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ABSTRACT

This study examined whether crystallizing, defined as clarifying one’s vocational self-concept, specifically accounted for the association between emotional intelligence and vocational identity among trainee teachers. A cross-sectional survey involved 678 first- to third-year trainee teachers from six higher-education institutions in Jilin Province, China. Chinese versions of the Schutte Self-Report Emotional Intelligence Test, the crystallizing subscale of the Student Career Construction Inventory, and the Vocational Identity Status Assessment measured the focal constructs. Data were analysed using partial least squares structural equation modelling and bootstrapping with 5,000 resamples. Emotional intelligence was positively associated with crystallizing (β = .440, p < .001). In a parallel model containing all four career construction responses, crystallizing remained positively associated with vocational identity after controlling for emotional intelligence and the other responses (β = .136, p < .001). Emotional intelligence also retained a significant direct association with vocational identity (β = .181, p < .001). The specific indirect association through crystallizing was positive but small (β = .060, p = .001). Thus, vocational self-clarification may partly account for this association among participants. However, the cross-sectional design prevents causal or temporal inference. Moreover, the outcome assessed general vocational identity, not teacher professional identity or intention to enter teaching.
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1.  INTRODUCTION

Teacher education is expected not only to develop future teachers' subject knowledge and pedagogical competence but also to prepare them for technological change, evolving professional expectations, and career-development challenges. The growing use of digital technologies and artificial intelligence, increasingly diverse learner needs, and continuing professional-learning requirements have heightened attention to the coherence of initial teacher preparation (OECD, 2025; Hunzicker, 2018; Ofsted, 2025). In China, teacher education reforms emphasize professional ethics, pedagogical competence, student-centred practice, and continuing professional development. Meanwhile, higher-education expansion and changing employment conditions have made the transition from university to employment increasingly complex (Ministry of Education of the People's Republic of China, 2012; CPC Central Committee & State Council, 2018, 2024; Dai et al., 2022). Importantly, enrolment in a teacher-education programme does not necessarily imply an intention to enter teaching. Trainee teachers may consider teaching alongside other occupational possibilities as they evaluate their interests, values, abilities, and employment opportunities (Liu et al., 2023; Wu et al., 2025). 
Jilin Province provides a relevant context for examining vocational identity among trainee teachers because of its regional development conditions, educational-resource distribution, and graduate-employment pressures (General Office of the People's Government of Jilin Province, 2022; Jilin Provincial Development Research Center, 2023). From the perspective of Career Construction Theory, vocational identity develops as individuals assign meaning to their career experiences and adapt to career tasks and transitions. Career construction responses—including crystallizing, exploring, deciding, and preparing—may therefore help trainee teachers develop clearer and more personally meaningful career directions, whether within or beyond the teaching profession (Savickas, 2005, 2013, 2021; Savickas et al., 2018).
