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Objective: The rapid growth of the digital economy demands higher professional competence and adaptability from telecommunications employees. Therefore, it is particularly important to explore the influencing mechanism of career adaptability of telecommunications employees.

Methods: A survey was conducted among 9,475 employees of telecommunication companies in 16 cities in Shandong Province using the Simple Coping Style Scale, Depression-Anxiety-Stress Scale, General Self-Efficacy Scale and Career Adaptability Scale. The collected data were processed and analyzed using SPSS 26.0. Mediation analysis was conducted using Hayes’ PROCESS macro (Model 6) with bootstrapping.

Results: The results of correlation analysis showed that there was a significant correlation between coping style, anxiety, general self-efficacy and career adaptability of telecommunications employees (p < 0.01). Anxiety and general self-efficacy were identified as mediating factors between coping style and career adaptability, accounting for 4.522 and 28.334% of the total effect, respectively. At the same time, anxiety and general self-efficacy played a chain mediating effect between coping style and career adaptability, accounting for 12.059% of the total effect.

Conclusion: This study found that coping style may directly affect career adaptability, and may also affect general self-efficacy through anxiety level, which in turn affects career adaptability. The results emphasize the importance of coping skills, emotion management and self-cognition, which is of great significance for improving the mental health level and career development ability of telecommunications employees.
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1 Introduction

In recent years, the telecommunications industry has steadily developed into a key pillar of Digital China. The workplace environment is complex and changeable, the industry is changing rapidly, and the work intensity and pressure are huge, which puts higher demands on the quality of professional talents. There is an urgent need for telecommunications employees to have strong flexibility and adaptability (1). Career adaptability is the core of an individual’s entire career development. It refers to the psychological construction resources and processing capabilities that individuals have when facing current or future uncertain tasks and changes related to their professional roles. It can help individuals better solve various problems encountered in their career development (2–5). Lack of career adaptability will lead to an increased willingness of employees to leave, increase staff turnover, and further aggravate the shortage of talent in this field, affecting the healthy development of the industry (6). On the contrary, the improvement of career adaptability can enable employees to better adapt to and integrate into the telecommunications organizational culture, improve their job satisfaction (7, 8) and well-being (9), professional identity (10), work performance (11), etc., and prevent talent loss (12). Currently, the telecommunications industry is in a critical stage of digital transformation and rapid change. The industry environment is highly competitive and the work pressure is enormous. Telecommunications workers are a typical high-pressure occupational group. However, existing research on career adaptability mostly focuses on college students and young people (13–15), and there is a clear lack of attention to this specific group of telecommunications industry employees. Therefore, in the context of rapid changes and high pressure in the industry, it is necessary to conduct research on the mechanism of career adaptability of telecommunications employees, which will help prevent occupational risks in the telecommunications industry, alleviate occupational stress, and promote employee well-being and sustainable development of organizations.

Career construction theory suggests that coping style is an important factor in improving career adaptability. Coping style is the specific cognitive or behavioral approach that an individual adopts when facing difficulties, setbacks, and stressful events (16). It is an important factor affecting an individual’s environmental adaptability and mental health. Previous studies have found that positive coping style is positively correlated with career adaptability (17). According to career construction theory, if individuals can maintain a subjective positive response during their career development, they will be able to more effectively acquire adaptive resources and solve career problems, thereby promoting career development and success (18, 19). Previous studies have found that when faced with difficulties and setbacks, the more positive the coping style, the stronger the problem-solving ability. By proactively solving problems or seeking external support, individuals can better adapt to changes in the external environment, thereby continuously enhancing their adaptability (20). Therefore, coping strategies can positively predict career adaptability, but the mechanism between the two still needs further exploration.

