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Abstract 
Educational and vocational transitions represent critical periods for adolescent wellbeing, marked by heightened developmental demands, increasing uncertainty, and elevated vulnerability to mental health difficulties. The transition from secondary school to further education or employment requires young people to make consequential career decisions while simultaneously navigating academic pressure, perceived external constraints, and changing social and economic conditions. Although international evidence indicates strong links between career indecision and psychological distress, career decision‑making and mental health have traditionally been treated as separate domains within both research and practice. This separation limits the capacity of career guidance systems to function as preventative wellbeing interventions.
This paper presents findings from a published, theory‑driven structural equation modelling (SEM) study done in Aotearoa New Zealand that conceptualises career decision‑making as a psychologically embedded wellbeing process strongly linked to mental health outcomes. Drawing on cognitive theories of depression (Beck & Dozois, 2011), rumination theory (Nolen‑Hoeksema et al., 2008), and Social Cognitive Career Theory (Lent et al., 2017), the study integrates cognitive vulnerability, perceived agency, and contextual constraints into a unified explanatory model. Building on prior scoping work identifying gaps in adolescent career–mental health research (Amaral et al., 2023), the model positions career indecision as both a stressor and a mechanism through which mental health risk may be amplified during the school‑to‑work transition.
The study employed a cross‑sectional quantitative design with a sample of 275 senior secondary school students aged 16–20 years in Aotearoa New Zealand. Participants were in the final two years of schooling and approaching transition to tertiary study, training, or employment. Five globally validated psychometric instruments were administered to capture a multidimensional profile of vocational decision‑making and wellbeing: the Career Decision Scale (career indecision), the Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (depressive symptoms), the Ruminative Response Scale–Short Form (brooding and reflection), the New General Self‑Efficacy Scale, and the Sense of Control Scale (perceived external constraints and personal mastery). All measures demonstrated strong internal consistency, replicating established international psychometric standards.
Data were analysed using SPSS and AMOS following a staged analytical strategy. Correlational analyses assessed bivariate relationships, while moderation and mediation analyses tested hypothesised indirect and interaction effects prior to full structural equation modelling. Model fit was evaluated using multiple indices (CFI, GFI, SRMR, RMSEA) in line with best practice for complex quantitative modelling.
Results indicated markedly elevated levels of career indecision, ruminative brooding, and depressive symptomatology relative to normative reference samples, alongside lower‑than‑expected general self‑efficacy. Perceived external constraints showed one of the strongest associations with depressive symptoms. Mediation analyses demonstrated that perceived external constraints significantly mediated the relationship between career indecision and depression, while general self‑efficacy exerted a partial buffering effect. Importantly, ruminative brooding significantly moderated the relationship between career indecision and perceived external constraints, intensifying students’ perceptions of limited control. The final adjusted SEM demonstrated good overall model fit, supporting the proposed theoretical integration of career, mental health and wellbeing processes (Amaral et al., 2024).
These findings advance international understanding of the career–wellbeing nexus by empirically demonstrating that career indecision during adolescence operates as a psychologically meaningful risk factor. The study highlights the importance of integrated career guidance approaches that address mental health, cognitive coping processes, and perceived agency, positioning career development as a core component of wellbeing promotion and prevention during educational transitions (Blustein et al., 2019). The paper concludes by outlining implications for policy, practice, and professional training within career guidance systems locally and internationally.
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Introduction
Career decision-making in late adolescence coincides with heightened vulnerability to psychological distress, particularly during the transition out of secondary education. Increasing academic pressure, uncertainty about future opportunities, and perceived external constraints may interact with cognitive and emotional factors such as rumination, reduced self-efficacy, and diminished sense of control. Despite strong theoretical links, career indecision and mental health have historically been addressed as separate domains. This paper responds to calls for greater integration by specifically examining career indecision as a psychologically embedded process with direct implications for students’ emotional wellbeing.  The transition from secondary school to further education or employment represents one of the most consequential developmental junctures in adolescence. During this period, young people are required to make complex career-related decisions while navigating heightened academic demands, social pressures, and uncertainty about future prospects. International and local evidence suggests that this transition coincides with elevated rates of psychological distress, particularly depressive symptoms and maladaptive cognitive patterns, yet career decision-making and mental health continue to be largely addressed as separate domains within research, policy, and practice.