Vocational identity is a multidimensional construct concerning how individuals explore occupational possibilities, form and identify with career commitments, remain flexible toward those commitments, and experience career-related self-doubt (Porfeli et al., 2011). Recent research has increasingly conceptualized vocational identity as a dynamic developmental process rather than a single, static outcome. The Vocational Identity Status Assessment (VISA) organizes vocational identity around the broader processes of career exploration, career commitment, and career reconsideration. Its multidimensional structure has been examined across different college populations and cultural contexts, including university and technical-college students in the United States and China (Zhang et al., 2019; Weigold et al., 2021). Recent studies have also used longitudinal designs, latent profile analysis, and latent change score modelling to investigate relationships among vocational identity processes, identify distinct identity configurations, and trace developmental changes over time (Lee et al., 2022; Yuan et al., 2022; Kim et al., 2023; Li et al., 2024). A recent scoping review further shows that vocational identity has been conceptualized as a relatively stable psychological structure, a dynamic and socially constructed identity, and a career-related developmental process, underscoring the importance of specifying the theoretical meaning adopted in each study (Kryger & Qvortrup, 2025). In the present study, vocational identity is understood as a general career-development construct. Although the participants were enrolled in teacher-education programmes, the measure was not contextualized specifically to teaching. The construct should therefore be distinguished from teacher professional identity and intention to enter the teaching profession. Teacher professional identity concerns the roles, practices, relationships, and professional meanings specifically associated with teaching, whereas vocational identity encompasses broader processes of occupational exploration, commitment, and reconsideration.
Emotional intelligence may be relevant to vocational identity because constructing a career direction is an emotional as well as a cognitive task. Emotional intelligence broadly concerns attending to, understanding, regulating, and using emotion-related information in thought and action (Salovey & Mayer, 1990; Schutte et al., 1998). A meta-analysis linked emotional intelligence with career adaptability, career decision-making self-efficacy, career commitment, career satisfaction, and fewer decision-making difficulties (Pirsoul et al., 2023). Research on trainee teachers likewise identifies emotional intelligence as potentially relevant, although still underdeveloped, in teacher preparation (Turner & Stough, 2020).
The unresolved question is therefore not simply whether emotional intelligence and vocational identity are associated, but how emotional functioning may become connected to identity development. Career Construction Theory conceptualizes career development as adaptive meaning-making in response to developmental tasks and occupational transitions (Savickas, 2005, 2013,2021). The Student Career Construction Inventory differentiates four adapting responses: crystallizing, exploring, deciding, and preparing (Savickas et al., 2018). Crystallizing, which concerns clarifying vocational interests, abilities, values, and goals, offers a theoretically direct bridge between a broad emotional resource and a coherent career direction.
Prior evidence supports a broader connection among trait emotional intelligence, career construction, and vocational identity. Merino-Tejedor et al. (2024) found that career construction mediated the relationship between trait emotional intelligence and vocational identity among university students. However, treating career construction at an aggregated level does not isolate whether self-clarification, exploration, decision formation, or preparation carries the association. Evidence is also limited among trainee teachers in China, whose career development is embedded in a distinctive professional preparation and labour-market context.
To address this gap, the present study examines the specific indirect association between emotional intelligence and vocational identity through crystallizing among 678 preservice teachers from Jilin Province. The contribution is deliberately focused on whether crystallizing constitutes a theoretically meaningful specific indirect pathway within the broader career construction process.