When confronted with career uncertainty, the choice of coping styles often influence individual’s emotional state after dealing with stressful environments or events. When faced with stressful events such as job changes and personnel changes, employees may adopt negative coping strategies, which can easily lead to anxiety (21). Anxiety is excessive worry or fear experienced when an individual is unable to cope with or explain a threatening event. Negative coping styles often exacerbate these negative emotions. A study of medical professionals found that negative coping styles significantly increased anxiety levels and decreased life satisfaction (22). At the same time, anxiety can also reduce an individual’s career adaptability. Individuals with high levels of anxiety tend to have negative perceptions of future expectations and career development, which in turn reduces their career adaptability (23, 24). On the contrary, individuals who adopt positive coping strategies in stressful situations can more effectively manage stress, regulate negative emotions, and thus reduce anxiety levels (25). On this basis, individuals can narrow the gap between their actual state and their ideal state by regulating the intensity and direction of their emotional responses, and further develop career-related adaptive behaviors (26). Studies have found that career adaptability can be cultivated in teacher groups through effective emotional regulation (27, 28), and the lower the anxiety level, the higher the level of career adaptability (29). Therefore, coping style may affect an individual’s career adaptability by affecting his or her anxiety level.

In addition, general self-efficacy is another important factor affecting career adaptability (30). It refers to an individual’s prediction of whether he or she is capable of completing a specific task, which can enhance confidence in solving career-related problems (31, 32). From the perspective of social cognitive career theory, people are active and proactive, actively shaping their careers through beliefs and expectations. Only when people believe they can produce the desired outcomes through their actions will they be motivated to expend sufficient effort and resources to cope with difficulties and obstacles and ultimately achieve adaptive goals. Previous studies have found that the higher the level of general self-efficacy, the stronger the career adaptability individuals exhibit when facing career difficulties (33, 34). At the same time, studies have shown that individuals who adopt positive coping strategies in high-pressure situations tend to have higher general self-efficacy (35, 36). This makes them more inclined to actively solve problems, have stronger self-assessment abilities, and be able to make future plans. When faced with challenges and difficulties, they are often able to adapt to challenges more quickly and better, thus demonstrating higher levels of career adaptability. Therefore, coping styles may affect career adaptability through general self-efficacy.

Previous studies have also found a significant negative correlation between anxiety and general self-efficacy. Individuals with high anxiety have a more negative overall evaluation of their abilities (37). However, individuals with low anxiety tend to have optimistic expectations of their abilities and future outcomes, which enhances their general self-efficacy. When faced with various career developments and changes, individuals with low anxiety are able to adapt and adjust more quickly (38). In this process, active coping styles can reduce the anxiety caused by career uncertainty, help individuals maintain a positive attitude, enhance confidence in problem-solving, and improve general self-efficacy, thereby demonstrating greater adaptability in complex environments. Therefore, coping styles may jointly influence career adaptability through anxiety and general self-efficacy.

As described in the review, this study aims to explore the impact of coping styles on career adaptability, as well as the mediating role of anxiety and general self-efficacy between the two. By changing coping styles, reducing anxiety, and enhancing general self-efficacy, the individual’s career development ability is jointly shaped, thereby deepening the understanding of the formation mechanism of career adaptability and providing a scientific basis for the career development and mental health of employees in the telecommunications industry. Therefore, the following four hypotheses are proposed: H1: Coping style can positively predict career adaptability; H2: Anxiety plays a mediating role between coping style and career adaptability; H3: general self-efficacy plays a mediating role between coping style and career adaptability; H4: Anxiety and general self-efficacy play a chain mediating role between coping style and career adaptability.



2 Methods


2.1 Participants

The cross-sectional study was conducted from January to February 2024. We were commissioned by the Shandong Provincial Committee of the China Telecom Group Union to survey employees of Shandong Telecom. Employees were drawn from telecommunication companies located in 16 cities of Shandong Province. Stratified random sampling was employed to ensure representativeness. The sample size for each city was determined in proportion to its population share within the province. Employees from each city were randomly sampled. Online questionnaires were distributed to the selected employees, with the telecommunication companies in each city of Shandong assisting in forwarding the surveys to ensure that all respondents were from the telecommunication industry. A total of 10,335 online questionnaires were distributed through the “psycloud.com.” To minimize the impact of social desirability bias, we ensured that all respondents’ answers were anonymous and strictly maintained the confidentiality of the data, allowing them to freely express their genuine opinions. Before conducting data analysis, we tested the statistical hypothesis and found that the data were in accordance with normal distribution. After removing outliers and excluding unanswered questions by Mahalanobis distance method, 9,475 valid questionnaires were retained. The effective recovery rate is 91.679%. Before starting the questionnaire, all participants were informed about its purpose and assured of the confidentiality of their personal information. All participants voluntarily took part in the questionnaire. The study was approved by the local medical ethics committee.