Within Aotearoa New Zealand, adolescent mental health has been identified as a critical public health concern, with persistently high rates of depressive symptoms among secondary school students, particularly during senior school years when transition planning intensifies (Fleming et al. 2022). Despite this, there remains a paucity of empirical research integrating career development variables with mental health indicators in this population. As Amaral et al. (2024) note, much of the existing literature examining career indecision and psychological distress has focused on university-aged samples, limiting understanding of wellbeing risks earlier in the transition pipeline.
Aligned with the conference theme of Matariki - wellbeing and mental health, this paper reframes career decision-making as a psychologically embedded process with direct implications for adolescent wellbeing. Presenting significant findings from a published structural equation modelling study done with high school students across Aotearoa (Amaral et al., 2024), the paper demonstrates how career indecision interacts with cognitive vulnerability, perceived agency, and contextual constraints to influence depressive symptomatology  and rumination during the school-to-work and study transition. 
Objectives
The objectives of this paper are to:
1. Present an empirically validated, integrated model linking career indecision and mental health in senior secondary school students in Aotearoa.
2. Examine the direct and indirect pathways between career indecision and depressive symptoms.
3. Identify the mediating roles of general self-efficacy and perceived sense of control.
4. Examine the moderating role of rumination in shaping perceptions of external constraints.
5. Articulate the implications of these findings for career guidance as a wellbeing-focused intervention within educational and vocational systems.
Theoretical Basis
The study is grounded in an integration of cognitive theories of depression, rumination theory, and Social Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT), situated within contemporary vocational psychology perspectives that emphasise contextual constraints and agency.
Cognitive models of depression highlight the role of negative thinking patterns, reduced perceived control, and diminished self-efficacy in the emergence and maintenance of depressive symptoms (Beck & Dozois, 2011). Rumination theory further differentiates between maladaptive brooding and more reflective forms of repetitive thinking, with brooding consistently associated with heightened psychological distress (Nolen‑Hoeksema et al., 2008). SCCT provides a vocational framework through which self-efficacy and perceived barriers shape career decision-making processes and outcomes (Lent et al., 2017).
Building on this theoretical foundation, Amaral et al. (2024) proposed an integrated conceptual model positioning career indecision as both a cognitive‑emotional stressor and a contextually influenced process. This model advances vocational theory by explicitly embedding mental health mechanisms within career decision-making, aligning closely with international calls for holistic, wellbeing‑oriented career guidance (Blustein et al., 2019).
Methodology
This study employed a cross-sectional quantitative design with a sample of 275 senior secondary school students aged 16–20 years drawn from multiple schools and youth organisations across Aotearoa New Zealand. Participants were in the final two years of secondary schooling and approaching the transition to tertiary education, training, or work.
Five globally validated psychometric self-report instruments were administered to capture a multidimensional profile of career decision-making and wellbeing:
1. Career Decision Scale (CDS) – measuring career indecision
2. Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CES‑D) – assessing depressive symptoms
3. Ruminative Response Scale – Short Form (RRS) – measuring brooding and reflection
4. New General Self‑Efficacy Scale (GSES) – assessing perceived competence and coping ability
5. Sense of Control Scale (SOC) – measuring perceived external constraints and personal mastery
All instruments demonstrated strong internal consistency within the present sample, replicating established psychometric properties reported internationally.
Data were analysed using SPSS and AMOS, following a staged analytical approach. Correlational analyses were conducted to assess bivariate relationships. Moderation and mediation analyses were undertaken to test hypothesised interaction and indirect effects, followed by structural equation modelling (SEM) to evaluate the integrated conceptual model. Model fit was assessed using multiple indices (CFI, GFI, SRMR, RMSEA), consistent with best practice in quantitative mental health and vocational research.
Results
Data from 275 senior secondary school students with complete responses across all five validated psychometric instruments were included in the final analyses. Preliminary screening confirmed acceptable levels of normality and internal consistency across all scales, with Cronbach’s alpha and McDonald’s omega coefficients indicating good to excellent reliability. Descriptive analyses revealed that participants reported substantially elevated levels of career indecision, depressive symptoms, and ruminative brooding when compared with normative population reference data. These findings underscore the heightened wellbeing vulnerability present during the school‑to‑work transition.