2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1	Emotional intelligence and crystallizing

The notion of crystallizing a vocational self-concept originates in Super's developmental account of vocational preference crystallization and self-concept implementation. Savickas (1994) explicitly reformulated it as the task of "crystallizing a vocational self-concept," subsequently elaborating it as the first developmental task of the exploration stage within career construction theory (Savickas, 2002). Savickas et al. (2018) later operationalized this task as a dimension of adapting responses in the SCCI. In Career Construction Theory, this clarification is an adapting response through which individuals translate broad personal resources into career-relevant action and meaning. Emotional intelligence is treated here as a broad personal resource that may help students attend to and interpret affective information arising during that process, rather than as a synonym for career adaptability itself.
Vocational self-clarification can evoke uncertainty, anticipated success or failure, and conflict between personal preferences and external expectations. Students who can recognize and regulate emotional reactions may be better able to remain engaged in self-assessment, tolerate ambiguity, and integrate emotional signals from educational and career experiences into a coherent vocational self-concept. This mechanism is consistent with broader evidence connecting emotional intelligence with career adaptability and career decision processes (Pirsoul et al., 2023).

2.2	Crystallizing and vocational identity

Crystallizing is an adapting response through which individuals clarify their vocational self-concepts and develop tentative career directions (Savickas et al., 2018). It is conceptually distinct from vocational identity, which the present study assesses through the exploration, commitment, commitment flexibility, and career self-doubt processes represented in the Vocational Identity Status Assessment (VISA; Porfeli et al., 2011). By clarifying vocational interests, abilities, values, and goals, crystallizing may provide reference points for exploring possible career directions and forming or reconsidering career commitments. Consistent with this reasoning, longitudinal VISA-based research has identified reciprocal associations between career goals and vocational identity processes, particularly in-depth exploration and identification with commitment (Lee et al., 2022). Research among Chinese university students has also shown that SCCI-assessed career construction responses are associated with vocational identity and other career-development indicators (Jiang et al., 2022)). Collectively, these findings support a theoretically plausible association between crystallizing and vocational identity, but they do not establish crystallizing as a necessary, sufficient, or unidirectional cause of vocational identity development.
Within the career construction model of adaptation, crystallizing represents only one of four related adapting responses, alongside exploring, deciding, and preparing. Its association with vocational identity should therefore be understood as its unique relationship after the other career construction responses are considered, rather than as the sole basis of identity development. Although the participants in this study were enrolled in teacher-education programs, the VISA is a domain-general measure and does not specify teaching as the object of exploration or commitment. Accordingly, the findings concern general vocational identity among teacher-education students and cannot be interpreted as evidence of teacher professional identity, commitment to teaching, or intention to enter the teaching profession. Based on the preceding theoretical and empirical evidence, it was hypothesized that crystallizing would be positively associated with general vocational identity among teacher-education students. .

2.3	The specific indirect pathway

The proposed mechanism follows a resource–response–identity sequence. Emotional intelligence may support vocational self-clarification, while crystallizing may provide reference points for vocational exploration and commitment. Recent research has linked career goals and career construction responses with vocational identity processes (Lee et al., 2022; Merino-Tejedor et al., 2025) and found that career construction partially mediated the association between trait emotional intelligence and vocational identity (Merino-Tejedor et al., 2024). Crystallizing may therefore represent a specific indirect pathway between emotional intelligence and general vocational identity.
Accordingly, crystallizing was hypothesized to statistically account for part of the association the association between emotional intelligence and general vocational identity.

2.4	Hypotheses

The theoretical framework yields four hypotheses that map directly onto the structural paths and the specific indirect effect tested in the analysis.
Hypothesis 1. Emotional intelligence is positively associated with crystallizing among trainee teachers.
Hypothesis 2. Crystallizing is positively associated with vocational identity among trainee teachers after the other predictors in the parallel model are considered.
Hypothesis 3. Emotional intelligence is positively associated with vocational identity among trainee teachers after the career construction responses are considered.
Hypothesis 4. The specific indirect association between emotional intelligence and vocational identity among trainee teachers through crystallizing is positive and statistically significant.


3. MATERIAL AND METHODS 

3.1  Design and participants

The study employed a quantitative, theory-driven, cross-sectional survey design. Data were collected from undergraduate students enrolled in teacher education programmes at six higher education institutions in Jilin Province, China. As an observational study, it involved neither random assignment nor any training or experimental intervention. Eligible respondents from the six institutions were pooled and analysed as a single sample of teacher education students.
A two-stage non-probability sampling approach was used. First, the six institutions were selected purposively based on institutional accessibility and willingness to cooperate. Eligible students were then recruited through existing classroom and university communication channels. Because participation was voluntary, the student-level sample was treated as a voluntary-response sample rather than a probability cluster sample. Participants were eligible if they were at least 18 years old, enrolled in the first, second, or third year of a teacher education programme, had not completed a full teaching practicum, and had not entered full-time teaching employment.
The online survey initially yielded 741 questionnaires. As the survey platform required a response to every item, there were no substantive item-level missing data. In accordance with the prespecified data-screening plan, straight-lining was defined as zero within-person response variance across all eligible items in the designated questionnaire sections. This criterion was applied before model estimation and before the results of the primary analyses were examined. Sixty-three questionnaires met the criterion and were excluded, leaving 678 valid responses and a retention rate of 91.5%.
The final sample comprised 498 women (73.5%) and 180 men (26.5%), including 334 first-year, 237 second-year, and 107 third-year students. Participants represented a range of teacher education majors, the full distribution of which is reported in Table 1.
Table 1. Participant characteristics
	Characteristic
	Category
	n
	%