2.2 Measures


2.2.1 Simplified coping style questionnaire

In this study, the Simple Coping Style Questionnaire (SCSQ) developed by Folkman and translated and culturally adapted by Xie Yaning was used for measurement (39). This psychometric instrument comprises 20 items distributed across two distinct dimensions: positive coping (12 items) and negative coping (8 items). Responses are recorded on a 4-point Likert-type scale, with the differential between positive and negative coping scores serving as an indicator of an individual’s predominant coping style. Coping style score = positive coping standard score (Z) – negative coping standard score (Z). A score greater than 0 indicated that individuals tended to respond positively under stress. Less than 0, individuals tended to have negative coping style. In the current study, the SCSQ demonstrated robust internal consistency, with an overall Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.915. The subscales also exhibited strong reliability, with alpha coefficients of 0.936 and 0.875 for positive and negative coping dimensions, respectively.



2.2.2 Depression-anxiety-stress scale

The Depression-Anxiety-Stress Self-rated Scale in Simplified Chinese (DASS-21), compiled by Lovibond, revised by Gong Xu was used for the measurement (40). This comprehensive measure consists of 21 items evenly distributed across three dimensions: depression, anxiety, and stress. Respondents rate their experiences on a 4-point Likert scale, with higher scores reflecting more severe symptoms in each domain. The DASS-21 demonstrated strong internal consistency in this study, achieving a Cronbach’s α of 0.953 overall. The subscales for depression, anxiety, and stress also showed excellent reliability, with α coefficients of 0.886, 0.871, and 0.861, respectively.



2.2.3 General self-efficacy scale

The study utilized the General Self-Efficacy Scale (GSES) developed by Schwarzer and revised by Wang Caikang for Chinese participants (41, 42). This 10-item scale employs a 4-point Likert scale, with higher total scores indicating greater general self-efficacy. In this study, the GSES exhibited a Cronbach’s α of 0.940.



2.2.4 Career adapt-abilities scale

The Chinese version (43) the Career Adapt-Abilities Scale (CAAS) (44) was used to measure career adaptability. This 24-item scale comprises four dimensions: career concern, career control, career curiosity, and career confidence, each measured with 6 items. Utilizing a 5-point Likert scale, higher total scores indicate greater career adaptability. In this study, the CAAS demonstrated a Cronbach’s α of 0.987, with subscale α coefficients of 0.954, 0.964, 0.968, and 0.974 for career concern, career control, career curiosity, and career confidence, respectively.




2.3 Data analysis

This study employed SPSS 26.0 for data preprocessing, descriptive statistical analysis, analysis of variance (ANOVA), and correlation analysis. PROCESS 3.3 was utilized to conduct mediation analysis and testing. We used descriptive statistics to examine demographic information. We used Pearson’s correlation coefficients to analyze the relationships among coping styles, anxiety, general self-efficacy, and career adaptability. Finally, Mediation analysis was performed using PROCESS macro (model 6) to test the hypothesized chain mediation effects. All statistical tests were two-tailed, and the significance level was set at α = 0.05. According to previous studies, the SPSS macro program prepared by Hayes (45) for testing mediation effects is widely used and accepted, and the method is also mature, so this study adopted this statistical method for analysis.




3 Results


3.1 Common method bias tests

As data were collected from the same participants using self-reported questionnaires, common method bias could be a concern. Harman’s single-factor test was conducted to assess the potential for common method bias (46). Results revealed seven factors with eigenvalues greater than 1, with the first factor explaining 37.535% of the total variance. This value falls below the critical threshold of 40%, indicating that common method bias is not a significant concern in this study (47).



3.2 Descriptive statistics and correlation analyses

Basic information is shown in Table 1. The difference test results showed that there were significant differences among the variables in different demographic variables, so these factors were controlled as covariates in subsequent analyses.


TABLE 1 Demographic information of participants (n = 9,475).