Bivariate correlational analyses demonstrated statistically significant relationships between career indecision and depressive symptoms, as well as strong associations between rumination and depression. Of particular relevance to wellbeing, perceived external constraints (sense of control) showed one of the strongest correlations with depressive symptomatology, indicating that students’ perceptions of limited agency and external barriers were closely linked to emotional distress during career decision-making. General self‑efficacy was negatively associated with both career indecision and depressive symptoms, suggesting a potentially protective role.
To examine the complexity of these interrelationships, moderation and mediation analyses were conducted prior to structural equation modelling. Mediation analyses revealed that perceived external constraints significantly mediated the relationship between career indecision and depressive symptoms, accounting for a substantial proportion of variance in depression scores. General self‑efficacy partially mediated this relationship, indicating that while self‑efficacy buffered emotional distress, it did not fully offset the negative impact of indecision when perceived barriers remained high.
Moderation analyses indicated that ruminative brooding significantly moderated the relationship between career indecision and perceived external constraints. Students who engaged more frequently in maladaptive ruminative thinking were significantly more likely to perceive external barriers as overwhelming when experiencing career indecision. This interaction effect was not observed for reflective rumination, highlighting the specific role of maladaptive cognitive processing in amplifying perceived loss of control.
Following moderation and mediation testing, a refined structural equation model (SEM) was estimated using AMOS to examine the integrated wellbeing–career decision-making framework. The final adjusted model demonstrated overall good model fit across multiple fit indices (CFI, GFI, SRMR), supporting the theoretical coherence of the proposed pathways in the model. Within the SEM, perceived external constraints emerged as a central mechanism linking career indecision to depressive symptoms, while general self‑efficacy exerted a significant, albeit partial, protective effect. Ruminative brooding intensified the pathway between career indecision and perceived constraints, further amplifying vulnerability to emotional distress.
Collectively, the results suggest a multifaceted, interdependent system in which career indecision, cognitive vulnerability, perceived agency, and mental health operate dynamically rather than independently. The findings provide robust empirical evidence that career decision-making processes during adolescence are deeply embedded within broader wellbeing contexts.
The final adjusted structural equation model demonstrated good overall model fit, supporting the theoretical integration of career and mental health constructs. Within the model, perceived external constraints emerged as a central mechanism linking career indecision to depressive symptoms, with self-efficacy exerting a buffering influence and rumination amplifying risk pathways.
Conclusion
This study provides further compelling evidence that career decision-making during the transition from secondary school is not a neutral or solely developmental task, but a psychologically complex wellbeing process with tangible mental health implications. By integrating five globally validated measures within an advanced quantitative modelling framework, the research demonstrates how career indecision interacts with cognitive vulnerability (rumination), perceived agency (sense of control), and personal resources (self‑efficacy) to influence depressive symptomatology.
The findings have significant implications for the IAEVG wellbeing agenda, particularly the positioning of career guidance as a preventative and promotive positive mental health intervention. Career indecision emerged not merely as an outcome of uncertainty, but as an active stressor capable of exacerbating emotional distress—especially when students perceive limited control over external conditions and engage in maladaptive ruminative thinking. The mediating role of perceived external constraints highlights how structural, informational, and contextual factors are experienced psychologically, shaping wellbeing through students’ sense of agency.
Importantly, the buffering role of self‑efficacy suggests that interventions strengthening confidence in coping and problem-solving may reduce emotional vulnerability, but only when accompanied by strategies that also address perceived barriers and cognitive coping patterns. The moderating effect of ruminative brooding further indicates that without support to manage maladaptive thinking styles, career indecision may become a self‑reinforcing cycle of reduced agency and worsening mental health.
From a practice perspective, the results strongly support integrated career and wellbeing models, aligning closely with IAEVG priorities around holistic guidance, prevention, and sustainable life design. Career practitioners, school counsellors, and policy developers are encouraged to continue to move beyond information‑based approaches and we need to provide systemic support to explicitly assess and respond to wellbeing indicators, particularly depressive symptoms, rumination, and perceived control – specifically within career guidance contexts. This has implications for professional training, service design, and early identification of wellbeing risk during educational transitions.
In conclusion, this research advances international understanding of the career–mental health nexus by empirically validating a complex, theoretically grounded model that captures the lived psychological realities of adolescents navigating critical transitions. By demonstrating that career guidance can operate as a meaningful site for wellbeing intervention, the study contributes directly to the goals of IAEVG and CATE in promoting guidance practices that support not only career outcomes, but long‑term psychological resilience and life satisfaction.
Final Model: 
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