	Gender
	Male
	180
	26.5

	
	Female
	498
	73.5

	Grade
	first-year students
	334
	49.3

	
	second-year students
	237
	35.0

	
	third-year students
	107
	15.8

	University
	University A
	60
	8.8

	
	University B
	61
	9.0

	
	University C
	74
	10.9

	
	University D
	61
	9.0

	
	University E
	362
	53.4

	
	University F
	60
	8.8

	
	Total
	678
	100.0


Note. N = 678. Percentages may not sum to 100 because of rounding.
3.2  Measure

3.2.1 	Emotional intelligence 

Emotional intelligence was measured using the 33-item Chinese version of the Schutte Self-Report Emotional Intelligence Test (SSEIT; Schutte et al., 1998; Wang, 2002). Schutte et al. (2009) recommended using the total score as the primary analytic measure. Accordingly, emotional intelligence was operationalized in this study as overall self-reported emotional functioning rather than as a set of separately modeled subdimensions. All items were rated on a five-point Likert scale. Items 5, 28, and 33 were reverse-scored. For ease of interpretation, responses were averaged after reverse scoring, producing scores ranging from 1 to 5, with higher scores indicating higher levels of self-reported emotional intelligence. The published Chinese adaptation was administered without further modification to the item wording.

3.2.2 	Crystallizing

Crystallizing was measured with the six-item crystallizing subscale of the Chinese Student Career Construction Inventory (SCCI; Savickas et al., 2018; Jiang et al., 2022). The SCCI uses a five-category developmental response format rather than an agreement scale. The subscale assesses progress in clarifying vocational interests, abilities, values, and career goals.

3.2.3 	Vocational identity

Vocational identity among trainee teachers was operationalized as a single reflective construct using all 30 items of the Chinese Vocational Identity Status Assessment (VISA; Porfeli et al., 2011; Zhang et al., 2019). The items were not contextualized specifically to teaching. Accordingly, the construct represents general vocational identity among students enrolled in teacher-education programmes and should not be interpreted as teacher professional identity or intention to enter teaching. Because the original VISA distinguishes commitment, exploration, and reconsideration, treating all items as a single reflective construct is specific to the original analytical model and requires cautious interpretation.


3.3  Procedure and ethics

Recruitment was institutionally facilitated through authorised class and university communication channels. Prospective participants accessed an anonymous questionnaire hosted on Wenjuanxing and first viewed information about the study purpose, procedures, voluntary participation, confidentiality, and the right to discontinue before submission. Only eligible students who provided electronic informed consent proceeded to the questionnaire. Institutional ethics approval was obtained before pilot testing and main data collection, and all data were analysed and reported in aggregate form.
The study received institutional ethics approval before pilot testing and main data collection. Participation was voluntary and anonymous, all participants were adults, and informed consent was obtained electronically before the questionnaire began.


3.4  Data analysis

PLS-SEM was conducted using SmartPLS 4. It was selected to preserve the originally specified parallel-mediation model, which contained four simultaneous career construction responses and a relatively large set of indicators. The analytical objective was to explain variance in the endogenous constructs and estimate the focal specific indirect association. Given the reflective measurement specifications, CB-SEM remains a reasonable alternative for future robustness assessment.
Following the guidelines of Hair et al. (2022), the measurement model was evaluated based on indicator loadings, Cronbach's α, rho_A, composite reliability, average variance extracted (AVE), the heterotrait–monotrait ratio (HTMT), and supplementary tests of discriminant validity. Full collinearity variance inflation factors (VIFs) were used as a statistical diagnostic for potential common method bias. The structural model was assessed using collinearity diagnostics, R², f² effect sizes, predictive relevance, standardised path coefficients, and nonparametric bootstrapping with 5,000 subsamples and two-tailed tests at α = .05 .
The original dataset and complete analytical records were available to the author, and the complete measurement and structural models were re-estimated for the present manuscript. The primary structural model specified emotional intelligence (EI) as the exogenous construct; crystallizing, exploring, deciding, and preparing as four simultaneous parallel mediators; and vocational identity (VI) as the outcome. Although the present article focuses on the indirect association through crystallizing, all four mediators were retained in the estimated model. Accordingly, the CC1-to-VI coefficient was estimated while controlling for EI and the other three career construction responses, whereas the EI-to-VI coefficient was estimated while controlling for all four mediators. The reported indirect association therefore represents the specific indirect effect of EI on VI through crystallizing within the full parallel-mediation model, rather than an indirect effect estimated from a reduced three-construct model.