	Variables
	Categories
	Frequency
	Percentage (%)
	Coping styles
	Anxiety
	General self-efficacy
	Career adaptability

 

 	Gender 	Male 	5,204 	54.923% 	0.019 	7.115 	2.714 	83.917


 	Female 	4,271 	45.077% 	0.076 	6.856 	2.532 	76.222


 	t 	 	 	 	−2.516* 	1.859 	13.134*** 	16.088***


 	Age 	≤28 	1,718 	18.132% 	0.003 	6.270 	2.666 	83.596


 	28–35 	2,851 	30.089% 	−0.059 	7.380 	2.602 	79.544


 	35–45 	3,839 	40.517% 	0.065 	7.206 	2.618 	79.223


 	>45 	1,067 	11.261% 	0.315 	6.405 	2.708 	82.206


 	F 	 	 	 	31.201*** 	13.694*** 	8.383*** 	17.268***


 	Years of service 	≤5 	3,070 	32.401% 	0.046 	6.267 	2.68 	82.891


 	5–10 	1,862 	19.651% 	−0.083 	7.463 	2.589 	78.954


 	10–15 	2,156 	22.755% 	−0.039 	7.758 	2.564 	77.64


 	15–20 	1,237 	13.055% 	0.145 	7.171 	2.618 	79.746


 	>20 	1,150 	12.137% 	0.296 	6.59 	2.714 	82.371


 	F 	 	 	 	26.856*** 	19.409*** 	15.905*** 	20.271***


 	Education 	Technical secondary school 	829 	8.749% 	−0.052 	6.979 	2.649 	79.484


 	Senior high school 	412 	4.348% 	0.008 	6.641 	2.666 	81.422


 	Junior college 	3,663 	38.660% 	−0.045 	7.254 	2.595 	78.584


 	Bachelor’s degree 	4,077 	43.029% 	0.098 	7.044 	2.646 	81.310


 	Master’s degree and above 	494 	5.214% 	0.464 	5.057 	2.732 	87.970


 	F 	 	 	 	28.128*** 	11.901*** 	6.311*** 	20.512***


 	Labor relations 	Labor system employees 	2,452 	25.879% 	0.232 	6.388 	2.711 	84.511


 	Outsourced staff 	7,023 	74.121% 	−0.021 	7.211 	2.604 	79.030


 	t 	 	 	 	−9.809*** 	5.202*** 	−6.756*** 	−10.350***





*P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001, the same below.
 

Pearson’s correlation analysis was used to examine the relationships among coping styles, anxiety, general self-efficacy, and career adaptability of employees in the telecommunications industry. As shown in Table 2, coping styles were significantly positively correlated with general self-efficacy, career adaptability and its dimensions (p < 0.01), and significantly negatively correlated with anxiety (p < 0.01). General self-efficacy was significantly positively correlated with career adaptability and its dimensions (p < 0.01), and significantly negatively correlated with anxiety (p < 0.01). Anxiety was significantly negatively correlated with career adaptability and its dimensions (p < 0.01).


TABLE 2 Correlation between coping styles, anxiety, general self-efficacy, and career adaptability.


	Variables
	Scale score (Mean ± SD)
	1
	2
	3
	4

 

 	1. Coping styles 	0.04 ± 1.10 	– 	 	 	


 	2. General self-efficacy 	2.63 ± 0.67 	0.264** 	– 	 	


 	3. Anxiety 	6.99 ± 6.75 	−0.452** 	−0.259** 	– 	


 	4. Career adaptability 	80.45 ± 23.48 	0.388** 	0.676** 	−0.291** 	–





*P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001, the same below.
 



3.3 Mediating effect

The mediating effects of anxiety and general self-efficacy on the relationship between coping styles and career adaptability were examined using Model 6 in PROCESS with 5,000 bootstrap resamples to calculate 95% confidence intervals. As shown in Table 3, with career adaptability as the dependent variable and coping style as the independent variable, coping style positively predicted career adaptability (β = 0.391, p < 0.001). After adding anxiety and general self-efficacy as mediators, coping style negatively predicted anxiety (β = −0.454, p < 0.001) and positively predicted general self-efficacy (β = 0.187, p < 0.001). Anxiety negatively predicted career adaptability (β = −0.039, p < 0.001), while general self-efficacy positively predicted career adaptability (β = 0.595, p < 0.001). Notably, the direct effect of coping style on career adaptability remained significant (β = 0.216, p < 0.001) after accounting for the mediators. The chain mediation model is illustrated in Figure 1.


