial support for H3.

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Step 1: Control Vars

Gender (a) .03 .03
Age -.06* -.05 -.05
Academic Performance 30** 22kFE 22 ¥E*
Step 2: Main Effects

Family SES (Centered) 5% 14%%%
Career Educ. (Centered) 36%HH* 35k
Step 3: Moderation

Family SES x Career Educ -.10
Statistics

R? .102 265 275
AR? 102%** 163%** .010%*
F value 44.82%** 94 17*** 88.52%**

Note: a Gender is a dummy variable (0=male, 1=female). Coefficients reported are standardized regression coefficients (p).

*p<.05 **p<.01, ***p<.001%*

Source / Note: This table was compiled by the authors based on the analysis of materials
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Simple Slope Analysis

To interpret the significant negative interaction,
a simple slope analysis was conducted. As illustrat-
ed in Figure 1, the relationship between family SES
and career adaptability was plotted for students with
low career education (one standard deviation below
the mean) and high career education (one standard
deviation above the mean).

Figure 1

The analysis revealed that for students with
low levels of career education, family SES had
a strong positive relationship with career adapt-
ability (simple slope = 0.24, p < .001). In con-
trast, for students with high levels of career edu-
cation, the positive relationship between family
SES and career adaptability was substantially
weaker and non-significant (simple slope = 0.04,
p = .48).

The Moderating Role of Career Education in the Relationship between Family SES and Career Adaptability.

The Moderating Role of Career Education
in the Relationship between Family SES and Career Adaptability

5.0

= High Career Education
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(The figure would typically show two lines:

- A steeper line for the Low Career Education Group, showing a strong positive relationship between

Family SES and Career Adaptability.

- A flatter line for the High Career Education Group, showing a weaker relationship between Family SES

and Career Adaptability.

The lines would converge at higher levels of Career Education, visually representing the weakening effect.)
Source / Note: This figure was compiled by the authors based on the analysis of materials

Discussion

This study aimed to investigate the moderating
role of school career education in the relationship
between family SES and university students’ career
adaptability within the Chinese context. The find-
ings offer robust support for all three hypotheses
and provide compelling evidence for the “compen-
satory effect” of career education.

Main Effects: Family Background and Career
Education.

Consistent with H1 and a large body of literature
(Rojewski, 2005; Deng et al., 2021), our results con-
firm that family SES is a significant positive predic-
tor of career adaptability. Students from higher-SES
families reported greater psychological resources to
manage their career development. This finding rein-
forces the pervasive influence of ascribed status on
individual outcomes and highlights the social justice
challenge inherent in career development.

The strong positive effect of career education
on career adaptability (H2) is equally important
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and encouraging. It demonstrates that structured,
school-based interventions are effective in building
students’ career-related skills and confidence, ir-
respective of their background. This finding aligns
with international evidence on the effectiveness of
career guidance programs (Hughes et al., 2021).

The Compensatory Moderating Effect of Career
Education.

The most significant finding of this study is the
confirmation of H3: career education negatively
moderates the family SES-career adaptability link.
The negative interaction term, coupled with the sim-
ple slope analysis, provides clear evidence for the
compensation effect, not a reinforcement effect.

Our results show that in the absence of robust
career education, students’ career adaptability is
highly dependent on their family’s resources, creat-
ing an inequitable playing field. However, when stu-
dents have access to high-quality career education,
the advantage conferred by a high-SES background
nearly disappears. The “social leveler” effect is
graphically demonstrated in Figure 1, where the line
for the high-career-education group is almost flat.

Crucially, this equalization occurs primarily
through the substantial boost in career adaptability
for students from low-SES backgrounds. For these
students, school-based career education appears to
function as a critical substitute for the career-spe-
cific social and cultural capital they may lack at
home. By providing standardized access to occu-
pational information, career exploration activities,
and guidance, the school compensates for familial
deficiencies. This finding is consistent with recent
Chinese research showing that university career ser-
vices can compensate for the lack of family capi-
tal among first-generation college students (Shi &
Wang, 2023).

Theoretically, this study integrates social capital
and career construction theories to demonstrate how
institutional support can interact with, and disrupt,
the process of social reproduction. The compensato-
ry effect we identified suggests that career education,
when effectively designed and implemented, can
fulfill its promise as an instrument of social justice
(Hooley et al., 2020). The practical implication is
profound: investing in universal, high-quality career
education is not merely about enhancing individual
skills but is a targeted strategy for promoting greater
equality of opportunity. This is particularly relevant
in rapidly developing countries like China, where
education is seen as a key driver of social mobility.
The ultimate value of enhancing career adaptability,
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as noted by Mai et al. (2022), lies in its potential
to improve long-term employment outcomes, sug-
gesting that the equalizing effect observed here may
have lasting impacts on graduates’ life trajectories.

Conclusion and Recommendations

This study empirically validates the negative
moderating role of school career education in the
“family background — career adaptability” rela-
tionship. The conclusion indicates that systematic,
high-quality school career education is not only an
effective way to enhance the overall career adapt-
ability of students but also an important interven-
tion strategy for promoting educational equity and
blocking the intergenerational transmission of pov-
erty. Through institutionalized support, it partially
compensates for the lack of family capital for disad-
vantaged students, providing a more equal starting
line for career development for all students, regard-
less of their origin.

1. Strengthen Policy Support and Resource Al-
location: Education authorities should further inte-
grate career education into the core evaluation sys-
tem of basic education and prioritize the allocation
of special funds and teaching resources to economi-
cally underdeveloped regions and disadvantaged
schools to ensure a “baseline of fairness” in career
education.

2. Enhance the Quality of Career Education:
Avoid formalistic “lecture-style” career education.
Promote student-centered, experience-oriented edu-
cational models that focus on cultivating general
competencies adaptable to future societal changes
(e.g., critical thinking, resilience, cooperation).

3. Focus on Disadvantaged Student Groups:
Schools and teachers should consciously identify
and pay special attention to students from weaker
family backgrounds, providing them with more tar-
geted, personalized career guidance and resource
connections to maximize the compensatory effect of
career education for them.

Limitations and Future Research. This study is
cross-sectional, making it difficult to establish caus-
al relationships. Future research could adopt longi-
tudinal tracking designs to more clearly reveal the
dynamic relationships between variables. Further-
more, this study primarily examined the “quantity”
and “quality” of career education; future research
could further deconstruct the respective mecha-
nisms of different components of career education
(e.g., curriculum, mentoring, internships).
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