4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

4.1	Descriptive statistics and measurement quality

The mean scores were 3.089 (SD = 1.019) for emotional intelligence, 3.039 (SD = 0.919) for crystallizing, and 3.372 (SD = 0.930) for vocational identity. Indicator loadings ranged from .777 to .831 for EI, .805 to .828 for CC1, and .776 to .817 for VI. Internal consistency and convergent validity met the criteria applied in the original analysis. HTMT values among the three focal constructs ranged from .312 to .465, supporting their empirical distinction. Full-collinearity VIF values for EI (1.845), CC1 (1.287), and VI (1.241) were below the 3.3 diagnostic threshold used in the study.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics and measurement-model evidence for the focal constructs

	Construct
	M
	SD
	Loading range
	Cronbach's alpha
	rho_A
	CR
	AVE

	Emotional intelligence
	3.089
	1.019
	.777-.831
	.983
	.984
	.984
	.654

	Crystallizing
	3.039
	.919
	.805-.828
	.900
	.902
	.923
	.666

	Vocational identity
	3.372
	.930
	.776-.817
	.981
	.981
	.982
	.642


Note. N = 678. α = Cronbach's α; rho_A = Dijkstra-Henseler reliability; CR = composite reliability; AVE = average variance extracted. Statistics are reproduced from the full measurement model.

4.2	Structural relationships

Consistent with Hypothesis 1, emotional intelligence was positively associated with crystallizing (β = .440, t = 14.026, p < .001). EI explained 19.3% of the variance in crystallizing (R² = .193), and the corresponding effect size was medium under the study's interpretation (f² = .240).
Consistent with Hypothesis 2, crystallizing was positively associated with vocational identity after EI and the remaining career construction responses were entered simultaneously (β = .136, t = 3.543, p < .001). Its unique effect size was very small and close to the conventional small-effect benchmark (f² = .018).
Consistent with Hypothesis 3, the direct EI-to-VI association remained positive and statistically significant after the four career construction responses were considered (β = .181, t = 4.100, p < .001; f² = .023). EI and the four responses jointly explained 19.4% of the variance in VI (R² = .194).

4.3	Specific indirect effect

Consistent with Hypothesis 4, the specific indirect association from EI to VI through crystallizing was positive and statistically significant (β = .060, t = 3.451, p = .001). Because the direct EI-to-VI association and this specific indirect association were both positive and significant, the pattern was consistent with complementary partial mediation in the estimated parallel model. The indirect coefficient was small and should not be interpreted as evidence that crystallizing is a dominant mechanism.

Table 3. Focused direct and specific indirect effects from the full parallel-mediation model

	Effect
	β
	SE
	t
	p
	f²
	Decision

	EI → CC1
	.440
	.031
	14.026
	< .001
	.240
	Supported

	CC1 → VI
	.136
	.038
	3.543
	< .001
	.018
	Supported

	EI → VI
	.181
	.044
	4.100
	< .001
	.023
	Supported

	EI → CC1 → VI
	.060
	.017
	3.451
	.001
	-
	Supported


Note. EI = emotional intelligence; CC1 = crystallizing; VI = vocational identity; SE = bootstrap standard error. The CC1 → VI, EI → VI, and indirect coefficients were estimated while exploring, deciding, and preparing were also included as parallel mediators. A dash indicates that an f² value is not defined for the indirect effect.