TABLE 3 Regression analysis between variables.


	Dependent variables
	Independent variables
	R2
	F
	t
	β

 

 	Anxiety 	 	0.209 	416.887*** 	 	


 	Coping styles 	 	 	−49.252*** 	−0.454


 	Gender 	 	 	−1.417 	−0.013


 	Labor relations 	 	 	−2.629** 	−0.026


 	Age 	 	 	0.124 	0.002


 	Years of service 	 	 	4.539*** 	0.065


 	Education 	 	 	1.177 	0.012


 	General self-efficacy 	 	0.115 	176.104*** 	 	


 	Coping styles 	 	 	17.051*** 	0.187


 	Anxiety 	 	 	−16.086*** 	−0.175


 	Gender 	 	 	−14.129*** 	−0.139


 	Labor relations 	 	 	2.741** 	0.029


 	Age 	 	 	−0.260 	−0.004


 	Years of service 	 	 	−0.667 	−0.010


 	Education 	 	 	0.363 	0.004


 	Career adaptability 	 	0.518 	1270.166*** 	 	


 	Coping styles 	 	 	26.290*** 	0.216


 	Anxiety 	 	 	−4.781*** 	−0.039


 	General self-efficacy 	 	 	78.363*** 	0.595


 	Gender 	 	 	−12.557*** 	−0.092


 	Labor relations 	 	 	3.180** 	0.025


 	Age 	 	 	−5.163*** 	−0.057


 	Years of service 	 	 	−0.124 	−0.001


 	Education 	 	 	3.382*** 	0.027


 	Career adaptability 	 	0.189 	367.032*** 	 	


 	Coping styles 	 	 	41.884*** 	0.391


 	Gender 	 	 	−18.361*** 	−0.173


 	Labor relations 	 	 	4.528*** 	0.046


 	Age 	 	 	−4.160*** 	−0.059


 	Years of service 	 	 	−1.151 	−0.017


 	Education 	 	 	2.668** 	0.027




 

[image: Diagram showing relationships between factors affecting career adaptability, with coefficients. Coping styles has a direct positive impact on career adaptability (with a coefficient of 0.216) and influences career adaptability through Anxiety and general self-efficacy.]

FIGURE 1
 Diagram of the mediating effect model. ***p < 0.001.


The test results of the mediating effects are shown in Table 4. Anxiety and general self-efficacy levels mediate the relationship between coping styles and career adaptability, with a total indirect effect value of 0.176. This includes three paths: coping styles → anxiety → career adaptability, with an indirect effect of 0.018; coping styles → general self-efficacy → career adaptability, with an indirect effect of 0.111; coping styles → anxiety → general self-efficacy → career adaptability, with an indirect effect of 0.047. The indirect effect values of the three paths account for 4.522, 28.334, and 12.059% of the total effect, respectively. The 95% confidence intervals do not include 0, indicating that the indirect effects are all significant.


TABLE 4 Mediating effects of anxiety and general self-efficacy on the relationship between coping style and career adaptability.


	Path
	Effect
	Bootstrap SE
	Boot LLCI
	Boot ULCI
	Percentage (%)

 

 	Indirect effect 	0.176 	0.007 	0.162 	0.189 	44.966%


 	Indirect effect 1 	0.018 	0.004 	0.010 	0.025 	4.522%


 	Indirect effect 2 	0.111 	0.007 	0.097 	0.125 	28.334%


 	Indirect effect 3 	0.047 	0.003 	0.041 	0.054 	12.059%





Indirect effect 1: coping styles → anxiety → career adaptability; indirect effect 2: coping styles → general self-efficacy → career adaptability; indirect effect 3: coping styles → anxiety → general self-efficacy → career adaptability.
 




4 Discussion

This study expanded upon previous researches by proposing a chain mediation model to explain how different coping styles influence career adaptability. We posited that anxiety and general self-efficacy served as key links in this chain, bridging the relationship between coping style and career adaptability. Our findings confirmed that individuals with positive coping styles tend to demonstrate greater career adaptability. Importantly, we uncovered a pathway through which this relationship unfolds. Specifically, effective coping mechanisms appeared to reduce anxiety, which in turn bolstered general self-efficacy, ultimately fostering enhanced career adaptability. This suggested that coping style not only directly shaped individuals’ capacity to navigate career challenges but also indirectly influenced it by shaping their emotional state and self-beliefs.