4.4	Interpretation of the focal pathway

All four hypotheses were supported, but the coefficients indicate a clearly differentiated pathway rather than a uniformly strong mechanism. Emotional intelligence was moderately associated with crystallizing (β = .440, f² = .240), and the model explained 19.3% of the variance in this career construction response. By contrast, crystallizing had only a very small unique effect on vocational identity when emotional intelligence and the other three career construction responses were entered simultaneously (β = .136, f² = .018). The specific indirect association was statistically reliable but small (β = .060), whereas the direct association between emotional intelligence and vocational identity remained significant (β = .181). The focal result therefore reflects an asymmetrical resource–response–identity pattern: emotional functioning was meaningfully associated with vocational self-clarification, but self-clarification accounted for only a limited part of general vocational identity among trainee teachers within the full model.
The moderate association between emotional intelligence and crystallizing is consistent with the view that career construction involves emotional as well as cognitive work. Crystallizing entails developing a clearer vocational self-concept and tentative career direction by integrating personal characteristics, interests, values, goals, and perceived occupational possibilities (Merino-Tejedor et al., 2024; Yılmaz, 2026). Trainee teachers who perceive themselves as better able to understand and regulate emotions may be more capable of sustaining this reflective work and using affective information when evaluating possible vocational directions. This interpretation is consistent with evidence associating emotional intelligence with greater career adaptability and career decision-making self-efficacy, as well as fewer career decision-making difficulties (Parmentier et al., 2022; Pirsoul et al., 2023; Duru & Söner, 2024). These findings concern general career-development processes and do not imply that emotionally intelligent trainee teachers necessarily identify more strongly with teaching as a profession.
Nevertheless, the present association does not establish that emotional regulation caused greater vocational self-clarification. Both constructs were assessed through self-report measures at the same point in time, so their covariance may partly reflect common-method processes. It may also capture some conceptual overlap between self-reported emotional intelligence and broader forms of career-related confidence or self-efficacy (Duru & Söner, 2024; Podsakoff et al., 2024). Longitudinal or multi-method evidence would therefore be required to determine whether emotional intelligence precedes changes in crystallizing.
The smaller crystallizing-to-vocational-identity path suggests that vocational self-clarification is relevant but insufficient for explaining general vocational identity among trainee teachers. A clearer understanding of personal interests, capabilities, values, and goals can provide a basis for forming a coherent sense of vocational direction. However, vocational identity encompasses more than the reflective clarification captured by crystallizing. Its development may also depend on occupational exploration, decision-making, preparation, prior career experiences, perceived opportunities, social influences, and other personal or contextual resources. The present result therefore qualifies, rather than contradicts, Merino-Tejedor et al.’s (2024) finding that overall career construction is positively associated with vocational identity. When the career construction responses are examined simultaneously, crystallizing appears to make only a small unique contribution beyond emotional intelligence and the other responses. 
This interpretation is also compatible with recent evidence that crystallizing forms part of a broader configuration of general career-development responses. Among university students, Yılmaz (2026) found that crystallizing and deciding were prominent within the career construction profile associated with career adaptability, but the redundancy indices indicated that the two sets of variables shared only a modest proportion of variance. Although career adaptability is distinct from vocational identity, this finding supports the more limited proposition that vocational self-clarification operates alongside other career-development processes rather than functioning as a comprehensive explanation of career outcomes. Accordingly, the present coefficient should be understood as the unique association of crystallizing with general vocational identity after the remaining career construction responses have been controlled.
The status of the participants as trainee teachers defines the population in which the relationships were observed, but it does not change the meaning of the measured outcome. In the present study, vocational identity refers to the clarity and coherence of participants’ broader occupational self-definition and direction. It should not be interpreted as teacher professional identity, identification with the social or institutional role of a teacher, or commitment to entering or remaining in the teaching profession. Establishing those claims would require a teaching-specific identity or occupational commitment measure. The results therefore show that crystallizing is associated with general vocational identity among students enrolled in teacher education, not that it produces a stronger teacher identity.
The positive specific indirect effect refines, rather than simply repeats, earlier evidence. Merino-Tejedor et al. (2024) demonstrated a broader mediating role of career construction in the association between trait emotional intelligence and general vocational identity among university students, whereas the present analysis identifies crystallizing as one statistically distinguishable route within that broader process in a trainee-teacher sample. The persistence of the direct emotional-intelligence-to-vocational-identity association is statistically consistent with complementary partial mediation. However, this remaining association should not be attributed to exploring, deciding, or preparing, because these responses were already included as parallel mediators in the model. It may instead reflect emotional, motivational, relational, or contextual mechanisms that were not measured.
For example, Duru and Gültekin (2026) found that hope and career adaptability sequentially mediated the association between trait emotional intelligence and vocational outcome expectations among preservice teachers. Vocational outcome expectations are distinct from vocational identity, so this finding does not provide direct evidence about the present outcome. It nevertheless offers adjacent evidence that emotional intelligence may relate to general vocational development through career-related resources beyond the construction responses included in the current model. Such possibilities require direct examination rather than being inferred from the remaining direct coefficient.
Overall, the interpretation is that emotional intelligence may be related to general vocational identity partly through its association with vocational self-clarification. However, the small specific indirect coefficient does not justify presenting crystallizing as a dominant explanatory mechanism. The focal indirect effect should be interpreted as small, conditional on the other career construction responses, specific to general vocational identity among trainee teachers, and noncausal.

4.5 Theoretical implications

The findings are compatible with the resource-response-identity logic of Career Construction Theory: emotional intelligence was positioned as a broad career-relevant personal resource, crystallizing as an adapting response, and vocational identity as an adaptation-related outcome. More importantly, separating crystallizing from exploring, deciding, and preparing shows why career construction responses should not automatically be treated as an undifferentiated mediator. The moderate EI to crystallizing association and the small unique crystallizing to VI association reveal that a resource may be strongly related to an adaptive response even when that response contributes only modestly to identity after related processes are controlled. This distinction prevents statistical significance from being equated with substantive dominance. At the same time, the results do not establish emotional intelligence as a career-adaptability resource in the original technical sense, nor do they verify a fixed developmental sequence; they provide evidence compatible with, rather than definitive proof of, the proposed theoretical ordering.

4.6 Practical implications

Teacher-education programmes may integrate emotional reflection with domain-general career support that helps students clarify their interests, abilities, values, and goals, explore diverse career possibilities, and reflect on educational and field experiences. However, given the modest effect sizes, cross-sectional design, and domain-general nature of the VISA, the findings do not show that such activities improve fit with teaching, teacher professional identity, or commitment to teaching. Emotional intelligence and crystallizing should therefore complement reliable career information, experiential learning, programme support, and realistic opportunities, with the aim of facilitating informed and authentic vocational choices rather than commitment to a particular occupation.

4.7 Limitations and future research

Several limitations constrain the conclusions. First, the cross-sectional, single-source self-report design precludes temporal and causal inference and does not eliminate potential common method variance, despite anonymity and full-collinearity diagnostics. Longitudinal, intervention, repeated-measures, and multi-source studies are therefore needed. Second, the non-probability sample was drawn from six institutions in one Chinese province, limiting generalizability. Institution-level clustering and measurement invariance were not assessed, and University E was disproportionately represented. The pooled estimates may therefore reflect unmodelled institutional differences and be weighted toward the association pattern at University E. Replication using more balanced samples across provinces, institutional types, and labour-market contexts is required. Third, vocational identity was modelled as a single reflective construct, although the VISA distinguishes commitment, exploration, and reconsideration. Multidimensional and higher-order specifications should therefore be examined. Finally, the stability of the focal coefficients across alternative model specifications and formal contrasts among the four specific indirect effects remain untested.


5. CONCLUSION

Overall, the findings support a qualified resource–response–identity interpretation. Emotional intelligence was meaningfully associated with vocational self-clarification during an early, experience-limited stage of career construction, but crystallizing accounted for only a small part of its association with vocational identity. The direct association was larger than the focal specific indirect association, indicating that the crystallizing pathway was not the dominant statistical explanation in this model. Nevertheless, the cross-sectional design cannot establish temporal or causal mediation, and reciprocal relationships remain possible. Longitudinal research following students before and after practicum experience is needed to determine how emotional intelligence, career construction responses, and vocational identity develop over time and whether these processes differ between students considering teaching and those considering other occupational directions.
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