The results of this study showed that coping styles could positively predict the career adaptability of telecommunication employees, verifying Hypothesis 1. Specifically, individuals who tended to adopt positive coping styles had higher career adaptability and were better able to adapt to changes in life and work, which was consistent with previous research findings (48). According to career construction theory, individuals achieved good adaptation and development through interacting with the environment by either conforming to the environment or adjusting themselves. Positive coping was a prerequisite for positive adaptation. It was only through the adoption of positive coping strategies that individuals could calmly navigate and resolve challenges in both their professional and personal lives (49). The telecommunication industry was characterized by rapid technological updates and fierce market competition. Employees needed to learn new knowledge and new technologies continuously to adapt to the accelerated work pace. These changes brought pressure and challenges to employees. Adopting positive coping styles (such as seeking help from others, changing negative perspectives) could help employees improve their problem-solving abilities, effectively resolve career predicaments, and enhance career adaptability. In contrast, negative coping styles (such as avoidance, self-denial, etc.) might have led employees to develop negative emotions toward the work environment, reduce their coping abilities, and make it difficult for them to adapt to changes in their work.

Coping style not only directly affected career adaptability, but also indirectly affected it through anxiety levels. According to the conservation of resources theory, when facing work stress and career changes, employees who adopt positive coping strategies were better able to conserve their personal resources (e.g., time, energy, and emotional well-being) (50). This resource conservation prevented emotional exhaustion, reduced anxiety, and fostered positive emotions. Positive emotions, in turn, broadened individuals’ attention and cognitive scope, encouraged them to actively seek support, access more emotional and informational resources, and ultimately adapt better to new work roles and environments, thereby maintaining stable career development (51). Telecommunication employees often encountered numerous customer inquiries, including complaints, which exposed them to a high volume of negative information and emotional strain. This, coupled with demanding performance targets, depleted employees’ personal resources, leaving them ill-equipped to effectively address challenges. In essence, positive coping styles mitigated anxiety and promoted positive emotions, which subsequently enhanced individuals’ capacity for career adaptability (52, 53). Conversely, high anxiety levels could lead to detrimental consequences such as emotional exhaustion, increased burnout, and decreased job satisfaction, significantly impacting employees’ work performance and well-being (54).

At the same time, general self-efficacy also played a mediating role in the relationship between coping style and career adaptability. According to general self-efficacy theory, individuals’ past successful coping experience was an important factor which influences the formation of general self-efficacy. Individuals who adopt positive coping strategies had higher general self-efficacy, which was consistent with previous research (36). Furthermore, according to the social cognitive career theory, individuals who were willing and able (i.e., have high general self-efficacy) to take action to cope with constant changes could better solve career problems and had higher levels of career adaptability. In contrast, individuals with lower general self-efficacy tended to view challenging tasks as threats, lack confidence in their ability to complete work tasks, and were more inclined to maintain the status quo, making fewer proactive adaptations to environmental changes, which was not conducive to the development of career adaptability (55, 56). Under the strict performance appraisal system in the telecommunications industry, employees were under tremendous performance pressure. Employees with high general self-efficacy were more likely to believe in their ability to achieve goals through positive communication and effective problem solving, even when faced with customer complaints and demanding sales targets. This belief helped them turn pressure into motivation, making them more willing to try new working methods, improve their career adaptability, and better complete their work tasks.

In addition, this study further confirmed Hypothesis 4 by revealing that anxiety and general self-efficacy played a chain mediating role in the relationship between coping styles and career adaptability. Specifically, coping styles could influence career adaptability through their impact on anxiety, which in turn affected general self-efficacy. According to stress and coping theory, individuals engaged in cognitive appraisal when confronted with stressful situations. Those who leaned toward positive coping styles were more likely to positively assess their resources and believe in their work abilities, effectively mitigating anxiety stemming from environmental changes (57, 58). Conversely, individuals prone to negative coping strategies tended to doubt themselves when facing challenges, leading to heightened anxiety. Simultaneously, the cognitive model of anxiety suggests that anxiety could trigger negative thought patterns (59, 60). As a result, individuals with high anxiety were more likely to magnify potential threats, focus on negative information while overlooking positive cues, dwell on past failures, and harbor anxieties about the future. This hindersedtheir ability to objectively evaluate their capabilities, ultimately diminishing general self-efficacy. Over time, this can diminish work performance and impede the development of career adaptability (61). With the rapid advancement of digital transformation, telecom employees faced constant technological updates and business changes, an environment that could easily lead to high levels of work pressure and uncertainty. At the same time, customer service demands became increasingly diverse and complex, requiring employees to maintain a high level of emotional stability and professionalism. In this context, proactive coping strategies could help employees alleviate the anxiety caused by industry changes and service demands, thereby maintaining a high level of self-efficacy, helping them maintain confidence in facing unexpected issues and work challenges, and ultimately fostering greater career adaptability in a rapidly changing organizational environment. Therefore, it was crucial for telecommunication employees to acknowledge the significant role of psychological factors when navigating career transitions. By adopting positive coping strategies, they could effectively manage anxiety, foster positive self-perceptions, and ultimately achieve their career goals more effectively.

Our research has significant theoretical implications, expanding upon career construction theory and further emphasizing coping styles as an individual’s behavioral approach to proactively exploring in a changing environment, enhancing career adaptability, and helping individuals navigate the uncertainties and challenges of career development. Furthermore, by incorporating anxiety and general self-efficacy, we expand on the influence of individual emotions and cognition, placing greater emphasis on subjective initiative. Coping styles, low anxiety, and general self-efficacy contribute to the development of career adaptability. Our research also has practical implications. Amidst rapid technological change, organizations should guide employees to proactively respond and enhance their career adaptability to better mitigate the health risks and challenges posed by digital development. First, telecommunications technology is updated and iterated rapidly, and employees need to constantly learn new knowledge and skills. Companies can consider providing digital stress management workshops specifically for technological stress to help employees develop strategies to actively respond to technological updates and digital work and establish correct coping methods. Secondly, customer service demands in the telecommunications industry are becoming increasingly diverse and complex, and employees are under great emotional pressure. Companies can implement a mentoring system to pair new employees with experienced employees. By sharing customer communication experience, senior employees can guide new employees to effectively relieve their emotions and thus reduce anxiety. Third, telecom employees often worry about not being able to meet targets and doubt their own abilities due to strict performance appraisals. Organizations can establish a structured positive feedback mechanism to provide timely constructive affirmation and recognition of employees’ efforts, enhance employee confidence, and thus improve general self-efficacy. Ultimately, this will improve employee adaptability, alleviate stress, and help telecom employees maintain competitiveness and psychological well-being amidst technological innovation and industrial transformation.



5 Study limitations and future research directions

The present study has some limitations that need to be improved in future research. Firstly, the study employed a cross-sectional research design, which cannot determine the causal relationships among the four variables. Future experimental and longitudinal studies may be needed to further explore the mechanisms of action among these variables and enhance the persuasiveness of the conclusions. Secondly, this study examined only the impact of individual factors on career development, which may have limited explanatory power. Future research could include organizational factors. For example, incorporating organizational-level factors such as corporate culture and leadership styles, and examining how they interact with individual factors to collectively influence employees’ career adaptability and professional development. Third, the data in this study were all from self-reports of the subjects, and the data collection might have been affected by social desirability bias. Future studies should use mixed-methods approaches (e.g., adding qualitative interviews or supervisor ratings) to triangulate findings. Finally, the study sample was drawn solely from Shandong Province, which may limit the representativeness of the sample. Future research could expand the scope to a national level to test the validity of the results.



6 Conclusion

In sum, this study constructed a chain mediating model to explore the relationship between coping strategies and career adaptability, as well as the role of anxiety and general self-efficacy in this relationship. It aimed to provide an effective framework for understanding the relationships among coping strategies, anxiety, general self-efficacy, and career adaptability for employees in enterprises. Our research suggests a possible pathway, by learning and applying positive and effective coping strategies, employees can better manage stress, alleviate anxiety, further change negative thinking patterns, cultivate general self-efficacy, and ultimately enhance their career adaptability. This provides a new perspective and entry point for career adaptation.
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